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The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was
established in 1992 after the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro as an intergovernmental
organization to address climate change. Its Conference of the Parties (COP), attended by almost
200 member states, have met annually for decades yet climate change persists, and chances to
ameliorate its effects have been slow to emerge. The prioritizing of economics over
environmental and social approaches reinforces the existing hierarchy that actively encourages
the environmental exploitation that results in climate crises. The Global North continuously
burns more than their fair share of fossil fuels, which results in rising greenhouse gases (GHG),
the leading cause of climate change. Furthermore, by forcing negotiated consent of low-income
countries in the Global South, the Global North recolonizes them through climate change
agreements that do not adequately acknowledge these intentional power imbalances. Successive
COPs work towards keeping average global temperatures within a 2°C rise under a principle of
common but differentiated responsibilities, which fosters a collective feeling of progress.
However, repeated failure to meet these goals because national governments and multinational
corporations want business as usual under capitalism means our future is precarious.

Climate change has been known and warned about by scientists for nearly two centuries —
in 1824, James Fourier first studied the effect of GHGs. ! In 1861, John Tyndall identified CO>
as atmospherically altering, and Svante Arrhenius first linked fossil fuel burning with increasing
atmospheric CO, and global temperatures in 1896.2 Yet climate change remains a contemporary

problem, arguably the most urgent and complex ever. Less than three percent of climate
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scientists would say the root cause of climate change is not anthropogenic.® There have been
international attempts to address climate change since 1992 when the UNFCCC was
established.* Although we are at COP24, we have largely talked about treaties rather than
actually “adapting existing regimes and fulfilling commitments to implement long-term
solutions.”® Why does climate change persist when it poses an existential threat to humanity?
The argument that political will is lacking assumes all we have to do is follow-through on a
consensus about climate change. What consensus? Science only tells us we must transition to
low-carbon economies, stat not how this might be accomplished. This question is relegated to
formal political processes.® Governments and politicians, influenced by the massive sway of
corporate interests, regard climate change primarily as an economic rather than environmental
problem. That is why the Montreal Protocol was exceptionally effective compared to other
international climate-related agreements.

The Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer was not only the first
UN agreement ratified by all 197 member countries, but remarkably was achieved during the
Cold War.” In 1973, the effects of chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) including cancer, crop failure,
and ocean system collapse were first researched. Sixteen years later, the international community

had agreed upon and implemented the Montreal Protocol. As of 2006, less than 5% of global
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ozone-depleting emissions remained.® Why were we able to collectively phase out CFCs and
other ozone-depleting chemicals, when action on GHGs is so challenging? CFCs were a simple
risk.

The International Risk Governance Council (IRGC) identifies five types of risk, ranging
from simple risk, which is “relatively straightforward and uncontroversial” to systemic risks,
which are intricately socioeconomically entangled, “not confined to national borders and defy
management by a single sector.”® Simple risks, like those represented by CFCs, are single issues
that can be solved with relative ease through “routine-based” strategies.'® Between 1991-2005,
USD#$3.1 billion was pledged for burden sharing as per the Montreal Protocol to cover
adaptation in developing countries — a small price to pay compared to the exorbitant, cross-
cutting expenses of climate change.!* Complex risks, like climate change, need systemic
solutions which involve communication and coordination between governments, industries,
academia, and civil society.'> CFCs’ considerable risks were easily communicated through
language of “ozone holes” which prompted visceral imagery of “the roof over our home planet
being punctured,” whereas “climate change” seems innocuous, and to historically cold
countries, “global warming” makes staycations appealing.’® In the midst of “politically
contentious science-related debates,” the coverage of CFCs presented a clear dialogue for the

public.* Since consumers had all the context to “think and talk sensibly about public affairs,”
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which is ideally what journalism offers, consumption of CFCs would stop if production did.*
Furthermore, ozone depletion has an easily isolated economic solution: stop producing CFCs.
The Montreal Protocol targeted companies, specifically DuPont and Imperial Chemical
Industries, to develop alternative products.® If these two chemical giants wanted global market
access, they had to adapt, and because they had a near monopoly, their competitors had to adapt
as well. These straightforward changes had little effect on corporations and consumers so post-
Montreal Protocol business proceeded as usual. That is not the case with climate change, which
fundamentally challenges perceptions of the environment as inherently exploitable for human
use. The enclosure of the Commons, the creation of private property, and the subsequent rise of
capitalism is ingrained globally, complementing patriarchal and colonial power structures.
American, Russian, and Chinese world leaders reflect these ideologies and “represent fossil fuel
interest, deny science and undermine international cooperation.”*’ National economic interests
and multinational corporate profits are privileged above all else. The UN was able to pressure
companies to phase out CFCs not because politicians were smarter back then, but because
capitalism was weaker and corporations had less political control through lobbying.*8
Neoliberalism had not yet taken over politics. The players that are now positioned to ignore
ongoing catastrophic climate-related crises are already winning, so why would they use their
power to change the rules? Those rules also define what a “developed” country is. Almost
always, it is a neo-colonial nation fully cognizant that they are recolonizing the Global South by

