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CHAPTER

 2

THE LIMITS OF CAPITALIST SOLUTIONS 
TO THE CLIMATE CRISIS

Dorothy Grace Guerrero

There is an increasing acceptance that capitalism is directly connected with 
climate change and that the apocalyptic consequences of it are already caus-

ing deaths, diseases, dislocations and destruction to ecology and people’s lives, 
which will continue as there is no decisive measure being taken to address the 
climate crisis. Society’s relationship with nature under extractivist capitalism 
follows the principles of ownership and rights of access, modes of produc-
tion and consumption, the need for permanent added-value, as well as class 
and gender relations, all of which are associated with profit maximisation and 
exploitation of people and nature. It is important to emphasise that the privilege 
to profit, overconsume and overdiscard is reserved for a small portion of society.

The extraction of fossil fuels (oil, coal, natural gas), which is the biggest cause 
of climate change, enables large-scale production of goods, transportation sys-
tems and efficient distribution networks of products and services. Climate 
change is therefore not just an environmental issue; it is both a social and an 
ecological crisis. Even modern wars in the last three decades, as exemplified by 
the invasion of Iraq, were at least partially about access to and control of the 
production and distribution of oil. As the impacts of climate change intensify, 
free-market ideology, big business and financial actors increasingly shape the 
strategies and priorities in addressing it. At the same time, resistance to neoliber-
alism, efforts to reclaim the commons (land, water and forests, knowledge, etc.),  
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struggles against ‘development aggression’ by states and corporations and the 
promotion of alternative models of development are being globalised.

The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), 
established in 1992, is the principal and only universal intergovernmen-
tal body to tackle climate change. Its annual high-profile Conference of the 
Parties (COP) is attended by 196 member states. Despite the inclusion of cli-
mate change in policies after the historic 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro 
that gave birth to the UNFCCC, and after more than two decades of meetings, 
the total global anthropogenic greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, which cause  
climate change, have continued to increase.

The scientific literature is clear – an overwhelming majority of climate sci-
entists, over ninety-seven per cent, acknowledge that humans are the primary 
cause of climate change (Romm 2016). However, despite the most updated 
and sophisticated information and analyses available to governments now, the 
climate negotiations are not generating appropriate solutions that match the 
scale of the crisis. This is because the countries that are most affected by cli-
mate change, but have contributed the least to it, have very little say to influ-
ence climate politics due to the asymmetry of political and negotiating power 
between the global North and the global South. At the same time, parties to the 
UNFCCC do not acknowledge that the capitalist economic model they espouse 
and rely on is based on plunder, waste and pollution. There is very little under-
standing of structural conditions since climate change is not seen as a class 
and gender issue despite the reality that the poor, especially women, who are 
already feeling its brunt, are left to rely on their resilience while corporations 
and industries are continuing their usual destructive operations and even mak-
ing profits in delaying or burying real solutions.

Given this context, it is deeply problematic that Donald Trump, the presi-
dent of the richest, most powerful and influential country, as well as the big-
gest historical and current emitter of GHG in the world, is a climate change 
denialist. Trump’s symbolic withdrawal from the substantially weak 2015 
Paris Agreement in 2017 was expected, as it was included in his main elec-
toral campaign promises. His appointment of fellow climate change deniers to 
the Environmental Protection Agency and other related offices, his executive 
orders reversing previous policies to allow fossil fuel giants to go full-steam 
ahead, and his rejection of the principle that rich countries should help devel-
oping countries cope with GHG emissions by giving them subsidies are major 
stumbling blocks for future climate initiatives. These moves, together with his 
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unilateralist stance on global trade and global security, show that the United 
States as the linchpin of the world order is breaking down the world order.

Given the present reality of global capitalism, it is indeed a huge challenge, 
even seemingly utopian, to call for a revolutionary strategy of ‘system change, 
not climate change’. However, given the challenges, stopping climate change 
leaves the world with no other option. It is also urgent, as avoiding climate 
change-related disaster will be even more difficult, more costly or even impos-
sible if the global population does not act decisively now.

A growing number of social, environmental and climate justice networks, as 
well as progressive researchers, now advocate systemic change as the only way 
to address climate change. They propose:

 • A drastic emissions reduction in historically and highly polluting coun-
tries through legally binding commitments and without passing the 
responsibilities to poor countries through carbon trade or other offset-
ting mechanisms. Emerging economies should already be more responsi-
ble now as their production and wealth increases and the rest of the world 
will follow based on their capacities and development needs.

