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NEGOTIATING THE NEW GLOBAL CLIMATE POLICY 
Reducing per-person emissions to the global average as a first step to national net-zero 

 requires a human rights frame 

The policy significance of the recent report of the United Nations (UN) Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) is that reaching net zero alone is not enough as it is the cumulative emissions up to net 

zero which determine the temperature that is reached, and that a global policy which considers only current 

emissions will not limit global warming and its adverse effects. 

 

Restricting well-being 

For 30 years, climate negotiations have struggled with a frame that created an imbalance between 

countries sharing global carbon space, the only limited natural resource. Development depleted carbon space 

causing the climate problem and developing countries are being pressured to limit their use of the remaining 

space as the solution. At the G20 Climate and Energy Ministerial meeting in July, India proposed that major 

economies bring down their own per capita emissions to the global average by 2030. 

Reframing negotiations in terms of bringing per-person emissions, or human well-being, as the 

essential first step highlights that merely achieving net zero of current emissions by 2050 — the proposal of 

the G7 — restricts well-being and is unacceptable as global policy. Varying levels of per-capita emissions 

converging to a common point will allow those who have already used more than their fair share of the 

carbon space a larger share of the remaining space than countries such as India which need the remaining 

carbon space to grow to comparable levels of well-being. 

 

Per capita emissions 

The policy significance of the imbalance becomes clear when per-capita emissions are compared. 

The world’s per capita greenhouse gas emissions are 6.55 tonnes of carbon dioxide. India’s per capita 

emission at 1.96 tonnes is less than one-third; emissions of the United States, Canada and Australia are more 

than two-a-half times; Germany, the United Kingdom and France are above, and China, at 6.4 tonnes, is just 

below the global average. Accepting ‘net zero’ emissions by 2050 effectively prevents India’s urbanisation 

and shift of the rural population into the middle class. 

India is rightly objecting to the obfuscation, as the Objective of the Climate Treaty is “stabilization of 

greenhouse gas concentrations”. By contributing over 60% of global cumulative emissions, with just one-

fourth of the global population, North America and Europe are responsible for nearly 970 billion tonnes of 

carbon emissions. 

Whereas, the world’s remaining carbon budget — the total amount we can emit to have a chance of 

limiting warming to 1.5° C — is only 400 gigatonnes of carbon dioxide, and the U.S. alone has contributed this 

amount for its high standard of living. For a global consensus, such countries will need some flexibility in the 

new climate policy. 

 

Emission sources 

The reframing should stress ‘essential’ emissions to justify the flexibility and the need. Infrastructure, 

or construction, essential for urbanisation and quality of living is responsible for two-fifths of global carbon 

dioxide emissions from fuel combustion and 25% of emissions overall. These emissions arise from energy 

intensive cement production and half of the steel produced which is used in construction, both having no 

substitutes. 

The varying levels of per capita emissions are accounted for by expressways and the urban boom in 

the U.S. and Europe between 1950 and 2000, before China began its infrastructure push, leading to per-

capita material use that is four times that of China. The U.S. first recognised the implications of its way of life 

preparing for the Stockholm Summit in 1972, but then shaped the global agenda in terms of current 

emissions which were going to grow in developing countries as they urbanised, rather than the scientifically 

correct stabilisation of cumulative emissions, to draw attention away from its own urbanisation and lifestyle. 
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Ideas and implications 

New ideas such as ‘climate justice’, coming from India have three strategic implications. First, a focus 

on drivers and patterns of natural resource, not just anthropogenic emissions, highlights that as against 

measuring emissions when considering solutions, the causes become important, in particular, the shift of the 

human population from rural to urban areas. Second, the IPCC report has reiterated that impacts such as a 

rise in sea level, variability of rainfall and temperature increases will not be reversible for some time even 

after emissions fall. The adverse effects of climate change, or adaptation, are no longer a local but a global 

concern. Third, consequently, multilateral cooperation will shift from common rules monitoring emissions 

based on international environmental law to common goals of human well-being as a universal human right 

based on a policy consensus. 

Shifting from environmental damage and its implications for well-being to comparable levels of well-

being within global ecological limits provides a very different conceptual frame to understanding climate 

change and the negotiations. First, there is a need for a debate on what society values and whether societal 

priorities or market exchange and pricing mechanisms determine what is to be valued, produced, and 

consumed. Second, with consumption of the urban middle class now more important than production in 

terms of GDP, it has become clear that the rising prosperity of the poor and its need for infrastructure is not 

endangering planetary life support systems as stress on population and national emissions suggests. Third, 

with different civilisational values, consumption of the middle class in developing countries is less wasteful 

than in the first phase of urbanisation. These socio-economic trends are not captured in the models based on 

natural sciences designed for countries whose emissions have peaked with questionable global policy 

relevance. 

