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By Shahid Javed Burki

NOW that the global community
is assembled in Copenhagen and
that some initial commitments have
been made by America and China —
with the indication that India may
also adopt the approach China is
taking - some agreement on climate
change may be a bit nearer.

A number of political advances have been
made since then. The United States, China
and India are now among the four largest
emitters of carbon into the atmosphere. All
three have declared their intention to act.
China became the largest polluter in 2008,
passing the United States. India is in the
fourth position. No international agreement
could be made unless these countries were
on board with serious commitments to act.
The change of administration in Washington
had made a great deal of difference. The
United States is led by an individual who had
identified climate change as one of his top
priorities.

Each capital seems to have influenced the
other two to move in the direction in which
the world needed to go in order to avert dis-
aster. Climate change was high on the agen-
da during the visit to Asia by President
Barack Obama in November. He appears to
have motivated the Chinese to announce
their targets before they sent their negotiat-
ing team to Beijing.

After returning from the Asian trip,
President Obama, using the provisions in the
bill passed by the House of Representatives
of the US Congress as the basis, announced a
set of targets for his government. He said
that his administration would work towards
reducing carbon emissions by 17 per cent
from the level reached in 2005. This target
would be achieved by 2020. A more signifi-
cant reduction was promised for the year
2050.

The Chinese made some pledges of their
own, using a different criterion for indicating
the kind of effort they were prepared to
make. They based their commitments on
what was called “carbon intensity”, the
amount of carbon emitted per unit of gross
domestic output. China said it would lower
the intensity by 40 per cent by the year 2020.
This means that China will work on new tech-
nologies to reduce the consumption of ener-
gy for producing additional output.

These announcements propelled India to

make its own commitment to slow the emis-
sion of greenhouse gases. This was a signifi-
cant shift for India which until recently had
insisted that the brunt of adjustments in
making carbon cuts should fall on developed
countries rather than emerging nations. Any
cut on the part of emerging economies would
slow down their rates of economic growth.

India indicated that it will follow the
Chinese approach and adopt a target of its
own for carbon intensity. According to a se-
nior Indian official, the announcements
made by America and China “signaled to us
that the global politics has moved beyond ev-
erybody sitting behind the table and doing
nothing. So a lot of number crunching is go-
ing on now.” When the number crunching is
done, the Indian position will be presented at
Copenhagen as a domestic initiative, not de-
pendent on international financial or techno-
logical support.

However, “we have to be very careful that
we are not hustled into a position, inadver-
tently, where our interest is harmed”, said
Shyam Saran, India’s top climate change offi-
cial in an address to the powerful Conference
of Indian Industry.

India, in other words, was taking a posi-
tion that it would not be bound by an inter-
national agreement on climate change. It
had taken the same position when it refused
to sign the Non-Proliferation Treaty, (NPT),
to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons.
That left it the wiggle room to develop nucle-
ar weapons. Once again, it was not prepared
to surrender national sovereignty to an in-
ternational body implementing an interna-
tional treaty.

The real issue at Copenhagen is the role
emerging markets are prepared to play. The
International Energy Agency points out in
its World Energy Outlook report that the
commitments announced by the large pol-
luters will fall well below the minimum nee-
ded. Atmospheric concentrations of carbon
dioxide equivalent to 450 parts per million
are consistent with two degree centigrade
global temperature increase.

The agency notes that energy related car-
bon dioxide emissions have increased from
20.9 gigatons (Gt) in 1990 to 28.8 Gt in 2007.
This is expected to go up to 34.5 Gt in 2020
and 40.2 Gt in 2030. This is equivalent to an
average increase of 1.5 per cent a year over
the period. Emerging countries account for
all the projected growth in energy-related
emissions to 2030, with 55 per cent of the in-
crease coming from China and 18 per cent
from India. The issue therefore is whether
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emerging markets such as China and India
are prepared to come up with more aggres-
sive targets.

In debating this issue, emerging econo-
mies will emphasise the role trade-offs can
play. One example of this is provided by the
World Bank in its latest World Development
Report. “Poor people emit little”, says the
bank. For instance reductions in emissions
secured by switching the automobile fleet in
the United States of just sports utility vehi-
cles (SUV), into cars with European Union
fuel economy standards would provide a
cushion for the development of the world’s
poorer areas.

It would, for instance, cover the emissions
from providing electricity to 1.6 billion peo-
ple in the developing world that currently
don’t have access to electric power. This ex-
ample suggests a number of areas for public
policy. A tax on fuel consumption on cars in
the United States would encourage drivers
to switch from high consumption SUVs to
Iow consumption hybrid and eventually elec-
tric cdrs which are already available in the
market.

A large proportion of the resources gener-
ated by the tax could be given in the form of
grants to, the less developed countries for
building fuel efficient power plants and for
investing in green technologies. At the same
time, some. of the tax on fuel could be used
to subsidise research in producing low fuel-
consumption engines.

According to Martin Wolf of the Financial
Times, “tackling the risk of climate change
is the most complex collective challenge hu-
manity has ever confronted. Success re-
quires costly and concerted action among
many countries to deal with a distant threat,
on behalf of people as yet unborn, under un-
avoidable certainty of the costs of not acting.
‘We have reached the point, however, where a
broad consensus exists on the nature of the
threat and the sorts of policies we need to
follow to deal with it.”

As some of the world leaders recognised
when they met with President Obama in
Singapore, there is not enough time to work
out an international treaty at Copenhagen.
While some of the major polluting countries
had come up with some targets they could
factor in their own economic and environ-
mental programmes, it would take much lon-
ger to arrive at a consensus on a document
that would have the force of an internation-
al treaty. Copenhagen could help to arrive at
a political consensus with a detailed treaty
to be worked out later.