 • Leaving eighty per cent of currently known fossil fuel reserves under the 
ground and developing new socially transformative and just systems of 
energy production and consumption.

 • Starting a shift in society’s relationship with nature through building 
low-carbon, post-capitalist and gender-fair societies. These steps require 
radical transformation in the access to and management of resources and 
relations of production and consumption.

OUR WARMING PLANET: WHERE WE ARE NOW

The last several years have seen all climate-related records being smashed. Since 
average global temperature record making started in 1850, the global mean tem-
peratures reached 1°C above pre-industrial levels for the first time in 2015 (Met 
Office 2016). The global levels of atmospheric carbon dioxide (CO2) breached 
the 400 parts per million (ppm) average in March 2015 (NOAA 2015), substan-
tially exceeding the generally recognised safe level of 350 ppm. Two years later, 
scientists at the Mauna Loa Observatory reported that CO2 passed the 410 ppm  
mark in April 2017 (Geiling 2017) – something never experienced before.
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The Washington-based National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and 
Medicine report concludes that human-caused global warming is already alter-
ing patterns of some extreme weather events (NAS 2016). Global annual GHG 
emissions grew to an average of one gigaton (Gt) of carbon dioxide equiva-
lent (CO2e) per year from 2000–2010 as compared with 0.4 Gt per year from 
1970–2000 (IPCC 2014: 8).

The much-celebrated COP21 in Paris, France, in December 2015 was the 
eleventh Meeting of the Parties since 1994. It was clear even before it started 
that COP21 negotiation results would not measure up to what must be done, 
especially in light of the lack of progress after more than two decades of high-
level climate talks. Despite the aspiration stated in the preamble to the Paris 
Agreement to keep the increase in the world’s temperature below ‘2°C or not 
more than 1.5°C’, appropriate actions are still missing. James Hansen, the 
esteemed former National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) sci-
entist, called by many the ‘father of global climate change awareness’, described 
the Paris Agreement as a ‘fraud’ and a ‘real fake’.1 Since COP15 in Copenhagen, 
Denmark, in 2009, many climate justice and social movements have increas-
ingly distrusted the negotiations and the resulting agreements.

Despite the protest ban in France due to the state of emergency following 
several terrorist attacks in the country’s capital in November 2015, tens of 
thousands of French and global activists demonstrated in the streets before, 
during and immediately after COP21 to protest what could be considered an 
ineffective agreement. Attended by 195 country delegations and over 150 world 
leaders, it is to date the largest diplomatic conference on climate change. The 
global People’s Climate March ahead of the talks on 28 and 29 November set 
a new record in climate-related mobilisations. More than 600 000 marched in 
175 countries around the world, including Paris, to call for a strong deal. This 
was bigger than the New York People’s Climate March in 2014, which was also 
organised to put pressure on leaders attending the COP20 in Peru.

COP18 and COP19 set the trend for consolidating new markets and invest-
ment opportunities for big business in the name of climate solutions. These 
business-oriented and market-controlled climate policies and mechanisms 
differ widely from the just and sustainable solutions needed by the people 
and the planet.2 The intended nationally determined contributions (INDCs) 
submitted by countries to the UNFCCC, even if accomplished, will together 
produce at least a 3°C average global temperature rise. The mechanisms to 
review their execution and effects and the possibility of adjustments to be 
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done every five years are simply not enough. Of even greater concern is the 
lack of dramatic immediate action as it only comes into force in 2020. By 
that point huge quantities of additional CO2 will have been pumped into the 
atmosphere, making it all but impossible to limit global warming to 2°C, let 
alone 1.5°C.

The challenges to democracy and development in general are increasing 
due to the corporate capture of UN climate processes and other policy arenas. 
From negotiating for binding commitments, the UNFCCC capitulated to the 
corporate agenda of voluntary pledges and market-based initiatives that will 
do more harm than good to the environment and the global climate system 
(Climate Space 2014). Many responses have been proposed, including Clean 
Development Mechanisms (CDMs), reducing emissions from deforestation 
and forest degradation (REDD), climate-smart agriculture and various car-
bon market schemes. These initiatives are false solutions that will not reduce 
emissions or address the social crises causing climate change, but rather allow 
business as usual and create corporate profits in the name of combating cli-
mate change. Moreover, such measures further increase inequality by dispro-
portionately targeting forests, territories and lands of indigenous people and 
small-scale farmers. The widely embraced new concept of a ‘green economy’ is 
dangerous and is being exposed and critiqued as a reconfiguration of capital-
ism which will reduce nature and ‘nature’s services’ to tradable commodities.

