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Global climate change is the apotheosis of the idea 
that everything is related to everything else.

(Eugene Skolnikoff, 1993, p. 183)

Even a cursory glance at international attempts to solve the problem 
of climate change would suffice to establish two things. First, that, 
although there is a UN Climate Convention (UNFCCC) and associ-
ated Kyoto Protocol, there is also a plethora of other climate-related 
initiatives and institutions. Second, there is a significant disconnection 
between the way in which the UNFCCC attempts to mitigate climate 
change and scientific and even ‘common sense’ ideas of what would 
really be required to tackle the human forces that drive the enhanced 
greenhouse effect. This chapter examines the way in which the inter-
national climate regime was set up and how ‘framings’ of the problem 
have been associated with the ‘fragmented’ responses of the interna-
tional community.

The concept of framing has been an important one across the social 
sciences. The discussion that follows is based on some social constructiv-
ist assumptions that utilise the insights of the philosopher John Searle 
(1995). In Searle’s conception, physical climate change is an ‘observer 
independent’ set of ‘brute facts’. We may comprehend and ‘socially 
construct’ such facts imperfectly, at best through intersubjective agree-
ment between natural scientists, but also through our own direct physi-
cal experiences. Erving Goffmann, the sociologist who first coined the 
idea of ‘frame analysis’, referred to the ways in which humans build up 
their definition of a situation ‘in accordance with principles of organi-
zation which govern events – at least social ones – and our subjective 
involvement in them’ (Goffmann, 1986). For Goffmann there are two 
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14 Climate Change in World Politics

types of primary framework; natural and social. Natural frameworks 
are purely physical, with natural determinants. ‘Elegant versions (my 
italics) of these natural frameworks are found, of course, in the physical 
and biological sciences’ (ibid., p. 22). Social frameworks, by contrast, 
provide background understanding of events ‘that incorporate the will, 
aim, and controlling effort of an intelligence, a live agency, the chief 
one being a human being’ (ibid.). For a social constructivist, such as 
Searle, both the elegant scientific versions of reality and the various 
other socially constructed frames found in academia, policymaking 
and diplomacy are all ‘social facts’, as are the institutions of global 
governance.1

Adopting this perspective means that an enquiry into the relationship 
between various climate-related frames and institutional structures is, 
in effect, a study of the connections between various levels and types 
of social facts. The frequently posed question of why there is such a 
disjunction between a, largely shared, scientific version of the likely 
effects and drivers of climate change, and the policy frames and agen-
das adopted by governments, reflects an implicit ranking. Scientific 
versions of reality are seen as superior to policy frames and have not 
been adequately translated to the latter. The former often represent a 
holistic vision of the earth’s physical and social systems in which there 
are myriad interconnections, rendering climate change an infinitely 
more complex and ‘wicked’ problem in which ‘everything is related to 
everything else’. Very often comparisons are made with the problem of 
stratospheric ozone depletion, where both scientific and policymaking 
frames were able to converge on a simple set of variables. Much recent 
literature on policy formation has been concerned with the discursive 
frames that set the terms of possible argument, serving to delimit and 
decompose problems (Scrase and Ockwell, 2010).

Because of the inherent complexity of the climate change problem 
such decomposition is especially important. The broadest frames are 
coincident with the principles of the prevailing international order 
and would often tend to favour solutions based on free markets and 
private sector involvement. Alternatives that might once have figured, 
for example the institution of common heritage of humankind princi-
ples, are, after the end of the Cold War and the associated dominance 
of liberal economic ideas, beyond consideration. There are other key 
inclusions and exclusions which will be considered below. A framing of 
the climate problem in terms of security has certainly gained traction 
at the international level in the past decade but others, such as consump-
tion and population increase, which figure in the scientific and more 
popular literature on the drivers of climate change, are notably absent.
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Framing and Fragmentation 15

The key link between policy frames and the international institu-
tional architecture is to be found in the way that they prefigure the 
setting of policy agendas involving the selection of issues. In the inter-
national cooperation literature, regimes govern specific ‘issue areas’. 
The latter are defined as ‘sets of issues that are in fact dealt with in 
common negotiations and by the same and closely coordinated bureau-
cracies’ (Keohane, 1984, p. 61). This is a largely intergovernmental 
activity, although the non-governmental organisations and interest 
groups can exert significant influence. The Brundtland Commission’s 
Report, that preceded the 1992 Rio Earth Summit, recognised that the 
internal structure of governments could have a major influence on the 
framing of issues – the separation of trade and environment for example 
(World Commission on Environment and Development [WCED], 1987, 
p. 310). Both this and the need to accommodate to the architecture of 
international organisations, with its existing division of responsibili-
ties and budgets, seem to have been influential in the way in which 
the climate issue area was defined. The critical point, in terms of the 
likely effectiveness of regime arrangements, is that such definitions and 
delimitations are often inconsistent with other framings – notably those 
of natural science (Vogler, 2000, p. 24).

It is difficult to find examples of international regimes that address 
problems in an encompassing and coherent way. Usually they are par-
tial and fragmented. According to Biermann et al. (2009, p. 31) such 
fragmentation is a ‘ubiquitous structural characteristic of global gov-
ernance architectures today’. The most notable exception to this rule 
is the nearly all-encompassing set of legal rules for the definition and 
usage of the oceans contained in the 1982 UN Convention on the Law 
of the Sea (that entered into force in 1996 after substantial revision of 
its Part XI on the deep sea bed). The climate ‘regime complex’, with the 
Convention (UNFCCC) at its heart, provides a case study in fragmen-
tation, where the efforts of governments have ‘produced a complex 
of more or less closely connected regulatory regimes’ (Keohane and 
Victor, 2010, p. 1).There is some fragmentation even within the formal 
structures of the UNFCCC, with its extensive series of meetings, nego-
tiation tracks and subsidiary bodies. Beyond it there exists a very large 
number of public and private organisations that would merit inclusion, 
such that their description would require a complex mapping exercise. 
Abbott (2012, p. 571) refers to a ‘cambrian explosion’ of ‘transnational 
institutions, standards and financing arrangements’, the overall climate 
regime being ‘complex, fragmented and decentralised’.

