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Climate Change and Financial Instability Seen as Top Global Threats 
Publics around the world are concerned about the effect of global climate 
change and international financial instability, with majorities in many of the 
nations surveyed saying these are major threats to their countries. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Context for political economy and political ecology: 

crisis, ‘green economy’, ‘Africa rising’, 
‘subimperialism’, climate, water, resistances 

What are the underlying interests and accumulation dynamics? 



Erik Swyngedouw: urban hydro-political ecology 

…water flows would narrate stories of people and 

powerful socio-ecological processes that produce urban spaces of 
• privilege and exclusion; 
• participation and marginality;  
• water-borne disease; 
• speculation in water-industry related futures and options;  
• chemical, physical and biological reactions and transformations;  
• the global hydrological cycle and global warming;  
• the capital, machinations and strategies of dam builders;  
• urban land developers;  
• the knowledges of the engineers;  
• the passage from river to urban reservoir.  

In sum, my cup of water embodies multiple tales of the “city as a hybrid.” 
The rhizome of underground and surface water flows, of streams, pipes and veins that 
come together in urban water gushing from the stand-pipe is a powerful metaphor for 
the socio-ecological processes that produce the city and become embodied in city life. 

‘The city as a hybrid: On nature, society and cyborg urbanization,’ Capitalism Nature Socialism, 7:2, 65-80, 1996 







externalization of 
costs takes 
the form of an 
extraction of 
surpluses, both 
economic and 
thermodynamic: 
  
1) a social debt to 
inadequately paid 
workers;  
 
2) an embodied 
debt to women 
family caregivers; 
and  
 
3) an ecological 
debt drawn on 
nature at large. 







political economy: follow the flows of capital 

CRISIS 

Source: David Harvey, The Urbanization of Capital (1985) 

consumer credit 
boom,mutual aid 
systems, ‘site and 

service’, etc 
 

gendered 
reproduction 

of labour power, 
 
 

outsourced work, 
immigrant abuse, 

incarcerated 
labour, etc 

 
 
 

commercial-
isation, home-
based care, etc 

environmental planning and greening production 

pollution at point of 
production; 
infrastructure 
subsidies, etc 

 

technological fixes to environmental problems 





overaccumulation lowers GDP growth 
roots of crisis 

long-term stagnation of  
EU, US and Japan after  

Post-War ‘Golden Years’ 
 



uneven development in GDP growth 



http://www.gonzotimes.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/dumenillevyprofitratechart.jpg 

Secular profile of the profit rate: U.S. nonresidential private economy (percent, 
yearly). In the numerator, profits are measured in a broad definition, as the net 
domestic product minus total labor compensation. (A correction is made for 
self-employed persons.) The denominator is the stock of fixed capital, net of 
depreciation. 

‘tendency of the rate of profit to fall’ 



declining SA manufacturing profit rate 
 

1948    1955   1965   1975   1986 
Source: Nicoli Nattrass, Transformation 1989 

Rate of Profit (as % of capital stock) deep-rooted capitalist stagnation 
due to ‘overaccumulation crisis’ 
(and then 1985 banking crisis) 

finally responsible for late 1980s 
break between white 

Johannesburg capital and racist 
Pretoria government 

similar US profit decline  



http://www.mtholyoke.edu/~fmoseley/working%20papers/PWCRISIS.pdf 
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‘overaccumulation’ 
and financialisation: 
sources of decline in US 

manufactuing profits 

• US corporate profits derived much less 
from manufacturing products; 

• much greater sources of profits from 
abroad; 

• profits also came more from returns on 
financial assets. 

• Source: Gerard Dumenil and Dominique Levy 

crisis of surplus value extraction 

‘temporal fix’ 

‘spatial fix’ 

GDP stagnation 



finance delinks from 
world’s real economy: 
market value of financial assets 

and aggregate global GDP at 
current prices (billion US$) 
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Source: Leda Paulani, USP with McKinsey Global Report data 



Source: IMF, Global Financial Stability Report, April 2010 

insane derivatives and ‘Quantitative Easing’ bailouts limits of ‘temporal fix’: uncontrolled financial markets 



Obama economists Larry Summers,  
Tim Geithner, Paul Volcker – no Keynesians! 