This means that even meeting the conservative target of a 2°C average global 
warming – as agreed in Copenhagen’s COP15 and subsequently recommended 
in the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC 2013, 2014), as well as by the World Bank (2012), the UN 
Environment Programme (UNEP 2011) and many other climate studies – will 
be impossible.

THE CORPORATE CAPTURE OF CLIMATE POLITICS

The climate crisis must be understood as one of the many elements of the deep 
crisis of capitalism, and has always been both an ecological and a social prob-
lem. Scientists have known and warned about climate change for almost 200 
years. In Alice Bell’s (2014) account of the history of climate change, she iden-
tifies French physicist James Fourier’s work as the first study on the GHG effect 
in 1824 and Irish physicist John Tyndall’s 1861 pioneering work in identifying 
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the gases, including CO2, which could change the atmosphere that protects 
the planet from warming and determines climate. She also accredited Swedish 
chemist Svante Arrhenius’s study of Europe’s atmosphere in 1896 as the first 
argument for reducing CO2 in order to lower temperatures, as he linked warm-
ing with the burning of coal and oil and the increase of CO2 in the atmosphere. 
Charles Keeling started to measure atmospheric CO2 in 1958 and scientists 
noted by 1963 that it went up annually (Weart 2004). Warnings about climate 
change’s catastrophic impacts were first raised in John Sawyer’s ‘Man-Made 
Carbon Dioxide and the “Greenhouse” Effect’, published in the journal Nature 
in 1972, in which he examined the anthropogenic CO2 GHG distribution and 
exponential rise. He also accurately predicted the future rate of global warming 
from 1972 to 2000 (Bell 2014).

Studies linking CO2 and climate change started in the 1970s, pioneered 
by the UN World Meteorological Organisation (WMO). In 1988, the WMO 
jointly established the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
with the UN Environment Programme (UNEP). Since then, the IPCC assess-
ment reports – five in total (1990, 1995, 2001, 2007, 2014) – have consolidated 
global knowledge and political consensus on climate change (IPCC 1995). A 
limitation of most scientific studies is presenting climate change as a problem 
of excessive emissions produced by humans without accounting for societal 
conditions.

The UN Conference on the Environment and Development (UNCED), 
more popularly known as the Earth Summit, in 1992 produced the UNFCCC, 
which entered into force on 21 March 1994. Article 2 of the UNFCCC (1992) 
states that its main objective is to ‘stabilize greenhouse gas concentrations in 
the atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interfer-
ence with the climate system’. Under Article 3(1), parties should act to protect 
the climate system on the basis of ‘common but differentiated responsibili-
ties’, with developed country parties, referred to in the UNFCCC as Annex I  
countries,3 taking the lead.

The Kyoto Protocol, an international agreement negotiated under the 
UNFCCC, set binding targets for Annex I countries’ GHG emission reduc-
tions. Its pledges are made through assigned amount units of carbon space. It 
has two commitment periods: from 2005 to 2012 and from 2012 to 2020. In 
the Lima COP20 in 2014, governments agreed to submit their INDCs for GHG 
emission reductions in October 2015. This is a step back, as instead of binding 
commitments in the spirit of the Kyoto Protocol, negotiations are now reduced 
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to voluntary pledges. Governments can simply do what they want to do. Also, 
instead of limiting emission reduction to 35 Gt of CO2e by 2030 to keep average 
global warming to 2°C (UNEP 2013), the INDC pledges will produce 60 Gt of 
CO2e emissions by 2030, proving the ineffectiveness of the UNFCCC process.

Let us recall that the Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment 
in 1972 and the UNCED in 1992 both emphasised equity as the framework 
of global environmental politics. However, the emergence of neoliberal cap-
italism, pushed by the Washington Consensus and deepened by the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) (subsequently the World Trade 
Organisation [WTO]), demolished this principle. The trend towards globalisa-
tion through regulatory rules for trade was consolidated and now characterises 
the global trade and financial regimes that govern global politics and decision 
making, including climate politics. In Climate Capitalism, Newell and Paterson 
(2010) explain how the character of neoliberal capitalism has fundamentally 
shaped global responses to climate change and highlight the need to challenge 
the entrenched power of many corporations, the culture of energy use and 
global inequalities in energy consumption.