The focus of fragmentation studies usually reflects the ‘problem - 
solving’ frame of liberal institutionalist IR. The questions that are asked 
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16 Climate Change in World Politics

often relate to the degree to which fragmentation helps or hinders the 
search for cooperative solutions to global governance problems in gen-
eral, and mitigation and adaptation to climate change in particular. The 
task of this chapter is rather more modest. It is primarily to consider 
how framing ideas and the fragmentation of the international climate 
architecture fit together. In the first part, specific inclusions and omis-
sions within the UNFCCC will be considered and, in the second, some 
of the broader framings of the climate problem.

Framing the climate convention and Kyoto Protocol

The 1972 United Nations Conference on the Human Environment 
(UNCHE) is often regarded as the event that marked the emergence of 
environmental issues on the international agenda. There was no men-
tion of climate change in the ‘principles’ drafted by the conference but 
it was noted in one of 18 accompanying recommendations. This pro-
posed the establishment of a world wide network ‘… to monitor long 
term trends in the atmosphere which might cause changes in mete-
orological properties, including climatic changes’ (UN, 1975, p. 322). 
Quasi-official preparatory work for the conference, involving consulta-
tions with 152 prominent experts from 58 countries, had clearly recog-
nised that, despite prevailing scientific uncertainties, there was a real 
climate problem that the international community would have to face. 
The words of the preparatory commission are worth quoting:

But the balance between incoming and outgoing radiation, the inter-
play of forces which preserve the average global level of temperature, 
appear to be so even, so precise that only the slightest shift in the 
energy balance could disrupt the system. It takes only the smallest 
movement at its fulcrum to swing a seesaw out of the horizontal. It 
may require only a small percentage of change in the planet’s bal-
ance of energy to modify temperature by 2˚C. 

(Ward and Dubos, 1972, p. 266)

The reference to 2 ºC may appear prescient, but it should also be recalled 
that, although an estimated 0.5 ºC rise in global mean temperatures was 
predicted by 2000, it was acknowledged that there could equally well be 
a movement in the opposite direction – towards ‘global cooling’. At the 
end of the 1970s such scientific agnosticism was still present in a survey 
of the best available scientific opinion that assigned equal probability 
scores to global cooling and warming.2
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Framing and Fragmentation 17

The initial framing of the climate problem in the 1992 UNFCCC, 
representing the achievable consensus of the late 1980s, has remained 
of central importance. First, climate change, in the first two lines of 
the Convention, is acknowledged as a ‘common concern’. That is to 
say the atmosphere is not to be treated as a ‘common heritage’, with 
all the legal properties of shared ownership and enjoyment that might 
be implied on the basis of experience with the designation of deep 
seabed mineral resources (and the moon) as the ‘common heritage of 
humankind’. Malta, which had initiated the seabed version of common 
heritage in 1967, made the suggestion that the climate be treated as part 
of the common heritage at the first discussion of climate issues at the 
UN General Assembly in 1988 (Bodansky, 1993, p. 465). This did not 
prove to be acceptable and the final United Nations General Assembly 
(UNGA) resolution refers to the climate as a common ‘concern’ (UNGA 
Res. 43/53, 1988).

The influence of experience with negotiations for the UN Convention 
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which had controversially adopted 
the idea of common heritage, was also evident in the format of the 
projected climate agreement. The Conference had run on from 1973 
to 1982 and concluded with a vast and comprehensive treaty covering 
almost the entire range of maritime issues. At the time of the negotia-
tion of the UNFCCC it was still awaiting sufficient ratifications for entry 
into force. The desire to avoid a comparable experience with the inter-
national regulation of atmospheric issues probably assisted the rejec-
tion of Canadian proposals for a broad and comprehensive ‘law of the 
atmosphere’ that would cover a range of interdependent atmospheric 
issues, including climate change (Bodansky, 1993, p. 472). Instead, 
the clear preference was for a narrower framework agreement, along 
the lines of the 1985 Vienna Convention on substances that deplete 
the stratospheric ozone layer. A widely regarded ‘control’ Protocol to this 
Convention had been adopted in 1987. The Montreal Protocol was spe-
cifically designed to ban production and trade in those chlorofluorocar-
bons identified as having stratospheric ozone-depleting effects. Instead 
of following this example, the climate regime was to target a range 
of ubiquitous ‘source’ GHGs and ‘sinks’3 when it might, for example, 
have been more productive to arrange the reduction or phasing out of 
coal production and trade. However, the difficulties of doing this and 
arranging compensation for economies dependent on coal would have 
been immense.

If the major part of the climate problem arises from the burning 
of hydrocarbons in energy generation (constituting some 80 per cent 
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18 Climate Change in World Politics

of global energy supply) then it would also have made sense to target 
government fuel subsidies and to institute measures to encourage the 
development of renewables. David Victor has argued that the difficulty 
with international attempts to manage the climate problem is that it 
was initially framed as an environmental issue whereas ‘… in reality, 
its root causes and solutions lie in the functioning of energy markets 
and in the incentives for technological change within those markets’ 
(Victor, 2011, p. xix). National mitigation actions envisaged under the 
Convention were at some remove from the direct sources of the prob-
lem. Hence, the efforts of governments to fulfil their emissions reduc-
tions obligations under the Kyoto Protocol, and a successor agreement, 
have been beset by factors such as the extreme gyrations of the global 
oil price. In the EU, for example, long-range plans to decarbonise and 
set ambitious GHG reduction targets have been destabilised by energy 
price movements that undercut the assumptions of renewables policy 
and weaken its Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS) (Keating, 2015).

