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Both realist and liberal interpretations of state behaviour and the possi-
bility of international cooperation are founded upon the notion of inter-
est. In realist conceptions of national interest the survival of the state 
and its territorial integrity are paramount. Arnold Wolfers (1962) made 
a key distinction between ‘possession’ and ‘milieu’ goals. The pursuit of 
both, in his view, could serve the national interest, but, as he pointed 
out, realists have tended to define the national interest in terms of pos-
session goals, typically involving the defence of national territory and 
economic assets. Milieu goals, as the name suggests, involve the general 
improvement of the international context through the non-exclusive 
provision of universal benefits and public goods. Environmental agree-
ments typically serve milieu goals through the avoidance or reduction 
of harm. Avoiding dangerous anthropogenic climate change would be a 
clear example of the achievement of a milieu goal. For realists, posses-
sion goals lie at the heart of national interest and must, therefore, take 
priority over milieu goals, however desirable they may be. The primary 
possession goal for a state will be maintenance of territorial integrity 
plus the protection and extension of important economic resources 
and strategically significant positions. The exact nature of such national 
interests will vary over time and with respect to the specific situation 
of particular states, but realists often observe long-term historical conti-
nuities that can sometimes allow interests to be portrayed as having an 
objective character.

The point about climate change, in contrast to most other environ-
mental issues, is that interests will often be seen to reside within the 
‘possession’, rather than ‘milieu’, category. This is more than evident 
for members of the AOSIS, whose territorial survival is at stake. Core 
economic interests can also be threatened by international attempts to 
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Interests and Alignments 61

mitigate GHG emissions. For this reason, Saudi Arabia has attempted to 
block measures that might restrict the use of fossil fuels and compromise 
the future of its economy. Russia has defended its allocation of tradable 
‘hot air’ under the Kyoto Protocol. China vigorously protects its right 
to emit those increasing quantities of GHGs upon which its continued 
economic development is seen to depend. This is a matter of high prior-
ity for the survival of a regime that sees its future as dependent on the 
economic growth that will allow the urbanisation of the impoverished 
rural masses that still make up around half of China’s population.

Liberal explanations of international cooperation involve distribu-
tive and integrative bargaining processes where the, largely economic, 
interests of states potentially overlap in ways that can promote absolute 
rather than relative gains. In fact, the difference between neorealist and 
liberal accounts of international interaction has sometimes been nar-
rowed down to just such a distinction between a positive sum or zero 
sum conception of rival state interests (Grieco, 1988). Discussion of 
environmental negotiations has centred on interest-based bargaining. 
The question of how the external environmental interests of a govern-
ment will be determined and whether a state will be a ‘leader or laggard’ 
has been systematically portrayed as a balance between the economic 
costs of abatement and perceptions of environmental vulnerability 
(Sprinz and Vaahtoranta, 1994).

This simple dichotomy has provided quite a satisfactory account 
of the 1985–7 Montreal Protocol negotiations and those for the 1985 
Helsinki Protocol on transboundary sulphur deposition.1 Application of 
such a parsimonious model to climate change would prove to be much 
more problematic. Governments and interest groups have been more 
than willing to assess the costs of mitigation, often in ways that wil-
fully neglect the benefits of action and the severe cost and risks of inac-
tion, a point made forcibly by the Stern Review (2007). Compared to 
the acid rain and stratospheric ozone cases, the calculation of national 
ecological vulnerability is infinitely more complex and subject to con-
tinuing dispute and uncertainty. Neat indices of vulnerability are not 
available for the manifold effects of climatic alteration and the same is 
true for the cost estimates of adaptation policies. There are indicators 
of climate risk based on observed events, but these fail to provide an 
indication of what might be in store for the immediate future. A criti-
cal point is that the level of actual vulnerability and damage will more 
probably be determined by the level of socioeconomic development 
and adaptive capacity of individual communities and societies, than by 
the magnitude of climatic change itself. Social and economic changes 
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62 Climate Change in World Politics

leading to increasingly exposed human habitations and infrastructure 
are key drivers of projected increases in climate change impacts and 
will particularly affect areas with low adaptive capacity which will, in 
turn, tend to deepen existing social inequities (European Environment 
Agency, 2012, p. 25). Nevertheless, the idea of a balance between costs 
and vulnerabilities provides a useful starting point for the identification 
of national interests and alignments. It helps to clarify what are often 
inarticulate assumptions in analyses of climate politics.

National interest relates to the assumption that the relevant actors are 
sovereign nation-states. For the climate change negotiations this, for the 
most part, reflects the formal situation with the state Parties. There is 
one evident exception – the EU. The Union alongside its constituent 28 
member states is formally recognised as a participant Regional Economic 
Integration Organization (REIO). The notion of a single national interest 
has always been something of a fiction. Behind it lurk manifold separate 
and often conflicting interests, and the positions taken up by govern-
ments are frequently the result of extensive bureaucratic politics and 
lobbying. Industrial and commercial interest groups and NGOs have 
been a significant part of the climate politics scene and are often treated 
as actors in their own right alongside state governments. Robert Falkner 
(2008) demonstrates how the various business coalitions impacted the 
climate negotiations. In the beginning, the fossil fuel industries, trans-
national oil corporations and manufacturing allies set up the Global 
Climate Coalition to counter the IPCC through the encouragement of a 
sceptical attitude towards climate science and to emphasise, particularly 
to the US government, the potential economic costs of emissions miti-
gation. In this they were relatively successful. Their formal representa-
tions and lobbying clearly helped to mould conceptions of national 
interest among the OECD countries, but with the United States they 
were ‘pushing at an open door’, because of the existing anti-regulatory 
stance of Republican administrations and much of Congress.

Similar efforts were rather less successful, however, on the other side 
of the Atlantic. Fierce industrial lobbying over a carbon tax led to its 
abandonment but not to any reduction of EU aspirations to take the 
lead on international emissions reduction. Business interests have not 
been monolithic. As Falkner (2008, p. 99) says ‘Whether climate change 
presents itself as a threat or opportunity to corporations is by far the 
most fundamental dividing line in climate related business strategies’. 
Thus, by the time of the 1995 Berlin Mandate, clear fissures had 
emerged that pitted, for example, the insurance industries that faced 
incalculable losses under ‘business as usual’ scenarios against the fossil 
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fuel producers. Even the latter were soon to be divided over the future 
of fossil fuels, as opposed to renewables, and with the negotiation of the 
Kyoto Protocol there were opportunities for business to exploit the flex-
ibility mechanisms. There was then a persistent call from many corpo-
rate interests for governments to put in place long-term climate policies 
that would provide the necessary signals for future capital investment.

Governments will be open to corporate influence if, as most do, 
they conceptualise the climate problem in terms of the welfare of 
their national economy and specific sectors within it. The relationship 
between national policymaking and representation and the corporate 
sector (and in some instances scientific and NGO activists) can be 
intimate. The presidency of George W. Bush after 2001 provides a well-
known example, as former employees of energy corporations took up 
senior positions in the administration. National delegates to climate 
conferences may, on closer inspection, turn out to be representatives 
and even employees of narrower corporate or sectoral interests. This is 
one reason why research into the composition of delegations at climate 
conferences is significant. The other is that the size and composition of 
delegations has a direct bearing on the ability of countries, particularly 
LDCs, to participate effectively in negotiations.