The Bali Action Plan, adopted at COP13 in 2007, established a framework for 
negotiations to create a replacement agreement for the Kyoto Protocol in 2012. 
Initially, it was hoped that the US would return to the Kyoto Protocol nego-
tiating process for the first time since withdrawing from it in March 2001. To 
encourage the US to agree to the Kyoto Protocol, the CDM became part of the 
agenda. However, at the end of COP13, the CDM remained but the US stayed 
away from the Protocol. The CDM is a carbon-trading tool that allows polluting 
companies, mostly from rich and polluting countries, to purchase credit through 
projects, mostly in developing countries, instead of reducing their emissions.

The Bali Action Plan established a two-track process (UNFCCC and Kyoto 
Protocol) aimed at identifying a post-2012 global climate regime from the 
2009 COP15 and the Fifth Meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol in 
Copenhagen. COP13 did not introduce binding commitments to reduce GHG 
emissions. It only started the discussions on enhanced actions on adaptation, 
technology development and the provision on financial resources, as well as 
measures against deforestation that later developed into REDD. Developing 
country parties agreed to a ‘[nationally] appropriate mitigation actions con-
text of sustainable development, supported and enabled by technology, financ-
ing and capacity-building, in a measurable, reportable and verifiable manner’ 
(COP13 2008: 55).
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Since the COP15 in Copenhagen, more than a hundred developing coun-
tries (members of the small island states, least developed countries, African 
group blocs in the UN process) have called for Annex I parties to increase their 
emission reduction targets in the second commitment period to forty-five per 
cent below 1990 levels by 2020. The 2007 IPCC report earlier indicated that the 
Annex I parties should reduce their emissions to between twenty-five and forty 
per cent below 1990 levels by 2020. The Copenhagen Accord was signed by 114 
parties, but was not formally adopted by the COP due to the strong disagree-
ment of some developing countries. However, many aspects of the Copenhagen 
Accord were brought into the formal UNFCCC process the year after in Mexico 
and were adopted as part of the Cancun Agreements. These agreements state 
that future global warming should be limited to below 2°C (3.6° Fahrenheit) 
relative to the pre-industrial level. Cancun’s non-binding pledges totalled fif-
teen per cent emission reduction by 2020. 

Many developing countries were unhappy about the 2°C target in the nego-
tiations in Copenhagen. Climate justice activists argued against this threshold 
too as it is more of a political target, and a distinctly ideological one, forwarded 
by northern interests. Feminist groups assailed the inherent idea that humans 
can ‘master’ climate change, as if the climate is a machine that humans can 
control and that can be turned on and off. The framework of values based on 
power, as well as the questions of in whose agenda or interest 2°C is accept-
able, and who determines what acceptable risk is, must be revealed (Seager 
2009). Feminists and climate justice activists from the global South point out 
that considerable ecosystem and livelihood damage is already occurring and 
that poor countries face greater threat due to their higher vulnerabilities and 
lower adaptive capacities.

Real catastrophes in the global South and in pockets of communities in the 
global North, such as destruction of livelihoods through floods and droughts, 
death and starvation, are already happening. Climate change is in fact advanc-
ing at a faster rate than predicted (Archer & Rahmstorf 2010).4 According to 
the 2013 Fifth Assessment Report of the IPCC, each of the last three decades 
was warmer than all of the preceding decades since 1850 and the first decade 
of the twenty-first century was the warmest thus far. The International Energy 
Agency also warned that failure to reduce fossil fuel consumption would result 
in at least 6°C of global warming (IEA 2013). All this is already occurring at 
the current 0.8°C rise in the average global temperature since the Industrial 
Revolution; a 2°C temperature increase will be even more dangerous. Hansen 
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and colleagues (2015) predict higher sea-level rises because of indicators that 
were not included before.