The relationship between energy and climate is of primary signifi-
cance, but it is a connection imperfectly made by policymakers and 
in the international institutional architecture of the International 
Energy Agency (IEA) and other bodies. The regime complex for global 
energy governance, insofar as it exists, is both fragmented and funda-
mentally oriented towards security of supply rather than sustainability. 
In a companion study to this volume, Thijs Van de Graaf (2013) demon-
strates how the failure to provide effective management of global energy 
has arisen from its inherent functional characteristics but also as a result 
of strategic behaviour and organisational rigidities. While the IEA has 
begun to re-orientate its activities towards the energy-climate nexus, 
‘both spheres are still largely disconnected’ (ibid., 102). Thus interna-
tional action in the promotion of renewables remains in its infancy with 
the creation, in 2009, of the International Renewable Energy Agency 
(IRENA). An integrated approach to climate and energy issues has only 
received spasmodic attention from the G8 and G20 meetings, the for-
mer having a long-term interest in energy security, complemented from 
2005 by the assumption of climate change responsibilities. There have 
been many bilateral and some multilateral attempts to foster inter-
national technological cooperation in the development of renewable 
alternatives to fossil fuels, cleaner coal-fired power generation or carbon 
capture and storage but, as with the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation 
(APEC) countries’ climate initiative, led by the Bush administration, 
these have sometimes been presented as alternative, rather than com-
plementary, to mitigation under the UNFCCC Kyoto Protocol.

Vogler, J.. Climate Change in World Politics, Palgrave Macmillan Limited, 2016. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=4082182.
Created from nottingham on 2018-05-24 00:28:18.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

6.
 P

al
gr

av
e 

M
ac

m
illa

n 
Li

m
ite

d.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Framing and Fragmentation 19

The Climate Convention was initiated and negotiated under the aus-
pices of the UN General Assembly and in anticipation of the 1992 Earth 
Summit. It was, accordingly, framed in terms of developmental politics 
and the obligations of the North to the ‘Global South’. Emblematic of this 
was the famous, or in some quarters infamous, principle of CBDR-RC. 
This assigns the initial responsibility for making emissions reductions to 
the developed (Annex I) countries and is carried through in the require-
ments of the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, under which the developed country 
Parties were to achieve a collective 5.2 per cent reduction against a 1990 
baseline. The interpretation and continuing relevance of CBDR-RC have 
been a dominant theme in the development of the UNFCCC and is the 
subject of Chapter 5 of this book, concerning the politics of climate 
justice. The ‘respective capabilities’ part of this principle was often 
neglected, but it foreshadowed a time when the emergent economies of 
the South would also have to engage with emissions reductions.

GHG mitigation under the Convention treats both sources and sinks 
on a territorial basis. It is the responsibility of state governments to fulfil 
their reduction and reporting obligations within their own territories. 
Under the Kyoto Protocol a ‘basket’ of six gases (CO2, CH4, NO2, HFCs, 
PFCs and SF6 ) were subject to emissions reductions and removals. 
Annex I inventories were to include emissions of these gases from six 
sectors (energy, industrial processes, solvents, agriculture, ‘land-use, 
land-use change and forestry’ [LULUCF] and waste). In principle, this 
might appear to include a substantial proportion of anthropogenic 
GHG emissions arising from power generation and industrial processes. 
But there were some significant omissions.

One appears straightforward – the chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) and 
other ozone-layer-depleting GHGs controlled under the Montreal 
Protocol. The Protocol has, in fact, been extremely successful in remov-
ing ozone-depleting substances – mainly CFCs and hydrochlorofluoro-
carbons (HCFCs). The effect of these measures is not only measured 
in terms of the stratospheric ozone layer but also in the avoidance of 
GHG emissions that would otherwise have occurred – some 10gt of 
CO2 equivalent per annum (United Nations Environment Programme 
[UNEP], 2011, p. 21). Unfortunately, the CFCs and HCFCs controlled 
under Montreal are being increasingly replaced by an ‘ozone-safe’ but 
highly climate-damaging class of chemicals – the hydrofluorocarbons 
(HFCs). Left unchecked their emission could undo all the GHG emis-
sions savings achieved by the Montreal Protocol producing, by 2050, 
global warming effects roughly equivalent to those of global transport 
emissions (UNEP, 2013).4
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20 Climate Change in World Politics

Global transport emissions from international shipping and avia-
tion also constitute a significant lacuna in the climate regime. Their 
GHG emissions (from aviation and marine fuel bunkers) were not 
excluded from consideration under the Convention but, in Article 
2(2) of the Kyoto Protocol, Annex I countries were enjoined to pur-
sue their reduction through the International Maritime Organisation 
(IMO) and International Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO). In 
favour of this approach was the difficulty of calculating and reducing 
such emissions on a national basis and the long-standing interna-
tional agreement that aviation fuel would not be subject to taxation. 
The contribution of international transport to global GHG emissions 
is only around 5 per cent in total but this share is rising fast and avia-
tion emissions impose additional burdens on the climate estimated 
to be 2–4 per cent greater than CO2 emissions alone (Ribeiro et al., 
2007, p. 376). 

While carrying around 90 per cent of world trade, the international 
shipping sector is responsible for around 2.7 per cent of global GHG 
emissions (International Chamber of Shipping, 2012, pp. 2–3). There 
is a long-established regulatory framework under the International 
Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL), 
operated through the IMO, which did not, until 2012, respond to the 
call to mitigate the industry’s GHG emissions.5 Aviation is a much 
more fuel inefficient way of transporting a tonne of cargo (ships = 15 
grammes per tonne/km, air freight = 540 grammes) (ibid., p. 5). It 

Figure 2.1 Contribution of sectors to GHG emissions 2010

Source: IPCC (2014), ‘Climate Change 2014’. Available at: http://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/
wg3/. Last Accessed: 11/07/2014.
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Framing and Fragmentation 21

is also the fastest rising source of transport-related GHG emissions 
(Figure 2.1). IPCC estimates that aviation emissions will rise two-
and-one-half times between 2002 and 2030 (ibid.). Domestic aviation 
emissions are included in national emissions targets under Kyoto, but 
international emissions are completely unregulated.6 Frustrated by 
the continuing lack of progress on GHG emissions by the industry 
and governments in the ICAO, the EU agreed, in 2008, to include 
emissions from international flights in its emissions trading system. 
The resulting conflict between the EU and other countries over the 
legality of this policy, the decision by the US Senate to forbid US 
carriers’ participation and Chinese threats to retaliate against Airbus, 
provide an excellent illustration of the difficulties and sovereign 
sensibilities involved in any attempt to bring international emissions 
under control. In 2012 the ICAO was finally moved to consider devel-
oping its own scheme for GHG reduction.7 There is an additional 
problem for aviation regulation arising from the fact that numerous 
developing world economies are dependent on a tourist trade that 
might be damaged by additional fuel costs – many of the countries 
involved are also small island states.