Much of the evidence on delegation composition and corporate influ-
ence tends to be anecdotal, but Schroeder et al. (2012) have provided 
some systematic data from COPs. This paints a diverse picture of delega-
tion composition. Brazil, for example, tends to favour representatives of 
business associations, Russia science and academia and the US legisla-
tors. This leads to the conclusion that ‘the climate change issue and its 
associated interests are framed quite differently across countries’ (ibid., 
pp. 835–6). Delegation composition also varies in terms of the represen-
tation of government departments, with a trend towards the inclusion 
of a wider range of ministries. The available data does not support an 
assertion that corporate interests have ‘captured’ national delegations, 
although they may already have strong links with government depart-
ments, the European Commission, or congressional or parliamentary 
representatives. The one finding that appears with the utmost clarity is 
the relatively small and often tiny delegation size of most developing 
countries. As has been observed elsewhere, this is indicative of a major 
structural disadvantage for developing countries which, with limited 
resources in terms of expertise and finance, struggle to keep abreast of 
negotiating processes that have become more complex and disparate. 
Roberts and Parks (2007, p. 14) describe it tellingly, as the equivalent of 
‘one man against an army’.
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64 Climate Change in World Politics

In international relations it is to be expected that national interests 
will be aggregated in alliances or negotiating coalitions. The major 
alignments in climate diplomacy are outlined below, along with a brief 
discussion of the interests of their members. They include the G77 with 
its various subgroups including AOSIS and BASIC and the Umbrella 
Group of developed world Annex I states. The EU represents the other 
major negotiating bloc, but it is difficult to categorise. Comprised of 
28 member states with differing levels of economic development and 
vulnerability to shifts in the patterns of international energy use, it too 
could be described as a coalition of divergent climate-related interests. 
Yet the EU, with its unique internal structures and policies, is much 
more than that.

The European Union

In global environmental negotiations ‘Europe’ comprises both the 
member states and the Commission operating under shared policy 
competence. These rather arcane arrangements depend on treaty provi-
sions and case law that determine the extent to which decision-making 
authority has passed from the member states to the Union. In trade 
and in some areas of environmental policy this transfer is complete and 
exclusive. The Commission will, under exclusive competence, have the 
right to initiate policy and negotiate externally on a mandate agreed by 
the Council of Ministers. This is not the case for climate policy. It was 
originally seen as a matter of environmental policy, where the EU had 
already acquired significant competences, but there were also continu-
ing national competences for the highly relevant areas of energy and 
taxation. This has meant that competence is shared between member 
states and the Union, effectively the Commission, and sometimes sub-
ject to dispute.2 There have been occasional displays of disunity, but 
strangely enough these arrangements have not resulted in the Union 
being mired in endless coordination meetings and incapable of effective 
negotiation.

In climate negotiations the Union is represented by the member 
state holding the rotating presidency of the Council of Ministers and 
the Commission who sit side by side behind the EU ‘plate’. The repre-
sentatives of member states will also be present and it is sometimes said 
that the EU negotiates ‘at 29’ (28 member states and the Commission). 
Because of the complexity of climate issues, a procedure has been estab-
lished where certain ‘lead states’ have a continuing role in developing 
and representing the EU’s position (Oberthür and Roche Kelly, 2007). 

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 00:29:19.

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

.



Interests and Alignments 65

In the climate change Convention, the EU has the unique status of a 
REIO that allows it to participate and sign treaties alongside its member 
states, according to their respective competences. The EU also heads 
a group of associated states that have been persuaded, usually on the 
basis of their membership aspirations, to support the Union’s posi-
tions. In a submission on the 2015 climate agreement they included 
Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Iceland, FYROM, Montenegro and Serbia 
(European Union, 2013). Norway and Turkey have also been associated 
with EU positions.

The Union, comprising 28 diverse member states at various levels of 
economic development, has to accommodate a complex set of national 
interests in its external climate policy. France relies heavily on nuclear 
power, thereby minimising GHG emissions, while Poland mines and 
burns large quantities of coal. For Germany, which has dispensed with 
nuclear power generation and for the eastern members of the Union, 
there is a continuing high level of dependence on imported Russian 
gas. States in the South and East of Europe with less-developed econo-
mies, can also make legitimate demands for actual increases in their 
right to burn hydrocarbons in order to ensure the ‘cohesion’ of the 
Union. The extent of vulnerability to climate change impacts also var-
ies widely and are only the beginnings of adaptation policy at Union 
and national levels. Predictions include increased flooding in Northern 
Europe, declining fisheries and the severe impact of temperature rises 
in Mediterranean regions. Yet they remain impossible to quantify with 
any accuracy (European Environment Agency, 2012).

Climate action differs from many other aspects of the EU’s foreign 
relations, because of its intricate connection to the internal energy 
policies of the Union. As Oberthür and Pallemaerts (2010, p. 27) 
observe: ‘Throughout their two decades of history, international and 
European climate policy have evolved in tandem and have fed back 
on each other’. The EU has struggled, since its inception, to produce 
an effective common energy policy and internal market, while, at the 
same time, leading the way in climate policy and emissions trading 
with ambitious plans for energy security through decarbonisation 
(Vogler, 2013).

Originally, despite the multi-sectoral ramifications of climate change, 
the Union chose to classify it in terms of environmental policy, allow-
ing the lead to be taken by the Commission’s Delegation General (DG) 
Environment and the Environmental formation of the Council of 
Ministers. Between 2010 and 2014 there was a dedicated DG for Climate 
Action which was, in turn, replaced by a new DG bringing together 
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66 Climate Change in World Politics

Climate Action and Energy, under a vice-president responsible for the 
creation of an Energy Union.

The EU was an early leader in climate politics, sponsoring a ‘targets 
and timetables’ approach and embracing an acceptance of the needs 
of developing countries. The European Council took the probable con-
sequences of climate change seriously, adopting the 2 °C threshold as 
early as 1996. As will be discussed in Chapter 5, it was allowed to take 
up advanced positions, without suffering difficult internal economic 
costs, because of the peculiarly favourable 1990 baseline that allowed 
negotiation of the pre-Kyoto ‘burden sharing agreement’ between the 
member states, to achieve the required 8 per cent collective emissions 
reduction.3