A report by the Climate Vulnerable Forum (2012) states that five million 
deaths occur annually from air pollution, hunger and disease as a result of cli-
mate change and carbon-intensive economies, and that this toll will likely rise 
to six million annually by 2030 if current patterns of fossil fuel use continue. 
More than ninety per cent of those deaths will occur in developing countries. 
Climate change is already costing the global economy a potential 1.6 per cent 
of annual output or about US$1.2 trillion a year, and this could double to 3.2 
per cent by 2030 if global temperatures are allowed to rise. Even developing 
countries may suffer GDP loss. China could see a 2.1 per cent reduction by 
2030, while India could experience a more than five per cent loss of output. 
According to a UN Development Programme report, global warming most 
threatens the poor and the unborn, the ‘two constituencies with little or no 
voice’ in governance (UNDP 2007: 13).

In 2011, parties at the COP17 in Durban, South Africa, agreed to adopt the 
Durban Platform for Enhanced Action. This treaty was adopted in 2015 at the 
twenty-first COP in Paris and will be implemented in 2020. In both Durban and 
Doha (COP18), parties as well as observers from civil society groups expressed 
grave concern that current efforts to hold global warming to below 2 or 1.5°C 
relative to the pre-industrial level appear inadequate. Since the 2005 COP in 
Montreal, Annex 1 countries have found ways to avoid deep emissions cuts and 
have weakened this commitment. The much-needed technology and financial 
transfers from rich countries to developing countries are not happening, nor 
are those aimed at helping the latter address the increasing impacts of climate 
change and supporting the costs of mitigation and adaptation. 

The UN’s Global Compact, which encourages the role of big business in global 
efforts to advance UN treaties and programmes on human and socio-economic 
rights and environmental protection, ushered in big corporations’ influence in 
the thinking and outcomes of climate politics. The green economy, promoted 
as a new and superior development concept, also follows business thinking. 
UNEP’s (2011) green economy report argues that the environment could be 
saved if environmental services were given economic value.

Climate politics, even in poor and developing countries, has yet to – or 
refuses to – question, challenge and problematise the key role of capital in 
the causes and effects of climate change. The fundamental reality that climate 
change affects people differently and that the poor, who contribute very little to 
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it, are the first to suffer its impacts, was acknowledged in the principle ‘common 
but differentiated responsibilities’ in the first Earth Summit in Stockholm in 
1972, long before the UNFCCC’s adoption of it in its basic principle in 1992.

The powers of the WTO, international financial institutions (IFIs), trans-
national corporations and other agents of neoliberal capitalism must be con-
fronted as they move to eliminate environmental policies defined as ‘barriers to 
trade’ and to prevent governments from discriminating against polluting prod-
ucts through bilateral and multilateral trade negotiations. New, aggressive and 
comprehensive trade and investment agreements (e.g. the European Union–
US Trans-Atlantic Trade and Investment Partnership [TTIP] and Trans-Pacific 
Partnership) that are being negotiated by governments in highly secretive and 
exclusive processes include an extremely dangerous element, the investor–state 
dispute settlement (ISDS) mechanism. Once implemented, corporations can 
use ISDSs to sue governments for passing laws that protect the environment 
but diminish corporate profits, like closing or banning polluting coal mines.

Powerful corporations, through their lobbyists, have been influencing 
climate negotiations. A paper prepared by Corporate Europe Observatory 
explains how powerful European business lobbies protect business interests, 
especially in COP21, through promoting the global carbon market as the solu-
tion to climate change and ensuring that climate policies do not conflict with 
business interests (Tansey 2015). IFIs, which historically and currently still fund 
climate change-inducing large-scale projects like fossil fuel development, huge 
hydropower schemes and those that are under CDMs, play a key role in climate 
finance and pushing loans to victims of climate-induced natural calamities.

Climate change will not be solved through negotiations dominated by cor-
porate interests. The governments that are supposed to lead in climate change 
solutions are also the ones pushing corporate trade deals like the TTIP that 
will benefit the fracking industry and support big agribusiness companies that 
undermine the ability of farmers to adapt to climate change, as well as various 
free trade agreements and bilateral investment treaties.

CHANGE THE SYSTEM TO STOP CLIMATE CHANGE

Climate solutions must be appropriate to the enormity of the crisis, and must 
also be just and sustainable. Criticising current socio-ecological problems must 
not be reduced to individual consumption patterns which can be solved by 
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individual alternative lifestyles alone. Structural, political, social and economic 
mechanisms shape consumption. For climate change to stop, our economic, 
social and environmental relations must change. A crucial element of this is 
acceptance of the imperative for system change, climate justice and confronting 
capitalism. There is now a growing understanding of the need for a paradigm 
shift and the need to find the politics and processes for fundamental change 
towards more democratic and inclusive/collective ownership and control of 
resources and key industrial sectors along with access to their benefits. Naomi 
Klein describes the climate crisis in her book This Changes Everything as a con-
frontation between capitalism and the planet. The problem is neoliberal capital-
ism itself, which is unsustainable and needs to be transformed into a system that 
does not aim for a model of infinite growth but for harmony between human 
beings and nature and one that meets the needs of the majority (Klein 2014).