All this may lead to the conclusion that the conventional 
‘framing’ of the climate problem is simply outmoded. Its territorial 
approach to emissions inevitably reflects the assumptions of the 
sovereign states system, while governments have every short-run 
incentive, as illustrated in the struggle over aviation emissions, 
to protect national interests that are served by current rules and 
assumptions.

The securitisation of the climate

There have been concerted attempts to re-frame climate change as an 
international security issue. This may be regarded as a ‘securitisation’ 
process involving ‘… a move that takes politics beyond the estab-
lished rules of the game and frames the issue either as a special kind 
of politics or as above politics’ (Buzan et al., 1998, p. 23). There was 
some basis for a new, ‘environmentally tinged’ social construction of 
security. Since the ending of the Cold War, and parallel to the con-
struction of the regime for climate change mitigation and adaptation, 
an academic and policy discourse emerged in Western Europe and 
the United States on environment and security. Extensive studies of 
the complex linkages between environmental change and violence 
were undertaken (Homer-Dixon, 1999; Barnett, 2001). In very few, if 
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22 Climate Change in World Politics

any, instances could conflicts be directly attributed to environmental 
changes. The Darfur conflict in Sudan provides a recent much debated 
example of the sociopolitical consequences of desertification (Brown 
et al., 2007; Biello, 2009). It was an area in which defence estab-
lishments took a close and indeed self-interested view, as militaries 
attempted to justify their budgets in the era of the ‘peace dividend’. 
In the late 1990s the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
commissioned a major study (Lietzmann and Vest, 1999) that sought 
to develop ‘early warning’ indicators for environmental changes that 
might drive conflicts. Evident reductions in Arctic ice cover and the 
ensuing struggle for territorial advantage and control of the new 
‘North West Passage’ gave rise to the commonplace official asser-
tion that climate change represented a ‘threat multiplier’ (European 
Council, 2008).

Such a view represented an extension of an entirely orthodox posi-
tion on the meaning of security that continued to be defined in terms 
of the security of the state in the face of resource conflicts, forced 
migrations and insurrection. Alternative notions of security were also 
apparent in discussions of climate change, deriving from a shift in the 
‘referent object’ of security policy. The object to be secured was trans-
ferred to individuals and social groups. More radical still were attempts 
to ‘securitise’ the climate itself (Adger, 2010) and to suggest that climate 
change represented a greater threat than terrorism.8

In April 2007 an official attempt was made to ‘frame’ climate change 
as a security issue. The, then, UK Foreign Secretary, Margaret Beckett, 
introduced a debate on the topic at the UN Security Council. It is prob-
able that the intent was to provide some additional impetus to the Blair 
government’s attempt, launched during the British joint presidency 
of the G8 and the EU in 2005, to lay the groundwork for a post-2012 
agreement at the UNFCCC (Brown et al., 2007, p. 1144). The German 
government was similarly active within the G8 at Heiligendam in 2008, 
and in 2011 used its presidency of the Security Council to introduce 
another open climate debate. This was part of a wider diplomatic cam-
paign to establish Germany’s credentials as a prominent player in the 
resolution of environmentally related conflicts.9 Neither of the Security 
Council debates had a substantive outcome, other than an agreement, 
in 2011, that the Secretary General would include climate issues in his 
reporting. The large number of national contributions was, nonethe-
less, revealing.

Detraz and Betsill (2010) have performed a content analysis of some 
of the official literature of the period, including the 2007 debate in the 
UN Security Council. They found that two central discourses emerged. 
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Framing and Fragmentation 23

One, as in the emerging view of many defence establishments, linked 
environmental change to armed conflict. However, in the wider UN 
system an alternative discourse, labelled ‘environmental security’, held 
sway. This located climate change within a broader sustainable develop-
ment agenda and relied on a United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) definition of ‘human security’. The two discourses also reflected 
an institutional competition between the Security Council and the 
General Assembly, Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) and the 
whole international environmental architecture that had been erected 
since the landmark UN Conference on the Human Environment held 
at Stockholm in 1972. The United States, Britain and France, along 
with other developed world members of the Security Council, were 
generally in favour of expanding the remit of the Council to include 
climate-related issues. In the 2011 debate, US representative Susan Rice 
was passionate in her demand for action. There was some precedent 
for including matters that would at first sight appear to lie outside a 
strict interpretation of the Council’s mandate, relating to ‘… any threat 
to the peace, breach of the peace or act of aggression’ under Article 
39 of the Charter. Since 2000 the Council had debated and, in 2011 
passed, Resolution 1983 on HIV/AIDS (human immunodeficiency 
virus/acquired immune deficiency syndrome). But the terms of the 
Resolution were quite strictly limited to the ways in which HIV/AIDS 
affected ‘activities pertinent to the prevention and resolution of con-
flict’. The suggested terms of a climate resolution would have allowed 
the Secretary General to consider preventative action and identify 
future climate-related conflicts. From the Small Island States there was 
a more urgent call for enforcement and the president of Nauru, who 
addressed the Council in 2011, wondered pointedly whether the per-
manent members of the UN Security Council (P5) would fail to take 
action if it were their territories under threat of imminent inundation 
(UN Security Council, 2011).