With the negotiation of the Kyoto Protocol, emissions trading was 
rapidly adopted. Although running counter to the Union’s regulatory 
tradition of ‘command and control’, the new Emissions Trading Scheme 
(ETS), introduced in 2005, became its flagship policy (Cass, 2005). As 
will be recounted in Chapter 6, the EU positioned itself at the heart of 
climate policy and in direct opposition to the negative policies of the 
Bush Administration after 2001. In advance of the Copenhagen meet-
ing, the EU made considerable internal efforts to produce a new climate 
and energy package that would give credibility to its proposed emis-
sions targets. This required, for the first time, internal policy changes 
that would entail significant costs for member states and industrial 
sectors. The year 2008 was marked by widespread banking failures and 
the beginning of a long economic downturn. It was against this sombre 
background that the climate and energy package wound its tortuous 
path through the processes of co-decision in the European Parliament 
and at the Council. There were, inevitably, worries that the measures, 
by raising energy costs, would make the economic situation worse and 
destroy international competitiveness. Notable was the danger of ‘carbon 
leakage’ – the flight of energy-intensive industries such as steel, cement 
and aluminium production to China and elsewhere. Added to this were 
the continuing demands by Poland, Italy, Romania and Bulgaria for 
more equitable treatment under the revised ETS. At a difficult European 
Council, held in December 2008, the French presidency negotiated a 
series of compromises on redistribution of allowances, restriction of 
auctioning and the further use of offset mechanisms, which managed 
to accommodate the various national economic interests involved. This 
was a substantial achievement, but it was not to have the desired galva-
nizing effect on the 2009 Copenhagen climate conference.
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Interests and Alignments 67

The EU position on a 2015 agreement, to be implemented in 2020, 
stressed the need for a new Protocol under the Convention, which 
was ‘ambitious, legally binding, multilateral, rules-based with global 
participation and informed by science’ (European Union, 2013a). Of 
all the major Parties the EU was most insistent on establishing timely 
and verifiable national emissions pledges sufficient to provide certainty 
and mutual confidence in the achievement of an ambitious agreement. 
After the usual internal negotiations and concessions to national energy 
interests the October 2014 European Council was able to announce 
its Conclusions on a 2030 Climate and Energy Policy Framework 
(European Council, 2014; Keating, 2014c). Included was a binding 2030 
overall target of a 40 per cent reduction in GHG emissions, against a 
1990 deadline, as the Union’s ‘intended contribution’. Less impressive 
were ‘non-binding’ targets of 27 per cent increases in energy efficiency 
and the share of renewables over the same period.

The Umbrella Group

In the early years of the climate regime, developed countries other 
than EU member states formed a negotiating coalition known by the 
acronym JUSSCANZ (Japan, US, Switzerland, Canada, Australia and New 
Zealand). Taking their lead from the United States, they adopted a more 
restrictive attitude to emissions reductions than the Union and were 
critical of the allowances made for non-Annex I countries. It is an align-
ment encountered elsewhere in the UN system, for example on human 
rights issues, and still meets occasionally. It was active during the 
negotiations for the Kyoto Protocol, but subsequently metamorphosed 
into a broader ‘Umbrella Group’, excluding Switzerland, but including 
Norway, Russia and Ukraine. The immediate motivation was to avoid 
restrictions on the use of the flexibility mechanisms, but its remit has 
widened to include reporting and LULUCF (Yamin and Depledge, 2004, 
p. 45). As might be expected from the very different national interests 
and political orientations of its members, it is only a loose and shift-
ing alignment and does not attempt formal coordination of positions 
and statements. One of the achievements of the EU during the Kyoto 
ratification process of Kyoto was to split the Umbrella Group by prising 
key members away from the United States. The position that unites its 
members is that advanced developing countries should be treated in 
the same way as the established major emitters within the ‘evolving 
context’ of the Convention and their ‘respective capabilities’.
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68 Climate Change in World Politics

United States

The US national interest has been generally conceived of as limiting the 
impact of any international agreement on its domestic economy and 
avoiding any legal wording that might imply obligations. During the 
INC negotiations, the Bush (senior) administration made it clear that, 
as the then largest emitter of GHGs, the United States was not prepared, 
during an election year, to agree to an emissions stabilisation target that 
might damage the American economy. This was coupled with a long-
standing position, reflected in the Byrd Hagel Resolution of 1997, that, 
if the United States were to make reductions commitments, economic 
competitors and notably China should be required to do likewise.4 
There have been clear differences between Republican and Democratic 
administrations on climate change. The Clinton administration was 
prepared to ratify the Convention and then to undertake the negotia-
tion of the Kyoto Protocol (Harris, 2000). The quid pro quo for a US com-
mitment to a 7 per cent reduction in emissions was the incorporation 
of the flexibility mechanisms, based on Californian experiments with 
sulphur emissions trading and with a monitoring and compliance sys-
tem that owed much to US experience with strategic arms limitation. 
Flexibility was intended to avoid direct costs to the US economy, but 
it was soon clear that achieving the US Kyoto target, based on a 1990 
baseline, would have been a great deal more costly than the EU’s paral-
lel 8 per cent commitment.

In 2001, the incoming administration of George W. Bush, staffed 
by numerous former employees of the fossil fuel industry, said that 
it would renounce the US signature of the Protocol. American policy 
turned to resolute opposition during the ratification process. At COPs 
8 and 9 the United States even espoused a reduction in carbon inten-
sity approach, as a means of finding common ground with China 
and the G77, whereby all might avoid economically damaging emis-
sions limitation commitments (Roberts and Parks, 2007, p. 144). 
Opposition to international ‘targets and timetables’ was coupled with 
what amounted to official rejection of climate science. Prior to the 
Gleneagles G8 summit in 2005, ‘sherpas’ were closeted in Whitehall 
with their US counterparts, attempting to persuade them not to excise 
wording to the effect that ‘we know climate change is occurring’ from 
the communique.5 Later in the same year, official perceptions of US 
invulnerability remained, even in the face of the damage done to New 
Orleans by Hurricane Katrina. Attempts were made to bypass the whole 
UNFCCC process, for example with the APEC initiative of 2005 or the 
Major Economies Forum, together with various technological initiatives 
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Interests and Alignments 69

that played well to a ‘promethean’ belief that technology would provide 
the necessary solutions. The United States was finally persuaded to re-
engage with the UNFCCC at Bali in 2007, but only on the basis that it 
would have no part in the discussion of Kyoto.

The arrival of the Obama presidency raised expectations that the 
United States would no longer perceive its economic national interest 
to be in outright opposition to internationally agreed emissions limits. 
Indeed there was some movement towards an internal decarbonisation 
policy. As now only the second largest emitter, the United States posted 
a voluntary pledge of a 17 per cent reduction in emissions by 2020 
(against a 2005 baseline), with a projected downward pathway to an 83 
per cent reduction by 2050. This was in the context of the shale gas rev-
olution, which, through the widespread adoption of hydraulic fractur-
ing technology, lessened dependence on coal and held out the prospect 
that the United States would become a net energy exporter. President 
Obama decisively changed his predecessor’s attitude to climate science 
and vulnerability, declaring in his 2013 State of the Union Address 
that ‘climate change was a fact’. There was furthermore ‘no time for a 
meeting of the flat earth society’ when there were moral obligations to 
future generations. The administration expressed its intention to lead 
international climate negotiations and set out, in its June 2013 climate 
policy announcement, a raft of domestic policy changes on standards 
and modernisation of energy networks, as well as measures for the pro-
tection of sinks (United States Executive Office of the President, 2013). 
All shared a notable characteristic, that they could be implemented 
through the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) under existing 
legislation without resort to a divided Congress. On the occasion of 
a November 2014 APEC summit in Beijing, President Obama made a 
joint announcement with the Chinese president proclaiming a new US 
national target of a net cut in GHG emissions of 26–28 per cent below 
2005 levels by 2025, ‘an ambitious target grounded in intensive analysis 
of cost-effective carbon pollution reduction achievable under existing 
law’ (United States Government, 2014).