There is a need to build a politics that is strong enough to realise that process 
for change, ensure its course and defend it against attacks from those that want 
to maintain the status quo. It is not enough just to be convinced and to want 
this change. The actors, institutions and processes that support the status quo 
are powerful and will not easily give up their privileges. A growing number of 
groups within the climate justice movement are now organising and mobilising 
to promote various principles, discussed next.

Social inequalities
Climate change is linked to social inequalities between the global North and 
the global South, as well as to inequalities within the global North and South, as 
there are people living in extreme poverty in rich countries. Similarly, the elite 
in poor countries have access to and control over resources and use that power 
to exploit people and nature in their countries.

Climate debt
According to Matthew Stilwell (2012), it is important to recognise rich coun-
tries’ climate debt to poor countries, for two reasons. Firstly, historically, in the 
course of their development, rich countries used more than their fair share of 
the atmosphere, which enriched their societies and disproportionately contrib-
uted to climate change. Poor countries should not follow their growth model. 
Rather, due to climate change, they should instead adopt more sustainable 
economic activities. This will, however, significantly diminish and limit their 
options. Stilwell refers to this as emissions debt. Secondly, what Stilwell calls 
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adaptation debt concerns the challenges that poor countries face as escalating 
losses and damages and loss of development opportunities increase. The climate 
debt concept was submitted to the UNFCCC by over fifty countries, including 
Bhutan, Bolivia, Malaysia, Micronesia, Paraguay, Sri Lanka, Venezuela and the 
group of least developed countries in COP14 of 2008. Rich countries’ failure 
to sufficiently reduce their emissions, passing the responsibility of emissions 
reductions to poor countries through CDMs and other mechanisms, while 
continuing to consume far more than their fair share of fossil fuels and atmos-
pheric space, is a recolonisation of the global South.

‘Just transition’ from fossil fuel
This transition must start as soon as possible since the current model of pro-
duction and consumption is based on fossil fuel energy, which is ecologi-
cally destructive. There needs to be a steep decrease in extractivism, with the 
remaining eighty per cent of known fossil fuel reserves kept in the ground. This 
is more than merely transitioning to renewable energy – the process must be 
emancipatory and transformative and address issues of ownership and access 
to resources, democratic control of energy and priority of use.

Food sovereignty
A major component of food production is not foreign investments, but rather 
a healthy ecosystem and the capacity of small-scale farmers to continue feed-
ing the world. The close relationship between climate change, food production 
and vital decisions over land use made farmers’ groups like La Via Campesina 
link their campaign for food sovereignty with climate justice. Food sovereignty 
is the right of people to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced 
through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define 
their own food and agriculture systems. It is simultaneously a political project 
and campaign, an alternative, a social movement and an analytical framework.

Deglobalisation
More than a decade ago, the transnational policy group Focus on the Global 
South proposed deglobalisation as a strategy for addressing social inequality 
and promoting alternatives to neoliberal globalisation. Deglobalisation rests on 
two pillars: deconstruction of the existing order and reconstruction of an alter-
native development paradigm (Bello 2002; Focus on the Global South 2003). 
Deglobalisation argues that we must change the framework of the political 
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economy by protecting and prioritising domestic economies and local needs. 
Instead of overproducing for export, we should reorient the economy and sup-
port small, local, peasant and indigenous community farming. We should pro-
mote local production and consumption of products by reducing the free trade 
of goods that travel long distances and use millions of tons of CO2.

Buen vivir, or living well
Vivir bien (Bolivia) or buen vivir (Ecuador) is a Spanish term that emerged in 
the late twentieth century to refer to the practices and/or visions of indigenous 
peoples of the Andean region of South America. The practice of vivir bien/buen 
vivir may differ, but regardless of particularities some common elements have 
been identified and developed into a concept now codified in the constitutions 
of Ecuador and the Plurinational State of Bolivia (Focus on the Global South 
2014). Buen vivir is a contrast to the capitalist way of life. It sees humans as 
an integral part of nature and not separate from it. Humans should thus not 
control nature but take care of it as one would take care of one’s mother, the 
one who has given life. The goal is harmony, not growth (Solon 2014). Without 
growth, the current capitalist system cannot exist.

