Is the Copenhagen Accord Half-Full or Half-Empty?

The United States and China Control the Answer

By Jeanette Schreiber

Many hoped that the recent Copenhagen Climate Conference, held in mid December 2009, would provide negotiating nations the place to establish important limits on greenhouse gas levels and develop specific target dates to reach lower carbon emissions.  Instead, after days of negligible progress and contentious challenges, a last-minute effort by President Barack Obama produced a shell accord which remains unratified and without specific written goals, despite the January 31, 2010 deadline for accomplishing these tasks.  Does this last-minute agreement mean anything to the progress toward greenhouse gas emission control and, if so, what?  A number of economic and political issues – particularly those involving the United States and China, the two biggest greenhouse gas emitters – offer some perspective on these questions and provide some understanding of the importance, or lack thereof, of the Copenhagen Accord.
Changing Global Relationships 

Recent negotiating situations and conference proceedings have signaled changes in the way China, the U.S., and other nations interact with each other and position themselves in the complicated world of nation-posturing.  Writing in the Financial Times, Thomas Kleine-Brockhoff, Senior Director of the German Marshall Fund, noted that Copenhagen “heralded an “age of transition” in international relations.”  He pointed to the fact that negotiations broke down partially due to his notion that the “power structures of a new world order are only emerging” and, consequently, the conference was “multi-polarity as chaos.”
  Gideon Rachman of the 
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Financial Times identified this same discontinuity occurring at the Davos Economic Summit in late January and its affect on views about trade as well as sustainable development, “...western leaders are questioning many of the ideas that 
underpinned the old Davos consensus.”
  It’s clear that it is “the Asian nations and the big emerging economies that are most at ease with globalization – and it is these countries that are urging “the westerners not to give up on free trade.”
  At the same time, the U.S. appears to be shifting much of its diplomatic effort toward China’s new world position.  

The last two years of economic crisis dramatically shifted China to a significant global position, despite the fact that it continues to expect developing nation treatment.  This meltdown, that roiled the global financial markets and found many nations scrambling for money to shore up their financial institutions, rapidly pushed cash-flush China from a position as an emerging economy to that of the clear economic successor of the United States, still the leading global economy.  “China is the West’s greatest hope and greatest fear,” said Kirstin Forbes, a former member of the White House Council of Economic Advisers.  “China’s rising prospects, in the face of concessions made when it was still considered an emerging economy, challenge the West’s economic and political treatment of the Confucian – Communist – capitalist”
 giant and this concern raised its head during the climate change conference in Copenhagen, as well as on political fronts in both the United States and other developed nations.  
Study of prevailing economic growth trends extrapolated into the future indicate that China will become the world’s largest economy overtaking the United States’ current economic position by 2025 and the next 25 years will see China extend its growth to put it at about 130% the size of the U.S. economy.
  As this trend becomes obvious, it’s not surprising that the negotiating positions of both developed and developing countries are shifting and undermining old positions and relationships.  
The Copenhagen Climate Conference provided a unique situation for these economic and political changes to become even more evident to the world.
“It could go down in history as the moment that defined the new, multi-polar world.”
  At 7 p.m. on the final evening of the Copenhagen climate conference, Barack Obama walked into an unscheduled meeting with Wen Jiabao, Chinese premier, and the leaders of India, Brazil and South Africa. During the next two hours, the five leaders and their advisers ended two weeks of diplomatic deadlock by thrashing out a tentative deal on global warming that became known as the Copenhagen Accord.  “Conspicuously absent from the room was the European Union and Japan.”
  While we are just witnessing perceptible shifts in national status in global interrelationships, indications lead us to conclude that negotiating positions will change significantly over the next several years.
China and U.S. Climate Change Commitments
Many question the dedication of China and the U.S. to addressing global warming concerns through climate change.  While China has published climate change memoranda and the U.S. Congress has passed climate change legislation, neither country has moved to a full-fledged commitment at this time. 