Japan, Canada, Australia and New Zealand

These Annex I countries accepted commitments under the first period 
of Kyoto and ratified the Protocol. They are all high-income economies 
with very substantial per capita emissions. Japan ranks as the third larg-
est national economy on earth and fifth largest GHG emitter and is one 
of those countries whose participation in a future climate agreement 
might be regarded as essential – as it was under the terms of ratification 
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70 Climate Change in World Politics

of Kyoto. Japan’s international climate activism in this period is consid-
ered in Chapter 6. Australia and Canada are both major energy export-
ers, with the latter controversially involved in the development of what 
is estimated to be the world’s third largest oil reserve in the Alberta tar 
sands. The process of extracting this heavy bituminous crude is judged 
to be particularly damaging to the environment and Canada has been 
involved in a dispute with the EU, which has attempted to discrimi-
nate against its import by way of its Fuel Quality Directive. Australia 
is a significant exporter of coal to fuel Chinese industry. By contrast, 
Japan had few domestic energy resources and was heavily dependent 
on nuclear power generation. Prior to the March 2011 Tsunami and the 
meltdown of the Fukushima nuclear reactors, 26 per cent of its power 
requirement was provided by nuclear energy, a proportion that was 
planned to increase to 50 per cent (Meltzer, 2011, p. 1). New Zealand 
is unique, among developed countries, in its emissions profile. It ranks 
5th out of 27 OECD countries in terms of per capita emissions, but over 
47 per cent of these emissions are from agriculturally related methane 
and nitrous oxide (United Nations Department of Social and Economic 
Affairs, 2010).

These are all highly developed and well-educated societies, where 
there are known vulnerabilities to climate change – Australia, for 
example, has experienced serious drought. Their governments had 
a perceived interest in avoiding damage to their economic prospects 
through excessive commitments to GHG reduction. Nevertheless, for a 
combination of reasons, including the availability of ‘flexibility mecha-
nisms’ and extensive diplomatic pressure from the EU, they were able, 
unlike the United States, to adopt first commitment period obligations 
under Kyoto (Japan 6 per cent, Canada 6 per cent, Australia 5 per cent). 
Australia took until late 2007 and the election of a Labour government 
to ratify the Protocol. The previous Liberal government had claimed 
that ratification would be ‘counter to the nation’s interest’ (Talberg 
et al., 2013). Both Australia and New Zealand subsequently devel-
oped domestic emissions trading schemes and Japan was extensively 
involved in CDM schemes.

The flexibility mechanisms did not yield all the benefits that had been 
expected. Japan became disillusioned with the CDM and from 2010 
began to experiment with its own bilateral programmes, the Bilateral 
Offset Crediting Mechanism (BOCM), which is unrecognised by the 
UNFCCC. The Abbot government, which came to power in Australia 
in September 2013, moved immediately to close down its emissions 
trading scheme. Canada exercised its formal right to withdraw from 
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the Protocol in December 2011, having failed by a large margin to 
achieve its 6 per cent reduction target and wishing to avoid what were 
described as ‘enormous financial penalties’ (Nikiforuk, 2013). In the 
post-2012 discussions, Japan, Canada and New Zealand all indicated 
that they would not be prepared to join the EU in participating in a 
Second Commitment period. Australia agreed to enter into the Second 
Commitment period at the Doha COP 2012. This appears to have been 
contingent on a deal with the EU that the Australian domestic emis-
sions trading scheme would be linked to the ETS (Australian, 2014). On 
the arrival of the new Australian Liberal-led government in 2013 and 
despite the discontinuation of emissions trading, participation in the 
Second Commitment period remained.

Emissions reduction pledges of varying ambition were posted under 
the Copenhagen Accord/Cancun Agreement. Australia pledged a 5 per 
cent reduction against 2000 levels by 2020, rising to 25 per cent condi-
tional on action by other Parties. The Japanese pledge was an ambitious 
25 per cent by 2020 against a 1990 baseline, but a dramatic reversal was 
soon to occur following the Fukushima disaster. At the 2011 COP Japan 
was notably absent from the coalition that crafted the Durban Platform 
(Asuka, 2014, p. 27). There appeared to have been a ‘massive degrada-
tion of ambition’, in which the emissions reduction target was scaled 
back to what would amount to a 3.1 per cent increase in 2020 against a 
1990 baseline, violating not only the 2020 pledge, but also Japan’s origi-
nal Kyoto commitment (Jeffery et al., 2013). Such a reversal cannot be 
accounted for simply by the loss of nuclear-generating capacity; it also 
reflected lobbying by industrialists for the removal of what they regarded 
as obstacles to international competitiveness (Asuka, 2014, pp. 27–9).

After 2008 the policies and associated conceptions of national interest 
of all four countries shifted quite dramatically. There are some special 
reasons in the case of Japan, but overall these Umbrella Group members 
appear to have re-calculated their national interest to give absolute pri-
ority to economic growth, in all probability as a response to the finan-
cial crisis that overtook the global economy from 2008 and put pressure 
on existing governments, resulting in the election of right-wing suc-
cessors. In was also evident that discussion of the vulnerability to and 
costs of climate change had been significantly distorted by challenges to 
climate science and their espousal by right-wing press and politicians. 
This was reflected by the closing down of climate science and advisory 
institutions in both Canada and Australia.6

In all four countries economic growth was prioritised, sometimes 
explicitly, at the expense of climate policy. For example, in 2014, 
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72 Climate Change in World Politics

Australian prime minister Abbot, acting as host of a G20 summit, said 
that he did not wish the agenda to be ‘cluttered’ by subjects such as 
climate change ‘that would take the focus from his top priority of eco-
nomic growth’ (Australian, 2014). The November G20 meeting actually 
demonstrated the shift in US policy as President Obama insisted on the 
inclusion of references to an agreement under the UNFCCC.7

Russia and economies in transition 

The economies of the old Soviet bloc were recognised in the UNFCCC as 
‘economies in transition’. They were included in Annex I, but exempted 
from the capacity-funding responsibilities of other Parties. For them the 
1990 baseline for emissions reduction calculations was crucial, because 
it encompassed the extraordinarily high levels of pollution typical 
of Soviet era industrialisation. Soon economic retrenchment and re-
organisation were to bring massive emissions reductions, to the extent 
that internationally agreed targets could be more than met without any 
action to restrict emissions. In the Russian case, 2012 emissions were 
34.1 per cent below those of 1990, well below its Copenhagen pledge of 
a 25 per cent reduction by 2020 (European Parliament, 2013, p. 25). A 
1990 baseline yielded substantial quantities of ‘hot air’, which are trad-
able under the Kyoto Protocol. Russia was also in a favourable position 
to exploit the ratification procedures of the Protocol. As the fifth largest 
emitter of GHGs, it was able to drive a hard bargain with the EU as the 
price of ratification (where its ratification was essential if the Protocol 
was to enter into force) to procure an agreement from which it would 
clearly profit. President Putin was, thus, able to secure EU backing for 
Russian WTO membership and further national benefits – in terms of 
its ability to count its forests as carbon sinks (Falkner, 2008, p. 131). The 
Russian government has refused to take on commitments for the second 
period of Kyoto, but still expected to be able to continue to trade its 
remaining stocks of ‘hot air’. When this was refused at the Doha COP in 
2012, it was the occasion of a Russian challenge over Convention pro-
cedures. Most of the other ‘economies in transition’ in Eastern Europe 
acceded to the EU in 2004. Belarus and Ukraine have tended to align 
themselves with Russia on climate issues, although both have accepted 
commitments under the Kyoto Second Commitment period. They have 
also reaped substantial benefits under the Joint Implementation mecha-
nism of the Protocol.