Opposed to what was seen as ‘mandate creep’, detrimental to the 
proper responsibilities of the General Assembly and ECOSOC, were 
Russia and China, along with representatives of the Non-Aligned and 
G77. They claimed that the ‘environmental security’ discourse was 
appropriate rather than the alternative conflict perspective. Climate 
change was primarily a question of sustainable development rather 
than action to deal with threats to peace. Some speakers pointed 
out that the Security Council was dominated by big powers with its 
procedures far from transparent. There was suspicion that the engage-
ment of the Council might be a way in which the developed countries 
proposing it could seek, once again, to evade their responsibilities to 

Vogler, J.. Climate Change in World Politics, Palgrave Macmillan Limited, 2016. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=4082182.
Created from nottingham on 2018-05-24 00:28:18.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

6.
 P

al
gr

av
e 

M
ac

m
illa

n 
Li

m
ite

d.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



24 Climate Change in World Politics

make emissions reductions under CBDR-RC and to avoid responsibil-
ity for development and adaptation funding. The July 2011 session 
ended with the agreement of a statement which simply allowed the 
Secretary General to refer to climatic drivers of conflicts by way of 
‘contextual information’ in his reporting to the Council (UN Security 
Council, 2011).

Climate and population

In marked contrast to the UN security discussions, governments have 
been conspicuously silent on questions of population, consumption 
and climate change. From the time of Malthus, the consequences of an 
ever-rising human population have been a source of controversy. In the 
1970s the issue was framed by commentators such as Ehrlich (1968) in 
terms of the limits to food production. Currently, public discussion has 
shifted to the manifold consequences of climate change, including loss 
of fresh water and the potential collapse of agricultural and maritime 
resources. In the most extreme version, a projected increase of global 
population to some ten billion by the middle of the twenty-first century 
entails the end of human society as we know it, a fate that appears all 
but inevitable (Emmott, 2013). Others point more optimistically to the 
possibility that a ‘demographic transition’ will occur to alleviate the 
problem (Pearce, 2011; Dorling, 2013).

In the simplest terms there may seem to be the most evident relation-
ship between climate change and human population growth in the age 
of the ‘Anthropocene’. This widely used concept encapsulates the view 
that human activities are now altering the planet, leaving markers in a 
way comparable to the natural changes that marked previous geological 
epochs including the Holocene (denoting the 11,000-year period since 
the last ice age). Involved are a cluster of changes such as ocean acidifi-
cation and species loss directly associated with the changing chemical 
composition of the atmosphere.10 The curve of rising GHG emissions 
over the last 200 years tracks that of population growth. In 1800 there 
were around one billion human beings, by 1900 1.65 billion and by 
1960 three billion. In the mid-1960s human population was rising at 
an annual growth rate of 2.1 per cent, but the rate has since declined 
sharply. The demographic consequences were still substantial. By 2000 
the global population stood at six billion and in 2013 at around seven 
billion.11 Statistical analyses of historical data have confirmed that 
there is a proportional relationship, even though GDP increases may 
have a greater effect and the impact of population growth may be most 
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Framing and Fragmentation 25

significant in low-income societies (O’Neil, B.C., 2009, pp. 83–4). This 
leads to the general conclusion that:

Slower population growth would lead to lower emissions, making the 
climate problem easier to solve. And slower growth would likely make 
societies more resilient to the impacts of climate change. (Ibid., 82)

The reference to resilience highlights the way in which high rates of 
population growth compound the problems of poor and vulnerable 
societies afflicted by the ravages of disease and food and water short-
ages associated with a changing climate. It is frequently the case that 
areas of high population growth and extensive vulnerability to climate 
change overlap.

On closer inspection the relationship between GHG emissions and 
demographic change is quite complex, as reflected in the scenarios built 
by IPCC and other researchers. Economic growth rates, average incomes 
per capita, the changing demographic structure of populations and 
varying assumptions about the carbon intensity of energy production 
are all significant variables. In the IPCC emissions scenarios popula-
tion growth is positively associated with high emissions, along with 
increases in gross domestic product (GDP) (Nakićenović et al., 2000). 
More recent modelling relates income levels and carbon intensity to 
different projected levels of population growth. The findings do not 
point directly to the overriding significance of population changes but 
‘… highlight the combined importance of both slowing population 
growth and reducing per capita CO2 emissions to stabilise the global 
climate’ (Royal Society, 2012, p. 81).

It is sometimes claimed that the population dimension of climate 
change is wilfully ignored. This cannot be the case in public discus-
sion, but it is true that there is no serious framing in intergovernmental 
politics of climate change driven by population increases. On occasions 
it is mentioned in official speeches, but there has been no attempt to 
organise international cooperation around the stabilisation of popula-
tion growth in relation to climate change. This may be because of inher-
ent problems with calculating the figures and establishing a consensus 
on exactly what an international population regime could accomplish. 
Much more likely is that the issue is ignored because of its politically 
toxic character. It can give rise to highly divisive discussion of what 
Garrett Hardin (1974) once described as ‘lifeboat ethics’ – the view that 
the provision of aid to the hungry people of the developing world sim-
ply compounded the problem by creating a population-driven tragedy 

Vogler, J.. Climate Change in World Politics, Palgrave Macmillan Limited, 2016. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=4082182.
Created from nottingham on 2018-05-24 00:28:18.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

6.
 P

al
gr

av
e 

M
ac

m
illa

n 
Li

m
ite

d.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



26 Climate Change in World Politics

of the commons. Any attempt by developed world politicians to call for 
population reduction will tend to founder on objections related to the 
huge gap between the climate impact of rich and poor people.

Actual attempts at population control, however laudable the motives, 
raise profound human rights objections, whether in Indian sterilisa-
tion programmes or the Chinese ‘one child’ policy. International pro-
grammes on reproductive health and contraception have also proved 
capable of uniting what would, in other circumstances, be the most 
unlikely of oppositional coalitions, including the Catholic Church, 
Islamic authorities, the religious right in the United States and radical 
feminists. For all these reasons population issues are extraordinarily 
difficult for the UN system to handle and have been notably absent 
from, for example, the Millennium Development Goals. The 1994 UN 
Conference on Population and Development did consider the issue, 
primarily in terms of general human welfare but also environmental 
sustainability. Some progress was made in terms of a non-binding agree-
ment on reproductive health, but very little has subsequently been 
achieved. The likelihood that an international population policy-related 
framing of the climate problem will emerge is, therefore, close to zero, 
whatever the evidence brought forward by the IPCC or other bodies.