unfairly overusing fossil fuels.®
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Climate change repercussions are not equally distributed, and the Global South is
disproportionately affected to the profit of the Global North. Under the principle of “common but
differentiated responsibilities,” the Kyoto Protocol recognized that industrialized countries emit
the most GHGs and should pay developing countries proportionate to this direct economic
advantage.?® Language like ‘common but differentiated responsibilities’ and ‘clean development
mechanisms’ (CDMs), which are flexible emissions-trading schemes, leave loopholes for
participatory states to exploit. This makes deference “the most politically expedient option”
despite the fact that we are dealing with “widely acknowledged and imminent crises.”?! Since
1992 the planet has kept cooking throughout periodic COPs, with states exacerbating our
existential crises by burning fossil fuels with reckless abandon in pursuit of impossibly
exponential growth. We have not reached an “international consensus on how best to finance
effective responses and on burden-sharing among states to meet the cost of compliance.”??> Some
suggest, if not governments, corporations should form “carbon clubs” because capitalists would
then be best positioned to incentivize and underwrite climate change curbing with their
immensely concentrated power. 22 While this could prevent carbon leakage and relieve low-
income countries financially, corporations are structurally profit driven and inherently unable to
save the planet. Corporations follow a business model that encourages ongoing emissions and
taking responsibility for them would be antithetical to their monetary incentives. Furthermore,

narrowing in on the financial enumeration of climate change is a distraction from how wealth is
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systemically siphoned up to the infamous 1%. The cost of climate change could be the entirety of
humanity, yet concern lies with corporate interest under the guise of national economic growth.

Each country left Kyoto with reduced emission cut targets, but these targets were not
legally binding until the treaty was ratified domestically. America refused to ratify. China and
India were given a pass, arguing the prosperity their rapidly growing economies provided should
not be denied due to a problem they did not cause.?* Without America, China, and India, the
world’s heavy weight GHG emitters, the Kyoto Protocol could not be fully effective.?® We are
reluctant to admit everyone lives on Earth regardless of economic status or state or origin.
Change is slow because effective solutions are complex. That does not mean international efforts
are futile. Of course countries do not want to sacrifice their financial futures. The Copenhagen
Accord from COP1S5 reflected these values by allowing countries to “voluntarily set their own
targets for emission cuts over 10 years.”?® A voluntary pledge instead of a binding collective
agreement means governments can do what they can without risking being in violation of treaty
obligations. It also negates the arduous waiting period for ratification and gets countries like
China and India to go “further than they’d ever gone before.”?’ Copenhagen took cost into
consideration at the expense of clear, legally binding environmental goals. The question becomes
how to incentivize states and corporations to put value in the common good.

To constrain unilateral action so countries cannot do whatever they want, multilateralism
has been the trend post-WWII, although bilateral agreements are simpler and allow for single

states to gain more.? Clearly, although “international organizations and legal regimes are slow to
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change, global governance is not static.”?® A multilateral approach is essential to cope with
climate change, however “international inequality is reproduced in multilateralism” through the
“negotiated consent” of low-income countries to climate change agreements.*® The Global
North’s colonial violence secured an advantageous social, economic, and political standing that
allows the hypocritical denial of previously colonized countries from pursuing the same
unsustainable path. In the established linear hierarchy, the Global South remains the Global
South. The Copenhagen Accord differed from the Kyoto Protocol not only in legality, but
because it “was introduced as part of a take-it-or-leave-it package tied to unprecedented levels of
finance” after a closed-door meeting between America, China, India, Brazil, and South Africa.3!
For the 2010-2012 period, USD$30 billion was promised to developing countries, and a
subsequent USD$100 billion per annum by 2020.%? The sentiments of low-income countries can
be captured in COP15’s Tuvalu representative lan Fry saying, “It looks like we are being offered
30 pieces of silver to betray our people and our future. Our future is not for sale.”*® However, in
the months following Copenhagen, “141 countries, representing 87 percent of global emissions,
indicated willingness to associate with the accord.”®* Ideally, multilateralism is about
cooperation, yet this borders on coercion. Anything is for sale when it is business as usual. A
backroom deal is a democratic consensus only from the perspective of above, while below, “low-
income states are overwhelmingly outmatched in terms of financial resources, political influence,

and negotiating capacity.”*® Choices are limited by the demands of the dominant powers, but
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climate change affects us all. However, the corporate investor is impacted superficially compared
to the citizen, whose whole way of life could be at stake but has very little political sway.