Russia has the world’s largest proven reserves of natural gas and signif-
icant oil resources, and is beginning to claim and exploit arctic hydro-
carbons. Energy exports have provided the basis of Russian economic 
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recovery after the fall of the Soviet Union and, as was demonstrated in 
the 2006, 2009 and 2014 gas supply crises, a number of European states 
are critically dependent on Russian gas exports. Control of energy sup-
plies has become a significant instrument for Russian foreign policy. 
Therefore, Russian national interest in profiting from its reserves of ‘hot 
air’ is balanced by concerns, similar to those of other energy exporters, 
over a climate agreement that might restrict demand for hydrocarbons. 
The Ministry of Economic Development stated in 2013 that other 
countries’ environmental policies were more of a concern than its 
own, because they could have a serious effect on hydrocarbon exports 
(European Parliament, 2013, p. 5).

At the time of the Kyoto ratification, there were serious debates as to 
whether Russia would be a beneficiary of climate change, with claims 
of an increase in the temperate zone available for agriculture ranged 
against warnings of the consequences of melting permafrost and the 
dieback of Siberian forests. There was officially endorsed academic 
scepticism as to the validity of IPCC estimates. Independent surveys 
suggest that there is now little question that ‘Russia is expected to 
experience some of the earliest and most dramatic effects of climate 
change – almost all of them bad’ (IISA, 2011, p. 1). This understand-
ing appears to be almost entirely absent from Russian policymaking. 
National economic benefits are in no way counterbalanced by percep-
tions of environmental vulnerability, and critical environmental voices 
are muted (Kokorin and Korppoo, 2013). A study of Russian energy and 
climate policies concludes as follows:

In all negotiations, Russian positions have been driven more by eco-
nomic and geostrategic motives than by ecological considerations. 
Climate change is often only considered for its economic ramifica-
tions: either as a threat to the national economy or as an opportunity 
(e.g. for agriculture and access to new raw materials). 

(European Parliament, 2013, p. 25)

The Environmental Integrity Group (EIG)

Formed in 2000, this is really a meeting of outsiders. Switzerland defected 
from the Umbrella Group after Kyoto and was joined by non-Annex I 
OECD members South Korea and Mexico, along with Liechtenstein. 
These ‘strange bedfellows’ shared a sense of exclusion in the way in 
which negotiations and key informal sessions tended to be structured 
around the major negotiating groups (Yamin and Depledge, 2004, p. 47). 
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74 Climate Change in World Politics

South Korea has experienced spectacular economic growth leading to 
a doubling of GHG emissions since 1990 (United Nations Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs, 2010). It is now a major manufacturing 
power in the global economy. This has not been achieved at the expense 
of environmental policy and an emissions reduction of 30 per cent 
against business as usual by 2020 has been pledged. The energy intensity 
of its production is still very high, but it has put in place a policy pack-
age described as ‘innovative and exceptional for a non-Annex I country’ 
(Climateactiontracker.org, 2013). Mexico represents another ‘progressive 
advanced’ non-Annex I country with well-developed internal climate 
legislation and an external pledge, which has been increased from 20 
per cent to 30 per cent reduction, against a 2020 business as usual refer-
ence point (European Parliament, 2013a, p. 82). Switzerland has joined 
the Second Commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol, with a target of 
15.8 per cent reduction against 1990 emissions levels. It has also made a 
Copenhagen/Cancun pledge equivalent to that of the EU.

G77/China

This broad, UN-based coalition has existed since the formation of struc-
tured negotiating groups for the United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development (UNCTAD) in 1964. During the 1970s it provided 
the framework for the campaign for a New International Economic 
Order and for the Common Heritage Provisions of the Law of the Sea 
Convention. Its 133 members will, if united, form a majority at the 
General Assembly, or a UN universal membership Convention such as 
the UNFCCC.

The interests of members have increasingly tended to diverge, as eco-
nomic globalisation has widened the disparities between them. They 
are held together by a common resentment of the colonial past, and of 
the developed OECD countries, and by extensive institutionalised coop-
eration. On climate matters, different countries have taken the lead, 
India coordinating post-Kyoto positions, while Brazil has led on forests. 
Common positions must be approved by the main group, which gives 
mandates to lead spokespersons, who are required to report back on 
negotiations. The G77 chair for negotiations holds a significant position 
in balancing the various factions and interests, and some have been more 
successful than others. Yamin and Depledge (2004, p. 37) note the con-
ciliatory and balanced chairmanship of Tanzania, which held the G77 
together at Kyoto, and the outstanding diplomatic skills of the Iranian 
Chair in 2001 that ‘contributed greatly’ to the constructive participation 
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of the G77 at the Marrakesh COP. At other times, they have been less 
successful. The Sudanese G77 spokesperson at Copenhagen provoked 
outrage when he described the Accord, negotiated by prominent mem-
bers, as ‘an incineration pact’, based on values that had ‘tunnelled six 
million people in Europe into furnaces’ (ENB, 2009, p. 8).

The Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS)

Formed in 1990, the alliance has 43 members, mainly small island 
developing states, but also Singapore, Cuba, Malta and Cyprus. Most 
alliance members make virtually no contribution to the drivers of global 
climate change, but are at the same time uniquely and visibly vulner-
able to its effects, in terms of sea-level rise. It is the intense existential 
quality of their core national interest in surviving climatic change that 
lies at the heart of their role. As various commentators have observed 
(Yamin and Depledge, 2004; Dimitrov, 2010, p. 805; Brenton, 2013), 
they have been extraordinarily proactive in climate negotiations in 
ways that are out of all proportion to their tiny size. For example, they 
produced the first draft of the Kyoto Protocol, have championed the 
1.5 °C target and are granted a special seat in the UNFCCC Conference 
bureau alongside the usual UN regional groups. They have achieved 
this by the force and persistence of their arguments, strongly supported 
by the NGO community, and through a range of astute organisational 
and other strategies that Betzold’s (2010) detailed study has described as 
‘borrowing power’ from external sources. A primary element has been 
AOSIS’s normative appeal in relation to concepts of climate justice – 
considered in Chapter 5.