Globalisation and consumption

Clearly it is not so much population per se but associated patterns of 
human consumption that are critical. Since the birth of the UNFCCC 
the economic processes of globalisation have accelerated, entailing, in 
particular, the displacement of production processes. Shipping contain-
erisation and the development of air freight have been integral to glo-
balisation, giving rise to increases in emissions alongside the facilitation 
of rising patterns of, largely unsustainable, consumption. An expanding 
global economy based on fossil fuel use and intensive agriculture must 
constitute the primary driver of emissions growth. Globalisation poses a 
particular problem for the territorially based allocation of responsibility 
for GHG mitigation under the UNFCCC. There is now substantial evi-
dence of major emissions transfers from developed to developing coun-
tries as part of a globalisation process which leads to a ‘spatial disconnect 
between the point of consumption and emissions in production’ (Peters 
et al., 2011, p. 5). This casts very serious doubt on the validity of IPCC 
and UNFCCC accounting rules based on territorial emissions. Developed 
countries such as the United Kingdom (UK) have been able to report a 
stabilisation of emissions, while consumption has increased based on 
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Framing and Fragmentation 27

the falling price of manufactures associated with the fast-rising GHG 
emissions of China and other emergent economies (House of Commons 
Energy and Climate Committee, 2012). Measures to restrict emissions in 
developed countries through carbon-trading, which serves to increase 
energy prices, can compound the problem by promoting ‘carbon leak-
age’: the displacement of carbon-intensive industry offshore.

 If the climate problem were to have been addressed from the stand-
point of ecological holism, or even economic efficiency, the current 
territorially based arrangements and fragmented global architecture 
would hardly provide a rational solution. A more effective design 
would need, instead, to address the forces that drive the upward trend 
in emissions and the destruction of sinks. These are, potentially, within 
the control of governments, but such control has been willingly relin-
quished through the enabling of globalisation and the pursuit of a 
particular form of economic growth as the primary goal, even the test 
of legitimacy, for most governments. A critical enabler of economic glo-
balisation has been the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade/World 
Trade Organization (GATT/WTO) system, dedicated to trade expansion 
and economic growth. Economic orthodoxy and the prevailing view of 
trade specialists at the WTO is that there is no necessary relationship 
between trade expansion and environmental degradation, as long as 
the environmental externalities of production are factored into prices 
charged. The typical framing of the climate problem is that free trade 
and the protection of the physical environment go hand in hand. ‘In 
the (1995) Marrakesh Agreement establishing the WTO, members estab-
lished a clear link between sustainable development and disciplined 
trade liberalization’ (WTO, 2013). Both the WTO and UNFCCC sub-
scribe to the norms of a deeper international order that promotes the 
virtues of trade liberalisation and marketisation. Article 3(5) of the 1992 
Climate Convention is clear on this when it speaks of cooperation to:

… promote a supportive and open international economic system 
that would lead to sustainable economic growth and development 
in all Parties, particularly developing Parties, thus enabling them to 
address the problem of climate change.

Furthermore, with particular reference to trade:

Measures taken to combat climate change, including unilateral ones, 
should not constitute a means of arbitrary or unjustifiable discrimi-
nation or a disguised restriction on international trade.
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28 Climate Change in World Politics

WTO approaches to climate change stress the benefits of action to 
remove barriers to trade in environmental goods and services, citing, for 
example, a range of mitigation and adaptation technologies, identified 
by the IPCC, ‘that can assist in the challenge of climate change’ (WTO, 
2013). Similarly, there are indirect benefits to climate change mitigation 
and adaptation from negotiations on agriculture and market access for 
non-agricultural goods. The elimination of agricultural subsidies will 
lead to the more efficient allocation of resources and increased trade 
opportunities and income for developing countries, which can reduce 
their vulnerability to climate change. The predictability of WTO com-
mitments may offset climate uncertainties and ‘ensure that developing 
countries do not suffer disproportionately from the negative impacts of 
climate change’ (ibid.).

There is no conception, here, that the increasing scale of consump-
tion and energy use associated with the progress of globalization may 
bear some relationship to rising GHG emissions. On the contrary, the 
only evident contradiction between the activities of the trade and cli-
mate regimes lies in the way in which the provisions of the latter may 
be at odds with the non-discriminatory rules of the former. Ensuring 
the ‘harmonious co-existence’ of trade and environmental rules has, 
thus, been a preoccupation of the WTO’s Committee on Trade and 
Environment since its creation.

One reaction has been to accept the inevitability of population 
and economic growth with consequent burning of hydrocarbons and 
destruction of sinks. It is thus that the necessity of adaptation and the 
possibilities of compensation for climate loss and damage have come to 
occupy a much more significant place, alongside mitigation, in UNFCCC 
discussions considered in detail in Chapter 3. A much more radical 
alternative is to re-frame the problem in grand technological terms.