Under late stage capitalism, suggesting systemic change to address climate change is
“seemingly utopian,” however there is no other legitimate option.>® Climate change supersedes
economic or even environmental issues, and is an all-encompassing social crisis. The fallacy in
operating as if there is endless ability to “profit, overconsume and overdiscard” without
consequence is structurally unquestioned.®” In recent years, all climate-related records have been
broken. In 2015, average global temperature first rose 1°C above pre-industrial levels.® Despite
these red flags, we carry on. Business as usual. The submitted intended nationally determined
contributions (INDCs) for the voluntary Copenhagen Accord will result in a minimum 3°C rise,
even if exacted precisely.® Governments and corporations benefit from business as usual and if
they can voluntarily do what they want, there is virtually no accountability, despite grassroots
efforts. Capitalism’s insidious ability to monetize anything and everything includes the so-called
“green economy,”*° in which nature is commodified into eco-friendly products and the
responsibility of climate change is further individualized. The carbon footprint of any single
citizen is utterly insignificant (unless they happen to be a CEO). Similarly, satisfaction with
being within 2°C of pre-industrial global averages does not serve the global majority, most
whom live in low-income countries and already have had their lives made unlivable by climate

change.*! Those who still have the luxury of time to mitigate worst-case scenarios do not want to
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understand that clocks elsewhere have expired. To avoid catastrophe, we have to acknowledge
capitalism is inherently antithetical to continuing to live on Earth as we have at all.

There is not enough popular acceptance of a paradigm shift from neoliberal capitalism to
a system that rejects a “model of infinite growth,” condemning it as morally infeasible to meet
the needs of the majority.*? Countries that are already rich widen that wealth gap by recolonizing
low-income countries by insufficiently reducing emissions and using CDMs to shirk
responsibility.*® Exponential capitalist growth is not sustainable and we desperately need a
system that is egalitarian and reciprocal.** Climate change is so cross-cutting that it hits “the
economy, technology, trade, equity, ethics, security” and international relations.* This is the
reason we are still struggling and the reason it is important to keep struggling towards a solution.
Environmentally, we have to commit to drastic emissions reductions, leave 80% of known fossil
fuel reserves underground, and, in producing and consuming cleaner energy, heal our
“relationship with nature through building low-carbon, post-capitalist and gender-fair
societies.”*® If we come to terms with the very human need for these radical transformations, we
will also have to unpack colonial and patriarchal ideologies and institutions. Obviously it is not
easy to do everything all at once, which is why we still have ongoing climate crises.

Human ingenuity could solve the climate change puzzle if we could fit together all the
important pieces: the advocacy of grassroots activism and nongovernmental organizations, the
will of national governments, the democratic consensus of multilateral international bodies, the

financial power of corporations, the understanding of scientists and academics, and the cultural
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acceptance of civil society. All these pieces are at play. The UNFCCC has been trying to change
the rules to solve a puzzle with only some of the shapes, which are actively distorted by the
complexity of climate change and the pursual of capitalist agendas. We are so focused in on the
economic angle of the picture, as we try to fit these impossibly small pieces together, we
discount the possibility of playing another game: A game of sustainability in which everyone can
be a player. “The goal is harmony, not growth. Without growth, the current capitalist system
cannot exist.”*’

The cynicism surrounding the UNFCCC makes this body seem ineffective when it is
doing all it can. It is extremely difficult to shoulder the vast complexities of alarming climate
science with the current economic incompatibility with environmentalism, made so by legal
precedents and neoliberal paradigms from our existing framework. The UNFCCC'’s
ineffectiveness is symptomatic of the dominant system that thinks humans can control nature.
The bottom line is, we need this planet. Specifically. The reverse is unequivocally untrue.
Ultimately, what the UNFCCC is doing is not enough to stabilize harmony between humanity
and nature, but at least we are doing something. We have a very human paradox on our hands in
which we know the way we want to live is possible if we cut GHG emissions, but our whole way
of life has been fundamentally built on a model of emitting exponentially more. Climate change
is the single most simultaneously broad and dense existential threat to humanity, but it has arisen
by our own doing, so we should be able to undo it. The best test of human ingenuity will be

putting our puzzle together.
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