The least-developed countries

This is a group of countries, identified as such within the UN system, 
which defines them in terms of ‘low income, weak human assets and 
high economic vulnerability’. Within the UNFCCC the LDC group has 
48 members. Five small island Pacific developing states are also mem-
bers of AOSIS, but the bulk of the group (33 states) are from sub-Saharan 
Africa. The LDCs are recognised as a special case under Article 4.9 of the 
Convention. Alongside the small island developing states (SIDS), they 
are ‘among the most vulnerable to extreme weather events and the 
adverse effects of climate change’, having the least capacity to cope with 
and adapt to climate change (UNFCCC, 2009, p. 4). Accordingly, they 
have been given technical support and capacity building, along with 
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76 Climate Change in World Politics

special assistance in drawing up their National Adaptation Plans, and 
there is also a dedicated fund, the LDCF. They have a particular inter-
est and involvement with the developing arrangements for ‘loss and 
damage’ to assist with disaster management and to deal with problems 
of inadequate insurance. In common with the rest of the developing 
countries they will have an important national interest in ensuring that 
adaptation funding is available through the climate regime and that 
the promises made by Annex I countries are adhered to. All this might 
suggest that the involvement of LDC members is limited to winning 
adaptation funding and compensation. This is not the case for LDCs 
have involved themselves in mitigation actions through their national 
development plans (Kirby, 2013).

The Organization of Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC)

Saudi Arabia, as the leading member of OPEC, played a consistently 
negative role in the development of the Convention and Protocol, 
skilfully exploiting its position within the G77 and its privileged 
relations with both developed countries and transnational oil com-
panies (Depledge, 2008). It was largely responsible for Article 4.8 of 
the Convention and 2.3 and 3.14 of the Protocol, which call for full 
consideration of the needs of countries whose economies are highly 
dependent on incomes from fossil fuels and, of course, for the deadlock 
over voting procedures. Decarbonisation might appear to threaten the 
very basis of some OPEC economies and the revenue streams of others. 
However, OPEC is not a homogenous bloc in terms of the composition 
of its members’ economies, or in terms of the very wide variation in 
per capita emissions. It includes developing countries such as Nigeria, 
Indonesia and Venezuela, with a range of other interests and align-
ments. OPEC members are also likely to suffer the adverse effects of 
climate change and have pressed for international assistance with the 
diversification of their economies, mitigation activities (including an 
end to flaring) and fuel switching to natural gas, plus adaptation (Karas 
and Bosteels, 2005). Their demand, in advance of Kyoto, was for ‘com-
pensation’ to fund diversification of their economies. A 2013 OPEC 
statement stressed the need for ‘full consensus’ on a future agreement 
which should ‘minimize any adverse impacts and assist OPEC members 
and other developing countries to adapt by diversifying their econo-
mies, strengthening their resilience and enhancing increased invest-
ment and technology transfer’ (OPEC, 2013).
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BASIC

The BASIC coalition has risen to play a central role in climate negotia-
tions in recent years. Comprising Brazil, South Africa, India and China, 
it was formed prior to the 2009 Copenhagen COP, becoming the direct 
interlocutor of the United States in the drafting of the Accord. It has 
institutionalised itself with regular quarterly ministerial meetings since 
then. A view of its operations is provided in a leaked US diplomatic 
cable:

It is remarkable how closely co-ordinated the BASIC group has 
become in international fora, taking turns to impede USA/EU initia-
tives and playing the US and EU off against each other. BASIC coun-
tries have widely differing interests, but have subordinated these to 
their common short term goals. The US and EU need to learn from 
this coordination and work more closely and effectively together 
ourselves. 

(US Embassy Cable, 3 February 2010)

What are described as ‘common short term goals’ actually rest upon 
a set of positions that do not require additional actions by BASIC 
members and emphasise their continuing solidarity with the rest of 
the G77. A Second Commitment period for the Kyoto Protocol and 
full recognition of developed country responsibilities, together with 
implementation of their mitigation and funding and adaptation com-
mitments, have been standard requirements, alongside the observation 
that the voluntary actions of developing countries ‘constitute far greater 
in quantum and impact than those of developed countries’ (BASIC, 
2013, p. 7). The principles of the UNFCCC are sacrosanct and unilateral 
actions, such as those taken by the EU on aviation, are unacceptable 
departures from ‘multilateralism’. Above all, any new climate agree-
ment must be in line with ‘common but differentiated responsibilities’ 
and the division between Annex I and the rest. The Durban Platform 
was, therefore, ‘by no means a process to negotiate a new regime, nor 
to renegotiate, rewrite or re-interpret the Convention and its principles 
and provisions’ (ibid., p. 12).

People’s Republic of China (PRC)

China has risen to challenge for the position of the largest economy on 
earth, with a GDP per capita that begins to approach those of Annex 
I countries and per capita carbon emissions that, in 2013, exceeded 
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78 Climate Change in World Politics

those of the EU.8 With major cities at sea level, Chinese policymakers 
are acutely aware of the risks of continuing climate change, but their 
overall priority is to ensure the stability of the regime through continu-
ing rapid industrialisation and economic growth. Only in this way can 
the requirement to urbanise most of the remaining half of the Chinese 
population that continues to languish in rural poverty be achievable. It 
is a massive task, requiring huge inputs of energy. China is the world’s 
leading coal producer, its output being almost four times that of its 
nearest rival the US (World Coal Association, 2015). While the com-
missioning of new coal-fired generating capacity is often remarked 
upon, China’s coal consumption, that currently meets 70 per cent of 
its primary energy needs, is planned to level off at around 2020 lev-
els. The serious air pollution of Chinese cities is now a pressing policy 
concern and the PRC government has been engaged with the provision 
of hydro, solar and other types of renewable energy, on a scale that is 
unmatched elsewhere.

Originally, China’s economic national interest ‘motivated participa-
tion in the climate change regime with low cost commitments’, based 
on no regrets internal policies that might receive external support 
(Zhang, 2003, p. 82). External obligations detrimental to economic 
growth would not be undertaken. There was some modification to 
this stance when, prior to Copenhagen, China was prepared, for the 
first time, to reflect its internal drive for energy efficiency in an inter-
national pledge to reduce the energy carbon intensity of each unit of 
GDP by 40–45 per cent from 2005 levels by 2020. China has also been 
extensively involved with bilateral technology schemes with the EU, US 
and other developed countries and has been the largest user of CDM 
projects, which has given it an economic stake in the climate regime 
(Dai and Diao, 2011). It is also experimenting with the introduction 
of emissions trading. However, as Christoff (2010, p. 645) comments, 
China is ‘caught in a Faustian policy trap’ needing ‘ongoing domestic 
growth of around eight per cent per annum to maintain social and 
political stability’. Yet the environmental and social cost of growth 
based on continued reliance on cheap coal could render its pursuit of 
development ultimately self-defeating.

At Copenhagen, in 2009, a rigid negotiating stance appeared designed 
to maintain maximum economic flexibility and room for manoeuvre. 
But in the ensuing years its stance as a developing G77 member increas-
ingly lacked credibility. The assumption of a certain joint responsibility 
with the United States was manifested first in the 2013 agreement on 
HFC reduction and then, in Xi Jinping’s and Obama’s joint announce-
ment of new emissions reduction objectives, at Beijing in late 2014. 
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The Chinese ‘intended contribution’ to a new climate agreement was 
to work towards peak national carbon dioxide emissions ‘around 2030’ 
with an intention to peak early and to increase the non-fossil fuel share 
of all energy production to 20 per cent (United States Government, 
2014). This appears to indicate a major shift in the Chinese approach 
that recognises a national obligation to engage with the developed 
countries in mitigation activities.

