
Policy Network decided to enter the climate change debate for three main reasons. These 
illuminate the distinctive contribution we hope to make.

Firstly, the weight and objectivity of scientific opinion about the dangers posed by climate 
change has clearly been a vital clarion call for action.  Finding the requisite solutions and 
alternatives to decrease our consumption of dangerous greenhouse gases poses a huge 
technological challenge and necessitates the formulation of a sophisticated economic 
response to correct what Nicholas Stern has rightly described as the biggest market 
failure in history (Stern, 2007). But to facilitate these technological breakthroughs and 
more rational economic frameworks in order to tackle climate change effectively requires 
profound change in politics and public policy and the perspectives through which politics 
is currently conducted and policy is presently framed. 

Secondly, our aim is to facilitate a cross-party and inter-disciplinary approach to this issue. 
Policy Network, as its name suggests, is a “network” that brings together experts academics, 
senior business stakeholders, politicians and policymakers from different countries for the 
purpose of debating comparative experience of common challenges. The study of cross-
country comparisons in devising effective public policies to tackle climate change is both 
a suitable subject for Policy Network and relatively underdeveloped as an analytical field. 

Thirdly, we are seeking to move the climate change debate beyond questions pertaining 
to the likelihood of bargaining trade-offs in and detailed design of an international 
emissions reduction agreement in Copenhagen, and focus analysis on national action in 
developed countries. At present, there is no shortage of interest and debate about how 
we might secure a global agreement to reduce carbon emissions to a sustainable level.  
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The question of whether and how an international agreement is reached at Copenhagen 
on a global commitment to carbon reduction is rightly an issue of the first order – and 
we remain optimistic that a positive agreement will be reached. But while international 
agreement has a key role to play in setting targets, distributing responsibility for reaching 
them, and acting as a discipline on free-riding, in our view effective action beyond 
Copenhagen, whatever the outcome there, essentially depends on action by industrialised 
countries to develop effective national policies that make a real difference on the ground. 
So what other developed countries are doing, how effective their efforts have been, and 
what these cross-country comparisons mean for UK policy has been a central focus of 
this project’s work. The issues raised by this sharing of cross country comparisons and 
experience are innately ones of politics and public policy. 

Building a low-carbon future: the argument
This pamphlet argues that at the moment we lack an effective politics of climate change 
in the developed world and that to realise a low-carbon future requires a strong political 
narrative of hope and opportunity, underscored by a revitalised co-existence of markets 
and the state. The contributions herein, therefore, support the conclusions made by 
Anthony Giddens in his book, The Politics of Climate Change (2009), which grew out 
of a series of expert seminars addressing these and related issues from a comparative 
perspective, organised by Policy Network at the London School of Economics and Political 
Science in the latter half of 2008. 

The idea behind this pamphlet is to begin a focussed and comprehensive analysis of 
how the lack of an effective politics of climate change can be redressed. The pamphlet is 
divided into three sections: the first analyses five central dilemmas of domestic policy in 
advanced economies; the second looks at how to develop and entrench an international 
emissions reduction agreement in key nation-states; and the final section examines the 
United Kingdom as a leading low-carbon case study.

The dilemmas of domestic policy in advanced economies
There are five important dilemmas in domestic policy that must be redressed in order to 
develop an effective politics of climate change in advanced economies. 

The first dilemma is how we deal more effectively with the interrelated challenges of 
two profound market failures: the “credit crunch” and the excessive consumption of 
greenhouse gases that will lead to severe climate change. The election of Barack Obama 
as US president has made a huge difference in this area, particularly given that a prime 
objective of his planned fiscal stimulus is to build a new, more environmentally sustainable 
economy in the US in place of, to use Obama’s rich New Testament metaphor, the “house 
built on sand”. Similarly, the UK government has begun to stress the crucial role that the 
transition to a low-carbon economy can play in building new sources of strength for the 
UK economy to reduce its dependence on a severely weakened financial services sector. 
Clearly, in light of the priority given in both the United States and Europe to the rescue and 
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resuscitation of the automobile industry, sceptics will argue that these policy responses 
are clearly partial and flawed from a climate change perspective.

