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The Environment and International Relations

This exciting textbook introduces students to the ways in which the
theories and tools of International Relations can be used to analyse
and address global environmental problems. Kate O’Neill develops an
innovative historical and analytical framework for understanding global
environmental issues, integrating insights from different disciplines, and
thereby encouraging readers to engage with the issues and equip them-
selves with the knowledge they need to apply their own critical insights.
This book will be invaluable for students of environmental issues both
from political science and environmental studies perspectives.

New to this edition

* Updated coverage to include the latest developments in the field,
incorporating new perspectives and recent thinking up to
the December 2015 Paris Climate Agreement.

* Includes new examples, textboxes and figures throughout to explain
key concepts and debates, enabling readers to connect theory with
practice.

* Features a new chapter examining the emergence and politics of
market mechanisms as a new mode of global environmental
governance.

Kate O’Neill is Associate Professor in the Department of Environmental
Science, Policy and Management at the University of California at
Berkeley.



Themes in international Relations

This new series of textbooks aims to provide students with authoritative surveys of
central topics in the study of International Relations. Intended for upper-level
undergraduates and graduates, the books will be concise, accessible, and
comprehensive. Each volume will examine the main theoretical and empirical
aspects of the subject concerned, and its relation to wider debates in International
Relations, and will also include chapter-by-chapter guides to further reading and
discussion questions.



Preface

Studying the global politics of the environment is a complex, sometimes
challenging, but always illuminating task. Those who study this area
approach it from many different directions: political science, economics,
sociology, law, and ecology, to name but a few. For my own part, I first
heard about climate change from my high school biology teacher in the
mid-1980s; shortly thereafter, we all found out about the ozone layer as all
the hairsprays, deodorants, and other aerosol products containing ozone-
destroying chlorofluorocarbons (or CFCs) vanished from store shelves.
As an undergraduate studying economics, [ learned about “externalities,”
“public goods,” and other ways that unregulated capitalism leads, in the
absence of intervention, to environmental damage — including damage
that travels across national borders. I carried these interests on to gradu-
ate school and Ph.D. work in political science, without really expecting to
be able to study them in the context of an advanced degree in interna-
tional relations theory. This all changed following the 1992 United
Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED),
held in Rio de Janeiro. The Earth Summit, as it is often called, brought
into focus a whole network of international treaties and agreements set up
to manage international environmental problems — and proved to be
a watershed moment for an emerging academic field of international
environmental politics, particularly the study of international cooperation
among nation states for global environmental protection. These days, as
a professor in an interdisciplinary environmental studies department, and
an active participant in the academic field of global environmental poli-
tics, I encounter perspectives outside the political science field that
explain the deeply pervasive nature of global environmental change and
advocate a range of political solutions above and beyond international
diplomacy.

Today’s students were born into a world with serious and widespread
environmental challenges, with literally thousands of international agree-
ments, organizations, partnerships, networks, and initiatives attempting
to meet these challenges. They also know that many global environmental
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trends are in the wrong direction, and serious structural and institutional
changes are likely to be needed in order to address them. There are no
optimal solutions to global environmental degradation, and many will be
grappling with these problems for decades to come. All who work in the
field of international environmental politics face a constant tension
between the normative aspects of our work — we do, after all, want to
save the world and the world’s environment for future generations — and
the analytical: the need to understand and explain real-world political
dynamics, which often fall short of anyone’s ideal. This book is informed
by the idea that in order to move forward we must understand the shape
and dynamics of the governance systems we have now, and it is inspired
by the efforts of my students to marry hope to political realities.
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1 Introduction: The Environment
and International Relations

In December 2015 the official representatives of nearly 200 countries
met in Paris to negotiate an agreement that would govern the global
response to climate change and its impacts well into the twenty-first
century. Climate change is among the most serious problems facing the
international community. Rising global temperatures are threatening
livelihoods and lives worldwide, through changing weather patterns,
drought, and sea-level rise that threatens the very existence of the
world’s small island nation states. Even so, global action to date had
proven deeply disappointing. The world’s largest economy, the United
States, had pulled out of negotiations. Others — even the member states
of the European Union (EU), usually considered a strong supporter of
environmental action — were barely meeting the low targets they had
agreed to, and the new engines of the global economy — China, India,
and Brazil — were rapidly increasing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions
without any obligation to act. The science behind climate change con-
tinued to come under fierce attack from skeptics. Activist groups and
even business actors felt excluded from the governance arena, despite
the ideas and initiatives they were offering.

Global climate politics reached a nadir after the 2009 Conference of the
Parties (COP) to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCCQC) in Copenhagen. Much hope and optimism in the
lead-up suggested that this would be the time the international commu-
nity broke through and came up with a strong, binding legal agreement to
meet commitments. Instead, the meeting almost foundered on the rock of
national interests, and the resulting Copenhagen Accord — not even
a formal agreement — was deeply disappointing to many, setting only
weak goals and vague commitments to a new global fund.

The Paris meeting — the twenty-first COP to the UNFCCC - was
different. On the last day of the conference nation-states announced an
agreement where, rather than being allocated targets they had to meet, they
had crafted individual plans of action for reducing emission, called Intended
Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs). The agreement also
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2 Introduction: The Environment and International Relations

contained processes for monitoring (and perhaps strengthening) those
commitments over time, and general commitments to help the weakest
states adapt, to encourage carbon storage, and to aspire to keep the global
temperature rise to 1.5 degrees Celsius. The exhausted delegates, officials,
and other observers stood to applaud at the conclusion of the meeting and
the creation of the Paris Agreement.

The Paris Agreement has been hailed as a turning point, a success in the
fight against climate change (Light 2015; Busby 2016). Previously
uncommitted countries — the USA as well as China and other emerging
major powers — have joined, and non-traditional actors, such as non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), have new roles to play. Best esti-
mates suggest that if the targets states have already set are met, we will
avoid the worst impacts of global temperature rise. Paris also represents
a major shift in how climate change is governed globally. It represents
a more diffuse, “bottom-up” approach to global governance, which, as we
shall see, is not how global environmental governance (GEQG) is usually
carried out. At the same time, many criticized the agreement, including
many scientists, arguing that commitments are still far weaker than
needed, and questioned the will of nation-states to maintain and
strengthen commitments over time in the absence of strong monitoring
and transparency rules, as yet to be negotiated (Sethi 2015; Geden 2015).

The outcome of the Paris meeting illustrates a major theme of this
book, which directly addresses the relationship between international
relations theory and the politics of GEG. From an environmentalist
perspective, international actions around climate change and many
other environmental problems are inadequate: they are too slow, and
possibly too weak, to manage the problems we face. They do not chal-
lenge the basic global economic and political structures that drive uncon-
strained growth regardless of ecological limits.

From the perspective of a political scientist, especially from international
relations, however, these steps represent significant progress. Given
a world with a history of conflict and failed cooperation, the steps we
have taken, and the extent of global environmental cooperation over the
past five decades, are tremendous. We have built new organizations and
institutions, empowered new actors, fostered science, knowledge building
and new technology, and have nearly 200 vastly different nation-states
working together in unprecedented ways. This particular tension — between
environmentalist and political science views of the world — motivates this
work, and much of my own thinking about global environmental politics
(GEP), as a political scientist in an environmental studies department. The
chapters that follow will, I hope, further illuminate this tension and suggest
ways forward.