Geoengineering

If the age of the ‘Anthropocene’ involves human alteration of the 
physical characteristics of the planet, then, it may be argued, human 
intervention can also rectify the situation. The ultimate expression of 
what John Dryzek (1997) has termed the ‘promethean’ approach to 
environmental problems is geoengineering, ‘… a deliberate large-scale 
intervention in the earth’s climate system in order to moderate global 
warming’ (Royal Society, 2009, p. 1). Various possibilities have been 
mooted that fall into two broad categories, carbon dioxide removal 
(CDR) and solar radiation management (SRM). Carbon dioxide removal 
could involve a range of techniques including re-afforestation, various 
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Framing and Fragmentation 29

forms of land-use management and carbon capture and sequestration. 
Alternatively, there is the possibility of ocean fertilisation, requiring 
modification of the photosynthetic layer of micro nutrients to increase 
their uptake of carbon and ultimately deposit them on the seabed. Solar 
radiation management is based on different principles. Attempts could 
be made to change the surface albedo (a measure of reflectivity) of the 
planet leading to a direct cooling effect. Methods could involve increas-
ing the brightness of the roofs of human settlements, positioning mir-
rors in desert areas, growing more reflective crops or increasing cloud 
cover (Royal Society, 2009, pp. 24–8). Another more certain, but much 
riskier, approach would be to inject the stratosphere with aerosols in 
imitation of the observed cooling effects of volcanic eruptions. Probably 
the most exotic of geoengineering proposals would rely on space-based 
systems to reduce the amount of incoming solar energy. Suggestions 
have included placing reflectors or sunshades in a variety of orbital posi-
tions. The costs and uncertainties, not least with regard to their impact 
on the earth’s climate systems, remain prohibitively high – such as to 
render them an unrealistic proposition in the immediate future (Royal 
Society, 2009, p. 33). Also as Humphreys (2011, pp. 105–8) demon-
strates, they raise novel and potentially difficult international jurisdic-
tional problems in terms of the utilisation of the global space common.

There were nineteenth- and twentieth-century discussions of geoen-
gineering in terms of weather modification or even the potential for 
weaponisation, leading to the 1977 ENMOD Treaty (Convention on 
the Prohibition of Military or Any Other Hostile Use of Environmental 
Modification Techniques). This outlaws the use of ‘military or any other 
hostile use of environmental modification techniques having wide-
spread, long-lasting or severe effects as the means of destruction, dam-
age or injury to any other State Party’ (Article 1.1). However, this should 
not ‘… hinder the use of environmental modification techniques for 
peaceful purposes’ (Article III.1). Such a use had already been considered 
in a 1965 US President’s Science Council report that provides the first 
apparent instance of such a technology-centred framing of the climate 
problem, in which ‘the possibility of deliberately bringing about coun-
tervailing climatic changes needed to be thoroughly explored’ (cited 
in Hone, 2013). This suggestion was taken up in a number of studies 
during the 1970s, ‘However, in the 1980s and 1990s the emphasis 
of climate change policy discussions shifted to mitigation, primarily 
due to the efforts at the UN level to build a global consensus on the 
need for emissions controls’ (Royal Society, 2009, p. 4). There was also 
concern, not just about the risks and uncertainties inherent in this 
under-researched area of human endeavour, but also the ‘moral hazard’ 
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30 Climate Change in World Politics

posed by any serious consideration of techniques that could encourage 
policymakers to avoid making what appeared to be politically costly 
commitments to GHG reduction.

As the prospects for a ‘post-2012’ climate agreement to succeed the 
Kyoto Protocol appeared to diminish, geoengineering made a renewed 
appearance on the public stage with the UK Royal Society Report (Royal 
Society, 2009) and a joint enquiry by the Committees of the House of 
Commons and the US House of Representatives. The former called for 
the examination of regulatory arrangements and expressed the need to 
‘push geo-engineering up the international agenda’ (Humphreys, 2011, 
p. 114). Some geoengineering options, involving land-use changes, 
re-afforestation or carbon capture and storage are compatible with the 
existing climate regime complex and could be integrated into offset 
and trading arrangements at some future date. Others are not. The use 
of stratospheric sulphate aerosols would pose a serious threat to the 
Montreal Protocol regime for the protection of the ozone layer and 
would hardly be compatible with its role in GHG reductions. Space-
based SRM is associated with a high level of potential risk including, 
possibly unintended, damage to the climate system. However, they dif-
fer from more mundane CDR in their hypothetical promise of effective 
and relatively quick countervailing action to reverse climate change 
(Royal Society, 2009, pp. 58–9). For such reasons commentators tend 
to regard them as the last resort that needs to be examined and held in 
reserve if the current regime fails when the ‘option of geoengineering 
could look less ugly for some countries than unchecked changes in the 
climate’ (Victor et al., 2009, p. 76).

Conclusions

The most obvious conclusion that emerges from a review of the 20-year 
history of the climate regime is the extent of institutional (perhaps 
more accurately organisational) inertia, coupled with the continuing 
stability of initial framings of the climate problem. Inertia contributes 
to fragmentation because of the political difficulty of closing down or 
re-organising parts of the UN system. There are many financial and 
politically self-interested incentives for governments to maintain and 
adapt existing organisations rather than to innovate. This leads to 
that institutional path dependence that is a consistent theme in the 
international cooperation literature (Keohane, 1984; Aggarwal, 1998; 
Keohane and Victor, 2010). General examples of such inertia are pro-
vided by the persistence of a Security Council membership reflecting 
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Framing and Fragmentation 31

the great power constellation of 1945; and by the continuance of the 
G8 and G20. The G8, which has taken up climate and energy issues, 
has a membership representative of the industrialised nations of 1976, 
with the subsequent addition of Russia in 1997. It was widely expected, 
around 2008, that the G20, a much more representative group of eco-
nomically significant countries, would supersede the G8. It has yet to do 
so, moreover it should be remembered that G20 membership is, itself, 
frozen as at the date of its creation in 1999. One implication is that the 
organisational architecture seems to have become increasingly out of 
kilter, not only with the framings of climate change in the scientific 
and activist communities, but also with a rapidly shifting economic and 
geopolitical environment.

The institutional stasis of the UNFCCC emerges most clearly when 
considered alongside the geopolitical changes occurring parallel to its 
genesis and development; and the remarkable emergence of a globaliz-
ing economy over the same years. This is indicative of the obsolescence 
of a system based on national territorial emissions; and the failure to 
integrate rising international maritime and aviation emissions. Above 
all, the regime has had to grapple with its division into developed and 
developing countries under the common but differentiated responsibili-
ties principle which, to put it mildly, no longer represents the ‘respec-
tive capabilities’ of the Parties. There are, of course, both principled and 
highly self-interested arguments for continuing the division between 
Annex I and the rest, with the effect that, despite some recent move-
ment, a realignment of responsibilities from those set down in 1992 still 
appears, as will be demonstrated in Chapter 3, a daunting task.