In his contribution, Terry Barker argues that both the “credit crunch” and the climate 
change challenge can ultimately be traced to the unrestrained pursuit of monetary wealth 
by corporations and individuals without considering how this would impact upon social 
and environmental concerns. Barker illustrates how government responses to the global 
financial crisis recognise the links between these crises, but argues that the restoration 
of pre-“credit crunch” investment and consumption patterns must be resisted, since the 
reconstruction of the global economy offers the best socio-economic opportunities for 
an expedient shift to a sustainable and decarbonised path of economic development at 
a much earlier date than had been ordinarily envisaged. 

The second dilemma domestic policy agendas will encounter is the return of energy as 
a central concern of policymakers, particularly security of supply and energy efficiency. 
This is a big contrast to twenty years ago when a political consensus had developed that 
energy was an area of public policy in which government should largely withdraw and 
leave provision to appropriately regulated markets. The question today is whether the 
pursuit of a new energy security can be aligned with low-carbon transition.

In his chapter, Jim Watson argues that threats to energy security can be divided into four 
categories. First, there are potential threats due to disruptions to fossil fuel supplies in 
international markets. Second, energy security can be threatened by a lack of investment 
in energy infrastructures. A third threat is based on the challenges of re-configuring 
electricity supply networks to cope with dependence on renewable sources of energy, 
while a fourth category includes threats from terrorism and domestic opposition to 
certain forms of energy supply. Arguing that there is no automatic relationship between 
a reliance on domestic energy resources and a secure energy system, Watson contends 
that energy security is different to climate change mitigation, since it combines many 
attributes ranging from the reliability of consumer supply to the capacity margins in 
electricity and the exposure of road transport to oil price volatility.

The third dilemma for domestic policy is how to develop new and sophisticated forms of 
government planning to ensure that long-term emission reduction targets are achieved. 
The climate change challenge is such that it poses complex problems of governance 
that the current composition of the state makes it difficult to overcome. This is because it 
cuts across the normal boundaries of departmental responsibility and established public 
policy priorities. It also requires a greater steering role for government in the economy, 
especially in the long-term planning of infrastructure that is necessary to facilitate a low-
carbon economy. This need for “planning” goes against the neo-liberal orthodoxies that 
have dominated approaches to public policy for the last generation, while at the same 
time requiring governments to avoid the mistakes of centralised economic planning in 
the post war era. 
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In his paper, Felix Christian Matthes makes a bold and persuasive case for re-casting state 
planning to allow for its “renaissance” in climate change mitigation. In particular, Matthes 
argues that in order to unlock new options and technologies to reduce emissions, it is 
essential to plan and develop infrastructure provision that will allow for major uncertainties 
vis-à-vis what types of technologies will be invented and pursued in the context of a fast-
paced global investment process. Matthes argues, however, that this provision can only 
be orchestrated through a system that acknowledges the fundamentals of democratic 
procedures and institutions, as well decentralised co-ordination and decision-making, in 
our societies.

The fourth dilemma in domestic policymaking is how to maintain and entrench political 
consensus in developed democracies. At present there remain formidable challenges in 
mobilising and sustaining public support for action. Public concern about climate change 
has reached a salience where governments in most of western Europe, the United States 
and rest of the OECD as a general rule want to look “green”. Yet until recently, right-wing 
governments in Australia and the United States were deeply sceptical about climate 
change, but the “Blue-Green” example of David Cameron in the UK suggests that the 
successors to George W Bush and John Howard may not take such an unconstructive 
view. Indeed, it is clearly vital to effective action on what is a long-term challenge and 
process that the maximum cross-party consensus is achieved.

But climate change policy has to move beyond political positioning and must not be 
monopolised by one political party or ideology. The chief problem with the popular 
presentation of climate change in terms of a “threat” is that it comes across as both 
overwhelming and existential, yet at the same time unspecific and distant. This makes 
politicians anxious to be identified on the side of finding solutions to the problem, but 
reluctant to make the tough choices arising from it. Few are willing to admit that low-
carbon transition involves higher prices for fuel and power, even though this seems to be 
an inevitability, if our existing dependence on energy that is cheaper but higher carbon-
emitting is to be reduced. Thus politicians hold back or pause when confronted with the 
changes that will logically need to be made to patterns and (associated costs of ) living 
or the need for industrial restructuring. The risk is that hard decisions that involve short 
term costs are dodged or postponed, while at the same time commitment to carbon 
reduction is demonstrated by accepting and stretching long-term targets, like in the 
UK case where commitments carry the force of statute and by vigorously pursuing and 
prioritising international negotiations.