China appears serious about addressing global climate change but refuses to agree to outside monitoring of its compliance activity.  It remains to be seen, as consensus-building in China continues, if it will be ready to establish and live up to carbon emission controls when a binding agreement is finally ready to sign.  China initially blocked all progress towards agreement at the Copenhagen meetings.  After the last-minute agreement on the Copenhagen Accord, “Wen Jiabao said the agreement should be “treasured”, in the latest indication that Beijing is quietly pleased with the negotiation’s outcome.”
  On the other hand, Li Yan, Greenpeace China’s climate campaigner has doubts.  Following the Copenhagen Accord, he was quoted in the Guardian as asserting, “In China, now there are stronger conservative voices and more concerns about the changed diplomatic circumstances and the economic downturn. Famous economists such as Lang Xinping, are publicly criticizing the interest groups that stand to benefit from the switch to a low-carbon economy...As more skepticism emerges, this demonstrates that scientists, economists and other opinion leaders are no longer looking at climate change as a simple, easy issue.”
  Given the fact that the Accord negotiated by Obama did not press China to transparency in monitoring emission control, Copenhagen fell short of the U.S. goals, placing the President in a difficult negotiating position with the U.S. Senate.
Although Obama committed to climate control during his election campaign, the U.S. has no current national climate change legislation fully in place.  The U.S. Senate has toyed with multiple climate bills over the last several years but still resists committing to cap and trade legislation that would put some teeth in the country’s efforts toward greenhouse gas emission control.  Caught in the Obama – Republican partisan quagmire and logistically hampered by other critical governmental issues, few give much hope to the passage of a bill that would meet at least the House bill’s 17 percent target.  In addition, some of the proposed bills under consideration contain border tax provisions on products from other countries, which many believe are targeted at China.  At the Copenhagen Conference, David Victor, a professor at UC San Diego and an expert on environmental issues stated, “The shadow of border adjustments hangs over these talks. Unions and heavy industry are deeply worried about climate policies that could make them less competitive, especially with the Chinese.”
   Jairam Ramesh, the chief negotiator for India, speaking about border adjustments stated “We are totally against it – totally against it.”  A trade war “is what we are doing our best to try to avoid.  Border adjustments are essentially import fees levied by carbon-taxing countries on goods manufactured in non-carbon-taxing countries.”
  Given these political and economic issues within the United States and across borders, Obama has another significant battle to wage in Washington in getting a solid, credible climate change bill passed that will meet the scrutiny of the various international negotiating parties.  
Consequently, we see a situation where the two most significant greenhouse gas polluters’ positions on climate change controls can be questioned.  The Accord reached in Copenhagen may not provide enough substantive underpinnings to move either party to a place where they can politically pledge to an enforceable program.
Copenhagen Accord – Groundbreaking or Dismal?
Negotiations at Copenhagen stopped short of establishing written commitments and compliance monitoring agreements and guidelines. The three-page accord that Obama negotiated with the leaders of China, India, Brazil, and South Africa and then presented to the Conference did not meet even the modest hopes that leaders set for this meeting, conspicuously failing to set a 2010 goal for reaching a binding international treaty.  The plan does not even commit the industrialized nations or the developing nations to firm targets for mid-term or long-term greenhouse gas emissions reductions.  The accord can only be viewed as significant in that it could commit individual nations to act on their own to address global warming.  “For the first time in history,” Mr. Obama said, “all major economies have come together to accept their responsibility to take action to confront the threat of climate change.”  Perhaps, the glass is half-full.  Then again, by the time countries meet formally again in December 2010 in Mexico City to continue negotiations, Chinese and American positions may shift away from consideration of serious carbon emission control, negating any modest progress that was made in Copenhagen.  An editorial in the Financial Times noted, “Mr. Obama called the deal ‘an important breakthrough.’  The agreement...is merely an expression of aims.  It appears to commit none of the signatories to anything.”
  There is limited evidence that the critical parties involved in the global warming challenge can address the tests inherent in their internal political situations, not to mention the changing global power dynamics in play today.  The Copenhagen Accord – if signed and ratified with specific targets – may offer some hope of future success.  That hope, however, is limited and lacks clarity as to its importance to future successful commitments to control global warming and the fate of the planet.
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