In part, this state of affairs can be explained in terms of organisational 
self-interest, with supporters, secretariats and even delegates and cli-
ent groups having a concern to maintain the status quo. Preservation 
of the existing organizational architecture also maps on to the intra-
governmental division of labour. A concern with the niceties of organi-
sational boundaries was clearly evident in the UNFCCC’s relationship 
to the Montreal Protocol, whose secretariat was provided by UNEP, an 
option opposed by a G77 General Assembly majority when setting up 
the UNFCCC. That boundary is now being blurred, given the recent US–
China agreement to use the Montreal apparatus for HFC–GHG reduction.

The relationship between the UNFCCC and the ICAO and IMO may 
seem to exemplify respect for the mandates of existing organisations. 
Yet the furore over the EU’s attempt to treat aviation emissions differ-
ently, after decades of inaction by the ICAO, also illustrates the inten-
sity of the political and economic interests engaged when attempts are 
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32 Climate Change in World Politics

made to shift the established order. It is also evident that the climate 
regime architecture reflects the political choices of major states as they 
compete for advantage or ‘forum shop’ for those organisations most 
congenial to their interests. G77/China had an evident interest in 
sticking with the UNFCCC because of its central principle of CBDR-RC 
and its links to the General Assembly and ECOSOC, where developing 
world voting strength can predominate in a universal organisation. 
This emerges clearly from the debates arising from moves in 2007 and 
2011 to place climate change on the agenda of the Security Council. 
The United States sponsored what it saw as its own alternative to the 
much derided Kyoto Protocol (the Asia Pacific Partnership on Clean 
Development and Climate) at an APEC meeting in 2005. Since then 
there has been a string of other initiatives creating fora at various 
removes from the UNFCCC, such as the Major Economies Meeting 
and the Major Economies Forum. These serve, among other things, to 
emphasise that the United States is not simply an obstructionist power 
in climate change politics. Another example is the 2012 Climate and 
Clean Air Coalition to Reduce Short-lived Pollutants – including black 
carbon, methane and HFCs. The coalition, which includes the United 
States, Canada, Mexico and Bangladesh, operates within the framework 
of UNEP. Crucially it describes itself, in implicit contra-distinction to 
the UNFCCC/Kyoto approach, as ‘cooperative and voluntary in char-
acter’ (UNEP, 2012). Complexity is extended by the habit of other 
organisations to ‘bandwagon’ by including the ‘master’ issue of climate 
change in their remit (Jinnah, 2011). The all-embracing character of the 
problem lent this exercise some plausibility, even if it did not result in 
a great deal of positive remedial action.

The underlying scientific framing of the climate problem has 
remained remarkably consistent, with growing certainty as to the 
anthropogenic causes of the enhanced greenhouse effect. Serious 
socioeconomic analysis has displayed a similar consistency. In 2000 the 
IPCC’s scenario builders summarised the main drivers in ways consist-
ent with both previous and subsequent work, reinforcing ‘… our under-
standing that the main driving forces of future GHG trajectories will 
continue to be demographic change, social and economic development 
and the rate of and direction of technological change’ (Nakićenović 
et al., 2000, p. 5). These ‘natural frameworks’, to use Goffmann’s termi-
nology, provide us with the closest approximation to the ‘brute facts’ 
of climatic change. However, they are hardly addressed by the inter-
national climate regime, despite the linkages with the scientific com-
munity through IPCC reporting and the Subsidiary Body for Scientific 
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Framing and Fragmentation 33

and Technological Advice (SBSTA). There are political and policy-related 
framings that do reflect the underlying science – discourses on sustain-
able development and on technical innovation, perhaps. However, the 
dominant political frames tend to underpin the existing fragmented 
institutional architecture. Attempts to re-frame the climate issue as a 
high priority security concern at the UN founder on suspicions by the 
majority of governments that this is merely a way for the developed 
world to evade its historic climate responsibilities. Concerted inter-
national action on demographic change has been ruled out, even if it 
might be desirable, by the rise of a peculiarly religious perspective in 
many otherwise diverse countries. This could not have been predicted 
around the time of the birth of the climate regime. Most significant of 
all has been a framing of economic and political life that has gained 
near universal acceptance since the ending of the Cold War; and which 
amounts to a central principle of the prevailing international order. 
This, of course, concerns the necessity of open market capitalism, the 
inadmissibility of government interference and the central importance 
of rising levels of economic growth and individual consumption. An 
essential contradiction is evident, both in policy and organisational 
terms, between the institutions devoted to economic growth and 
climate change mitigation.

These examples raise the perennial question of how political and 
economic interests in the creation or maintenance of organisations and 
initiatives may be distinguished from framing ideas. Marxist scholars 
would not admit this distinction. For them framings are essentially 
part of an ideological superstructure that cannot be detached from its 
material base. Hence, patterns of accumulation dominate the ways in 
which climate change has been framed. Issues of consumption and 
challenges to the existing neo-liberal political and institutional order 
would gain little traction in international climate politics. This inter-
pretation could be supported by reference to the continuing insistence 
on market-based solutions in the climate regime complex and even in 
the enthusiasm for technological interventions that do not involve 
fundamental re-ordering of economic priorities. On the other hand, 
there are many aspects of the system that cannot really be explained in 
this way – including the uncomfortable consensus of the international 
scientific community on the anthropogenic bases of climate change 
and the many other framings of the climate problem. Constructions 
can exist independently of interests and have played a significant part 
in setting up a fragmented institutional architecture which is surpris-
ingly resistant to change. It is within this setting that national and 
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organisational interests are pursued and defended. Max Weber, writing 
in 1913, described the position as well as anyone:

Not ideas, but material and ideal interests, directly govern men’s 
conduct. Yet very frequently the ‘world images’ that have been cre-
ated by ‘ideas’ have, like switchmen, determined the tracks along 
which action has been pushed by the dynamic of interests. (Weber, 
1948, p. 280)
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