Hugh Compston and Ian Bailey tackle this dilemma head on, arguing in their chapter 
that the success of future climate policy hinges as much on the political strategies used 
to build support for action, as on the specific instruments used to curb emissions. A 
“policies-and-instruments” approach, though it has successful focussed attention on core 
consequences for climate change like effectiveness and economic efficiency, has paid 
insufficient attention to the problem of how to build political support for climate change 
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policy. This is despite the fact that the brief history of climate change policy in the UK and 
beyond is littered with good ideas that had to be, at best, diluted, or, worse, abandoned, 
due to negligible support from the public, industry and special interests, not to mention 
obstacles within governments, legislatures and political parties.

The fifth dilemma here is the complex issue of how welfare provision must be re-fashioned 
to accommodate the risks of a low-carbon society. The key problem in this area is how to 
protect the less well-off and most vulnerable in the transition to a low-carbon economy. 
This is not an easy question to answer. The distribution of carbon use does not match 
the distribution of income in a clear or linear way and there is no simple compensation 
mechanism available for higher energy prices that does not result in a complex pattern 
of winners and losers. 

Roger Liddle and Simon Latham argue that overcoming climate change requires a new 
politics of social justice in developed countries. This requires policies that help the biggest 
“losers” in society adjust to high energy prices. But it is difficult to devise simple formulae 
for redistribution through tax and benefits that fulfil both carbon reduction and social 
justice objectives. Rather a portfolio of policies will need to be developed to make low-
carbon transition politically acceptable. The challenge will be to generate the necessary 
public support for large scale investment in renewable energy, as well as sustainable 
housing transport and communities. Indeed, this investment will need to take priority 
over current private consumption and public spending. 
 
Building an international framework for action
As we have already noted, the prospects for reaching an international emission reduction 
agreement continue to command widespread political attention. While the question of 
how, for instance, emerging economies can be integrated into an agreement that allows 
their rapid growth to continue relatively unhindered is rightly worthy of discussion, the 
acceptance of emission reduction targets at the international level does not automatically 
translate into action at the national level, where they will ultimately have to be delivered 
upon. To this end, two essays in this pamphlet address some of the most difficult issues 
that arise in securing an international agreement from the perspective of how they will 
impact upon national action.  

In the first instance, the issue of enforceability and international arbitration of climate 
disputes is assessed. In his paper about how to overcome this problem, Stephen Hockman 
advocates a radical new proposal for an “International Court for the Environment”. 
Hockman argues that this Court would be compulsory and include: a broad coverage 
international convention on the right to a healthy environment; accessibility, alongside 
states, by NGOs and private parties; transparency in proceedings; a scientific council to 
assess technical issues; and a mechanism to avoid legal forum “shopping”. 

Yet, Copenhagen may only achieve modest progress towards Stephen Hockman’s 
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ambitious goal. A detailed agreement seems unlikely unless a means can be found to 
offer China, India and others clear incentives for their participation. Mutsuyoshi Nishimura 
sets out a basis on which this might be done, arguing that the first step in forging an 
agreement in Copenhagen and beyond is reliant on developed countries demonstrating 
a strong and clear commitment to low-carbon transition by establishing ambitious and 
legally-binding emissions reduction targets. He also proposes the negotiation of Nationally 
Appropriate Mitigation Actions with key emerging countries whereby a commitment to 
targets would be backed by offers of money and technology to help deliver them from 
the rich parts of the world.

The United Kingdom: the politics of low-carbon transition
The final section of the pamphlet turns to UK government policy, with three diverging 
perspectives. As a post-industrial economy that has only recently begun to seriously 
address the public policy implications of the climate change challenge, the UK provides, in 
many respects, the best example of a country that has already committed to low-carbon 
transition but remains hamstrung by many of the dilemmas inherent in the development 
of a domestic policy agenda and the pursuit of international action. 