India

India is usually bracketed with China as a giant developing economy; 
and is sometimes seen as a serious rival to an emergent Chinese super-
power. As the fourth largest emitter of GHGs, with the potential to go 
well beyond this, it cannot be ignored in climate politics. However, 
the differences in terms of the scale and level of economic develop-
ment are stark. In the view of Hurrell and Sengupta (2012, p. 472), 
India ‘has as much in common with the least developed countries as 
with other BASIC states’. Indian GDP and emissions per capita – two 
tonnes of carbon – (Global Carbon Project, 2014) are only a fraction 
of those of China. It also has major vulnerabilities to climate change, 
in terms of its water supplies and sea-level rise, not to mention the 
implications for agriculture in what remains a desperately impoverished 
and largely rural society.

Economic development and poverty reduction are likely to remain 
the twin material drivers of Indian climate policy. In a country in which 
hundreds of millions of people have no access to electricity, there is huge 
pressure to expand the import and use of hydrocarbons. ‘Policies linked 
to mitigation are generally motivated by material concerns over deplet-
ing resources, ambitions for maintaining high macro-economic growth, 
expanding energy access and increasing energy security’ (Atteridge et al., 
2012, p. 72). In the provision of alternatives to hydrocarbons there is no 
comparison to what is occurring in China, and attempts to achieve miti-
gation are hampered both by the small scale of Indian enterprises and 
by the federal structure of relatively autonomous state governments. 
It is, thus, unsurprising that for a long period Indian external climate 
policy was marked by its distrust of other Parties, refusal to take up any 
position on Indian mitigation and a general defensiveness, reflected in 
a punctilious insistence on equity and differentiated responsibilities of 
the developed world. There was an observable change, in advance of 
the Copenhagen COP, when for the first time, and in a direct response 
to the Chinese pledge, India announced a lesser emissions intensity 
reduction target of 20–25 per cent. Generally, however, India’s hard line 
position in negotiations has been maintained, notably in 2011 when 
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80 Climate Change in World Politics

its insistence on weakening language on the legal form of a new agree-
ment provided the last barrier to acceptance of the Durban Platform 
(ENB, 2011, p. 27).

Brazil

As the seventh largest emitter of GHGs, Brazil presents a contrast. Its 
energy requirements have been met by reliance on hydroelectric power 
and non-fossil fuels, with its pattern of national emissions dominated 
by the effects of deforestation. The latter peaked in 2005 and since 
then deforestation has been decoupled from economic growth, which 
has promoted national acceptance of REDD+. On the formation of the 
BASIC group there was national political and business consensus on 
the importance of international climate action (Hochstetler and Viola, 
2012) and the 2008 economic crisis did no extensive damage to the 
Brazilian economy. The Copenhagen Accord was favourably received 
and Brazil made the strongest of all the BASIC pledges, to a 36–38 per 
cent reduction against business as usual (BAU) by 2020. This is equiva-
lent to stabilisation at 2005 levels and is to be achieved mainly through 
a reduction in deforestation, agricultural measures and changes in land 
use (European Parliament, 2013a, p. 80).

Republic of South Africa

South Africa, the final member of the BASIC group, is different again. 
As the pre-eminent economy in Africa, it has relatively high per capita 
emissions, equivalent to the EU average, with a profile that ‘differs 
substantially from that of other developing countries at a similar stage 
of development’ (Republic of South Africa, 2011). Some 80 per cent of 
its GHG emissions derive from inadequate and dangerously insecure 
coal-fired power generation in an economy with important mining 
and minerals export and processing sectors. Agricultural and land-use 
emissions are only around 5 per cent of the total (the developing world 
average is 44 per cent) (ibid.). However, it accounts for a much smaller 
share of global GHG emissions than other BASIC members.

Both the private sector and government in South Africa are interested 
in the commercial opportunities in carbon financing that may be the 
product of international negotiations, rather than in the strict pur-
suit of a North–South agenda. Job creation for a large and poor urban 
population is a major challenge for African National Congress (ANC) 
governments charged with having failed to deliver on the economic 
promises surrounding the end of Apartheid rule. Over the medium 
term, climate change poses a threat to water resources that are ‘already 
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over-committed with potentially serious effects upon industry, maize 
production and the hopes for social improvement and poverty allevia-
tion’ (Madzwamuse, 2014). The government’s position on mitigation is 
to offer 34 and 42 per cent downward deviation from emissions levels, 
projected under business as usual assumptions for 2020 and 2025. In 
common with other developing country actions, the ‘extent to which it 
can be achieved depends upon the extent to which developed countries 
meet their commitment to provide finance, capacity building, technol-
ogy development and transfer’ (Republic of South Africa, 2011, p. 25).

ALBA and AILAC

Some of the most intriguing recent developments in climate politics 
have occurred within Latin America. Prior to its emergence as a key 
member of the BASIC quartet, Brazil had attempted to exercise a degree 
of continental leadership, opposed by Argentina and also by a radical 
grouping of anti-US states. The latter formed ALBA – the Bolivarian 
Alliance for the Peoples of Our America. Members include Venezuela, 
Cuba, Bolivia, Nicaragua, Dominica and Ecuador. It was ALBA’s interven-
tion that famously blocked the adoption of an agreed text at the 2009 
Copenhagen COP, described in detail in Chapter 6. For ALBA members, 
the climate issue is part of an anti-imperialist struggle, where climate 
change is a ‘consequence of the capitalist system, of the prolonged and 
unsustainable development of the developed countries (and) of the 
application and imposition of an absolutely predatory model of develop-
ment on the rest of the world’ (ALBA, 2009). The interests of developing 
nations are, therefore, seen in terms of resistance, restitution and repay-
ment of the ecological debt of developed countries. In part as a response 
to events at Copenhagen, where Columbia directly confronted Bolivia, 
a competing regional alignment, the Association of Independent Latin 
American and Caribbean States (AILAC) was formed (Chile, Colombia, 
Costa Rica, Guatemala, Peru) and entered into the climate negotiations 
as a formal group in 2012. None of these middle-income countries are 
major emitters, nor do they have particular climate vulnerabilities. They 
do have to make energy choices (in Chile’s case between coal and natu-
ral gas) and they all would regard themselves as engaging in progressive 
domestic decarbonisation and adaptation policies. In what has been 
described as a ‘revolt of the middle’, they have argued for immediate 
action at the international level, wishing to transcend North–South 
debates and to interpret the principles of the Convention in a dynamic 
way within a contemporary context (Roberts and Edwards, 2012).
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Conclusions