 

For a new policy objective 

It took 25 years for the ‘Paris Agreement’ to reverse the defining feature of the ‘Framework Convention’, 
the division of countries into ‘annexes’, while providing for a ‘common cause’ instead of commitments. 

India’s proposal supports this evolution. Moving away from regulating emissions to recognising ecological 

limits makes the subsidiary bodies for scientific advice and implementation review established to ratchet-up 

commitments redundant. Sharing prosperity should be the objective of new intergovernmental mechanisms, 

with the involvement of the private sector, for example, supporting solar energy, joint research in new crop 

varieties and exchanging experiences on infrastructure viability. We now know that climate change is not just 

an environmental or sustainable development concern involving trade-offs. It requires a civilisational 

transformation in what we value, the way we live, and how we interact with one another. 

 

 net zero emissions/carbon neutrality (noun) – it 

means annual zero net CO2 emissions; Carbon 

neutrality means every ton of anthropogenic 

(human-caused or influenced) CO2 emitted is 

compensated with an equivalent amount of CO2 

removed (e.g. via carbon sink or carbon 

sequestration). 

 The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) (noun) – The Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) is the leading international 

body for the assessment of climate change. It 

was established by the United Nations 

Environment Programme (UNEP) and the World 

Meteorological Organization (WMO) in 1988 to 

provide the world with a clear scientific view on 

the current state of knowledge in climate change 

and its potential environmental and socio-

economic impacts. 

 cumulative (adjective) – total, collective, 

aggregate. 

 cumulative (CO2) emissions (noun) – the total 

quantity of CO2 emissions emitted from 1751 

until a given year, measured in metric tons. 

 global warming (noun) – it is the unusually rapid 

increase in Earth’s average surface temperature 

over the past century primarily due to the 

greenhouse gases released as people burn fossil 

fuels. 

 adverse (adjective) – dangerous, harmful, 

detrimental, unhealthy; unfavourable, 

disadvantageous, bad. 

 well-being (noun) – a healthy state/condition. 
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 negotiation (noun) – discussions, talks, 

deliberation; discussing the terms of, 

arrangement. 

 imbalance (noun) – disparity, variation, 

disproportion, unevenness, lopsidedness. 

 carbon space (noun) – the amount of carbon (or 

CO2) that can be put into the atmosphere. 

 depleted (adjective) – exhausted, used up, 

consumed, expended, spent, drained, emptied. 

 G-20 (noun) – The G20, formed in 1999, is a 

group of twenty of the world’s largest economies 

that meets regularly to coordinate global policy 

on trade, health, climate, and other issues. It 

brings together the world’s major advanced and 

emerging economies. The G20 comprises 

Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, EU, 

France, Germany, India, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, 

Mexico, Russia, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, South 

Korea, Turkey, UK and USA. The G20 Countries 

together represent around 90% of global GDP, 

80% of global trade, and two thirds of the world’s 

population. 

 G20 Climate and Energy Ministerial meet (noun) 

– The G20 Ministers in charge of Energy and 

Climate met in Naples, Italy on July 23rd, 2021, 

and adopted – for the first time – a joint final 

communiqué (press release), which gives 

momentum to the common mission of the G20 

Countries to preserve the global climate and 

ensure a clean and inclusive energy transition. 

 bring down (phrasal verb) – decrease, reduce, 

lower, diminish. 

 per capita (adverb & adjective) – per person, for 

each; relating to each person. 

 in terms of (phrase) – with regard to, 

regarding/concerning, in connection with. 

 highlight (verb) – underline, underscore, 

emphasize. 

 G-7 or Group of Seven (noun) – a multilateral 

forum made up of the world’s seven largest so-

called developed countries: Canada, France, 

Germany, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom and 

the United States. They meet annually to discuss 

and exchange ideas on a broad range of issues, 

including global economy, security and energy. 

 converge (verb) – intersect, come together, 

connect, coincide. 

 greenhouse gas (noun) – heat-trapping gas; a gas 

(such as water vapor, carbon dioxide, methane, 

nitrous oxide, etc.) in the atmosphere that 

absorbs and emits radiation, causing the 

greenhouse effect and warming of Earth’s 

temperature. (Courtesy: VOA Learning English). 

 urbanisation (noun) – a process of creating 

urban areas. It is a result of population migration 

from rural areas in addition to natural urban 

demographic growth. 

 obfuscation (noun) – making of something 

obscure or unclear to understand; evasiveness, 

confusion. 