Although challenging, we must not turn away from the tasks of reconstruct-
ing or recreating processes, or the collective effort to articulate and popularise 
the need for alternative systems of national and global economic and politi-
cal governance. Also gaining ground is the idea that the law of nature and the 
processes of the ecosystem, articulated as the ‘Rights of Mother Earth’ (World 
People’s Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth 2010), 
must be respected as much as we respect the principles of our rights as humans.

Given what is needed and the reality on the ground, as well as the current 
status of the climate negotiations, there are challenges ahead for everyone. 
None of the 196 negotiating countries has presented a concrete plan to meet the 
needed emissions reductions; none has mentioned the need to keep eighty per 
cent of known fossil fuel reserves in the ground. The prescriptions or alternatives 
described above have no government or business champions to make these vital 
steps happen. Rather, the systemic alternatives are being promoted by social, eco-
nomic and ecological justice movements and groups that are organising, doing 
political and development education and solidarity building aimed at putting life 
and the environment first in order to build an alternative world. Neoliberal cap-
italism’s structure and institutions have perfected the art of sustaining the status 
quo and the leadership of hegemonic powers, not only through their control of 
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the policy process but, more importantly, in presenting themselves as knowl-
edge-bearers and experts on the economy, poverty, climate change and society.

CONCLUSION

A growth-driven and market-dependent system is incompatible with environ-
mental security. Rethinking the ways that states and societies value nature and 
how resources are allocated and managed must be done now by those who 
believe in a meaningful and productive life. The climate crisis is not just an 
environmental issue – it is a global social and ecological crisis requiring an 
overhaul of the global political and economic systems. There is no time to lose.

Linking various social justice issues with the problem of climate change, 
coupled with radical anti-capitalist analysis and out-of-the-box solutions 
favouring equity and sustainability, has great potential for bottom-up social 
transformation. For climate justice activists, the severity of the climate crisis 
reaffirms the eco-socialist argument that capitalism not only generates war, 
poverty and insecurity but also potentially threatens human survival in vulner-
able areas. The right to development and the need for alternative development 
also raises class issues and the divide not only between rich and developing 
countries, but also between the rich and poor within countries. Solving the 
climate crisis affects all aspects of society – the economy, technology, trade, 
equity, ethics, security, as well as relations within and between countries.

The only alternative is to resist the decapitating grip of exploitative capital-
ism and to take on the responsibility of educating oneself and being a conscious 
political subject, organising, mobilising, forging unities and exposing the false 
solutions peddled by those who created the crisis in the first place. The work 
of questioning reality and concepts, asking who wins and who loses in various 
processes and who gains from injustices, is a key component of building alter-
natives. It is a complex and challenging task, and not one that can be comforta-
bly executed. It is a task where expansion and forging of new alliances and new 
unities beyond the usual partners is needed.

In the age of Trump, Brexit and the rise of new authoritarian/far-right poli-
tics, the phenomenon of far-right populism or extreme right-wing politics that 
promotes aggressive nationalism, racism, patriarchy, authoritarianism and mil-
itarism is gripping developed and developing countries alike. Various move-
ments in the Left are already in a dangerous moment – many of our strategies as 
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progressive organisations and movements are no longer working as effectively 
as we had hoped in the face of the intensified power of capital, the impunity and 
greed of corporations and the callousness of governments in terms of the needs 
of the poor majority.

Recent developments – such as the re-emergence of mass movement politics 
that is energising new politics in Greece, Spain and Portugal; the resistance that 
impeached Park Geun-hye in South Korea; the daily resistance against Trump’s 
policies in the US; and the inspiring developments in UK politics that saw a 
Labour Party surge in the recent snap election – are hopeful reminders that 
there is always resistance and organising in the midst of seemingly chaotic polit-
ical situations. Those energies should be organised sustainably to push for alter-
native systems of local, national and global economic governance that respect 
the diversity that exists in society and that ensure ecological equilibrium. More 
than ever, what needs to be globalised is the principle of reciprocal solidarity, the 
struggle for decommodification and collective action against all the bad solu-
tions being presented as a way out of the economic and ecological crises.
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