Peter Mandelson argues that the move towards a low-carbon society demands an 
approach that transcends politics in the “party-political” sense. He argues that is vital to 
make policy which stresses the economic advantages and business opportunities of low-
carbon transition. This means seeing low-carbon transition as a problem for industrial 
policy in the broadest possible sense, of which there must be three central principles: a 
long-term strategic approach; using the power of government to supplement the market; 
and ensuring that UK-based companies are equipped to cope with the new demand 
created by UK government policy.

Samuel Fankhauser, David Kennedy and Jim Skea argue in their contribution that the 
UK has the most advanced climate change legislation in the world in the form of the 
recent Climate Change Act, adopted with broad support across all political parties. 
While Fankhauser, Kennedy and Skea argue that the UK could meet the carbon budgets 
proposed in the Climate Change with considerably less fiscal expenditure than the cost 
of addressing the present financial crisis, they do acknowledge that the socio-economic 
effects of fuel poverty and unilateral action on business are of serious concern, despite 
legislative provisions to mitigate any negative consequences.

Neil Carter argues in the pamphlet’s final contribution that, despite the UK’s reputation 
abroad as a climate change leader, this international success has deflected attention from 
a very modest domestic record that has seen many key targets being missed. In particular, 
Carter highlights the UK’s reliance on carbon offsetting and minimal R&D spending as 
impediments to a focussed and long-term approach to climate change policy, while he 
argues that the government has only shown limited ambition to date with its spending 
on energy efficiency measures and should, for instance, be making it a legal requirement 
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for all new homes to be fitted with renewable energy heating systems. 

Building a lasting consensus for a low-carbon future
In our view, a more promising politics of climate change needs to be built around credible 
plans for national action within an international framework. Among the future dilemmas 
that need to be resolved, the following appear the most difficult and important:

	 	n As part of a binding global deal at Copenhagen, there should be agreement on 
the transfer of cash and technology to help emerging economies mitigate carbon 
emissions and sustain their rapid economic growth, despite the fact that this will be 
prone to populist attack as a subsidy for competitors to diminish certain forms of 
employment in advanced economies.   

	 	n Business requires more investment certainty if private capital is to be tapped and 
technological innovation promoted. An economic framework should be established 
that signals a predictable and significantly rising price for carbon that incentivises 
long-term private investment in carbon reduction. The pioneering EU ETS has so far 
not succeeded in this objective and needs to be strengthened either by introducing 
an EU-wide reserve price in carbon auctions or a complementary carbon tax. 

	 	n Investment in the necessary infrastructure should begin now to support new 
renewable forms of electricity generation, new types of electric and/or low-carbon 
vehicle, better urban and inter-city public transport, and a more sustainable pattern of 
housing and employment. Such investment requires a long-term economic steering 
plan by government. While a good deal of this investment should be privately funded, 
it is also likely to require substantial public resources at a time of highly constrained 
public expenditure. In the UK, for instance, planned reductions in public investment in 
the years ahead require urgent examination of new hypothecated sources of finance 
for low-carbon transition like motorway tolls and congestion charges. 

	 	n While energy and carbon efficiency can be promoted successfully through regulation 
and targeted subsidies, higher energy prices have to be part of the mix. Government 
has to find a way both of publicly endorsing this and producing a plan to mitigate the 
impact on the social justice of the less well off who lose out. 

	 	n Government should work closely with business to devise a framework for low-carbon 
transition, sector by sector. This framework would aim to determine the appropriate 
balance for each sector of regulation, public subsidy and pricing to achieve national 
carbon budgets. Part of this sectoral policy should involve a new industrial policy that 
considers which new technologies to back with public support and how firms in the 
domestic supply chain can build the capabilities to win contracts fairly.   
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In order to press for better public policy towards climate change, Policy Network’s 
objective is to help secure a lasting political and policy consensus on this issue. At the 
moment consensus is fragile. From the left there is pressure from a “green” lobby which 
sees climate change as proof of the failure of market capitalism and the need to build a 
different form of society to replace it. From the right there is a reluctance to accept the 
validity of climate change science and through this “climate scepticism” to reject pressure 
for urgent international and domestic action. However, there is as yet no robust consensus 
of the centre. Our task now is to build one.