 Climate Treaty or Paris Agreement/ Accord/ 

pact (noun) – The Paris Agreement is a legally 

binding international treaty on climate change. It 

was adopted by 196 Parties at COP 21 in Paris, on 

12 December 2015 and entered into force on 4 

November 2016. Its goal is to limit global 

warming to well below 2, preferably to 1.5 

degrees Celsius, compared to pre-industrial 

levels.  

 stabilisation (noun) – an act of making 

something more stable. 

 concentration (noun) – the relative amount of a 

particular substance contained in a particular 

volume of space.  

 carbon emission (noun) – the release of carbon 

into the atmosphere. 

 carbon budget (noun) – the cumulative amount 

of carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions permitted 

over a period of time to keep within a certain 

temperature threshold (upper limit). 

 consensus (noun) – an idea or opinion that is 

shared by all the people in a group. 

 stress (verb) – emphasize, draw attention to, 

focus attention on, underline, underscore, 

highlight. 

 infrastructure (noun) – the basic physical or 

organisational structure for something (to 

function properly).   

 combustion (noun) – burning. 

 intensive (adjective/usually in combination) – 

concentrating on a particular thing. 

 account for (phrasal verb) – constitute, make up, 

comprise, form, represent. 

 boom (noun) – a period of rapid economic 

growth. 

 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on. 

 implications (noun) – consequence/outcome, 

ramification, repercussion. 

 way of life (phrase) – culture, lifestyle. 

 summit (noun) – meeting, conference, conclave. 
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 Stockholm Conference/Summit,1972 (noun) – 

The 1972 United Nations Conference on the 

Environment in Stockholm was the first world 

conference to make the environment a major 

issue. One of the major results of the Stockholm 

conference was the creation of the United 

Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 

 draw attention away (phrase) – to make 

someone not to notice something; 

underemphasize, make light of, downplay, 

understate, underplay. 

 climate justice (noun) – as a form of 

environmental justice, climate justice is the fair 

treatment of all people and the freedom from 

discrimination in the creation of policies and 

projects that address climate change as well as 

the systems that create climate change and 

perpetuate (cause to continue) discrimination. 

 strategic (adjective) – relating to achieving long-

term or overall goals. 

 driver (noun) – motivating force/factor. 

 anthropogenic (adjective) – referring to 

environmental change (like pollution) caused or 

influenced by people, either directly or indirectly. 

 reiterate (verb) – repeat, say again, restate. 

 climate change (noun) – a long-term change in 

the Earth’s climate, or of a region on Earth 

(Courtesy: NASA). 

 consequently (adverb) – as a result, therefore, 

for this reason, because of that. 

 multilateral (adjective) – involving many 

different countries (in which all WTO member 

countries are party to the agreement). 

 International Environmental Law (IEL) (noun) – 

International Environmental Law (IEL) is 

concerned with the attempt to control pollution 

and the depletion of natural resources within a 

framework of sustainable development. It is a 

branch of public international law – a body of law 

created by states for states to govern problems 

that arise between states. 

 universal (adjective) – relating to all people, 

applicable to all; comprehensive, all-inclusive, all-

round, across the board. 

 ecological (adjective) – environment-friendly, 

eco-friendly, natural. 

 conceptual (adjective) – theoretical, notional, 

speculative, suppositional. 

 mechanism (noun) – procedure, process, 

method, technique. 

 Gross domestic product (GDP) (noun) – a 

measure of economic activity in a country. It is 

the total value of a country’s annual output of 

goods and services. 

 endanger (verb) – imperil, jeopardize, risk. 

 planetary (adjective) – relating to a 

planet/planets;  belonging to a planet/planets. 

 civilisational (adjective) – relating to civilisation 

(culture, customs, way of life). 

 socio-economic (adjective) – relating to the 

interaction of social (position, rank, or 

importance) and economic (income, pay, and 

wealth) aspects. 

 design (verb) – create, plan, formulate, think up. 

 relevance (noun) – significance, importance. 

 The United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC) (noun) – The UNFCCC 

entered into force on 21 March 1994. Today, it 

has near-universal membership. The 197 

countries that have ratified the Convention are 

called Parties to the Convention. Preventing 

“dangerous” human interference with the 

climate system is the ultimate aim of the 

UNFCCC. 

 annex (noun) – extension, addition. 

 evolution (noun) – progress, advancement, 

progression, development. 

 move away from (phrasal verb) – change/alter 

one’s ideas/beliefs/views and so. 

 subsidiary (noun) – subordinate company. 

 ratchet up (phrasal verb) – to increase something 

by a series of small amounts. 

 redundant (adjective) – unnecessary, not 

required, inessential, unwanted. 

 crop (noun) – a plant that is grown in large 

quantities. 

 viability (noun) – ability, practicality, feasibility 

(to work successfully). 

 sustainable (adjective) – reasonable, sensible, 

well-founded (without disturbing the balance of 

nature and then without exhausting all of the 

natural resources). 

 trade-off (noun) – a situation in which you must 

choose between (balance) two things that are 

opposite or cannot be had at the same time; a 

compromise; swap, exchange. 

 

 

http://www.vanik.org/