For most countries, considerations of national economic interests and 
advantages continue to dominate perceptions of vulnerability. In the 
Anglo-Saxon world, the latter have also been continuously undermined 
by well-orchestrated campaigns of climate scepticism. The immedi-
ate costs of action, in terms of higher energy prices, loss of develop-
ment potential or international competitiveness, tend to trump the 
anticipated costs of climate change. Furthermore, the perceived costs of 
action have been raised by the post-2008 economic downturn and the 
prioritisation of growth as a matter of political survival. This has been 
particularly evident for those Annex I countries that reneged upon, or 
refused to renew, their commitment to the Kyoto Protocol. To put it in 
terms of Wolfers’s (1962) distinction, economic possession goals have 
far outweighed the common milieu goal of a stable climate. Only rela-
tively rarely has vulnerability to climate change been conceptualised in 
terms of national possession goals where, as in the case of some AOSIS 
members, the costs of predicted climate change outweigh everything 
else and are core matters of national survival. Mainly economic con-
ceptions of national interest have promoted defensive attitudes that 
impede progress on the climate agenda. Gambia’s sometime chair of the 
LDC group has criticised the way in which negotiations are entrenched, 
‘These civil servants (of other Parties) work to defend their interests at 
all costs and so progress towards an effective agreement remains slow’ 
(Jarju, 2014). Since negotiators tend to lack trust in the good faith of 
other parties and are continually worried that they may be economi-
cally disadvantaged, a primary justification for the creation of an inter-
national regime is that it gives assurance that competitors will not free 
ride on the mitigation efforts of others.

However, conceptions of interest are not immutable and national 
utility functions are not simply a matter of profit and loss. This has been 
recognised in the international cooperation literature, where economis-
tic concepts of interest have been tempered by an appreciation of the 
importance of cognitive change for regime formation and the possible 
impact of ‘epistemic communities’ (Haas, 1990). Influential commenta-
tors, notably Stern (2007), have pointed out that a re-conceptualisation 
of what is at stake with climate change, and a prudential attitude to 
future costs and growth, should lead to a re-calculation of national 
economic interest favourable to immediate action on mitigation. There 
is evidence that some Parties, notably the EU but also the members 
of AILAC, are capable of challenging the assumption that economic 
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Interests and Alignments 83

growth must necessarily come at the expense of higher GHG emissions. 
They are increasingly aware, too, of the benefits of decarbonisation of 
their economies.

The obstacles are not merely conceptual. What emerges very clearly 
from a survey of national positions is that they tend to be the outcome 
of complex internal and, on occasion transnational, political processes. 
One of the most profound difficulties in dealing with climate change at 
the international level is that national policies are conditioned by inter-
nal structures, where there can be many veto points for vested interests 
with huge stakes in the continued use of hydrocarbons. This is most 
obviously the case with the apparent impossibility of persuading the US 
Congress to agree to any new legislative (as opposed to executive) action 
on climate issues. This severely limits and defines the president’s scope 
for international action, however enlightened his or her view is of the 
national interest and of the validity of IPCC reports.9 After 2005, the 
EU has had to pilot its climate policy through the legislative shoals of 
‘co-decision’ between Commission, Council and European Parliament. 
Even in the ruling Chinese Communist Party, there are indications of 
difficult domestic struggles over climate policy that have impacted on 
China’s international stance (Christoff, 2010).

Climate alliances and alignments appear to be relatively stable and 
generally in alignment with levels of economic development and sen-
sitivity to action or inaction within the climate regime. Yet there are 
also regional and exclusively political factors in play. The United States, 
for example, aligns with Japan, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. 
There is close political identification and the United States has defence 
arrangements with all of them, while they share a set of economic inter-
ests and outlooks. However, this is also the case for most of the member 
states of the EU, which has, throughout, challenged JUSSCANZ and the 
Umbrella Group (that includes Russia). The latter has fractured at vari-
ous points in the climate negotiations, notably over ratification of the 
Kyoto Protocol. On the other side, there is the historic UN-centred alli-
ance of the G77, highly institutionalised and representing what were, 
at its inception, the newly independent and developing states of the 
South. It has come under increasing strain as the climate-related inter-
ests of its members have diverged. Early on, the small island members 
of the G77 formed AOSIS, bringing together those with a core national 
interest in early and extensive international action. On the other wing 
of the G77, members of OPEC had a distinct interest in ensuring the 
avoidance of any action that would compromise their principal source 
of export earnings. In this they could be bracketed with the Russian 
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Federation. From 2009, the four largest G77 economies formed their 
own climate bloc, BASIC, although at pains to stress their continuing 
solidarity with the rest of the G77. Within the G77 there are, also, 
other regionally defined groups – the Africans, for example, who fre-
quently adopt common statements at Conferences of the Parties. The 
Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) comprises countries 
that have been very vulnerable to extreme weather events and has, 
since 2007, attempted to adopt joint positions on climate policy but 
with little differentiation from the overall line taken by the G77. They 
have been distrustful of the UNFCCC and somewhat wary of making 
mitigation pledges (Goron, 2014, p. 112).

The record does indicate the possibility of aligning the interests of 
major groups through active diplomacy. The Cartagena Dialogue for 
Progressive Action provides an important example. With 40 or more 
diverse national participants, it described itself as ‘an informal space, 
open to countries working together towards an ambitious, compre-
hensive and legally-binding regime in the UNFCCC and committed 
domestically to becoming or remaining low carbon economies’. It 
was formed in the aftermath of ‘failure’ in Copenhagen, through a 
joint initiative of the Australian and UK governments. The intent 
was to promote compromise across the divide between developed 
and developing countries (Australian Government Department of 
Climate Change and Energy Efficiency, 2011). It comprises mem-
bers from all the major negotiating groups, the EU, Umbrella Group 
(Australia and New Zealand) the BASICs (South Africa), plus members 
of AILAC Mexico (EIG), Indonesia and the United Arab Emirates. The 
dialogue appears to have played an important part in promoting the 
compromises that facilitated the success of the Cancun COP in 2010 
(ibid.); and in providing a basis for EU diplomacy in formulating the 
Durban Platform (van Schaik, 2012).

The Like-Minded Group of Developing Countries (LMDC), set up in 
2012, appears to have been a response to such attempts to deconstruct 
the ‘firewall’ between Annex I countries and the rest. Leading activ-
ists in the LMDC are China and India and it contains ALBA members, 
the Philippines, Thailand and Saudi Arabia. LMDC is described as ‘a 
platform to exchange views and coordinate positions’, but one which 
is firmly anchored in the G77. Their position is that any new agree-
ment must be under the principles of the Convention. The ‘fulcrum 
of the balance in the Convention lies in Art 4.7, under which the 
extent to which developing countries implement their commitments 
… depends upon the extent to which developed countries implement 
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their commitments to provide finance and technology’ (LMDC, 2013). 
The extent of LMDC’s insistence on the maintenance of the Annex I- 
non-Annex I divide is illustrated by their objection even to the grouping 
of countries by income level in the 2014 IPCC Fifth Assessment Report 
(Livemint, 2014).

Pure economic interest-based politics cannot explain everything, 
although it probably accounts for the major part of national climate 
change policy positions and is the inevitable starting point of analysis. 
Subsequent chapters examine other motives. Only the most determined 
realist would deny the existence of a normative dimension to interna-
tional politics and climate justice and demands for equity lie at the 
heart of discussion in the UNFCCC regime, while the pursuit of recog-
nition and status provides important, but intangible, components of a 
state’s national interest.
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