 



Volcker’s record defending finance 

VOLCKER SHOCK 

“Volckerwasselected[asFed

chair in 1979] because he was 

the candidate of Wall Street. 

This was their price, in 

effect.”– JimmyCarter’s

domestic policy advisor 

Stuart Eizenstat 

Source: Gerard Duminil and Dominique Levy 



wealthy governments’ debt 
reaches (political) ceiling 

vast increase 
mainly reflects 
bailout of US 
and European 
banks in late 

2008 



limits of the ‘spatial fix’: US real estate bubble bursts 



why are banks 
so desperate? 

UK Climate Change Minister 

Greg Barker, 2010: 
"We want the City of 
London, with its unique 
expertise in innovative 
financial products, to 
lead the world and 
become the global hub 
for green growth finance. 
We need to put the sub-
prime disaster behind us" 





corporate-driven ‘green’ technological fixes 

• ‘clean energy’: nuclear, ‘clean coal’, fracking 
shale gas, hydropower, hydrogen; 
• biofuels, biomass, biochar; 
• Carbon Capture and Storage; and  
• other geoengineering strategies  

• sulfates in the air to shut out the sun;  
• iron filings in the sea to create algae blooms; 
• artificial microbes to convert plant biomass into fuels, 
chemicals and products;  
•Genetically Modified trees;  
•large-scale solar reflection e.g. desert plastic-wrap 

 



biofuel (soya, maize) as ‘False Solution’ 
Climate justice critique: 
•Energy Negative 
•Water Negative 
•Production Increases Air/Water Pollution 
•Drives up Energy, Food, Land Prices 
•Increases Monoculture, Decreases Sustainability 
•Increases Land Concentration in Fewer Hands 
•Increases Power/Control by MNCs 

‘The shift from petroleum to biomass is, in fact, worsening 
climate change, increasing deforestation and biodiversity loss, 
degrading soils and depleting water supplies. Further, the new 

“bio-based” economy threatens livelihoods, especially in the 
global South where it encourages “land grabs”.’   

- ETC Group, EcoNexus/African Biodiversity Network/Gaia, Biofuel Watch 



Carbon Capture and Storage as ‘False Solution’ 

 Climate justice critique: 
• violates Precautionary Principle 
• costs are excessive 
• increases energy to produce power by 25% 
• unproven technology 
• at least a decade away from implementation 
• prolongs extraction of coal 

 



geoengineering False Solutions stymied? 

Neth Dano, ETC Group Philippines: “Not perfect… 
interim definition of geoengineering is too narrow 
because it does not include Carbon Capture and 
Storage technologies… a change of course is 
essential, and geoengineering is clearly  
not the way forward.”  

 Convention on Biological Diversity in Nagoya, 2010: 
no geoengineering activities should take place until 
risks to the environment and biodiversity and 
associated social, cultural and economic impacts have 
been appropriately considered  



‘Care must be taken to ensure 
that cities and roads, factories 
and farms are designed, 
managed, and regulated as 
efficiently as possible to wisely 
use natural resources while 
supporting the robust growth 
developing countries still need… 
[to move the economy] away 
from suboptimalities and 
increase efficiency – and hence 
contribute to short-term growth 
– while protecting the 
environment.’  
 

 
 
May 2012 

not mentioned by World Bank: 
* financial speculation in 
commodities and nature,  

* export-led growth, or  
* irrationality of so much 

international trade, including 
wasted bunker fuel for shipping 



solutions within global governance? 
top-down failures in economics, politics, environment 

 
  

Montreal Protocol banning CFCs, 1987 
 

but since then:   
• World Bank, IMF Annual Meetings:  
trivial reforms - China rising, Africa falling 
• Post-Washington Consensus: rhetoric 
• UN MDG strategies, 2000: missed targets 
• WTO Doha Agenda 2001: failure (WTO dead) 
• Monterrery 2002 Financing for Development and G20 
global financial reregulation 2008-12: failure 
• wars in Central Asia, Middle East, N.Africa 2001-? 
• UN Security Council Reform failed, 2005 
• G8 promises on aid, NEPAD/APRM, Gleneagles: broken 
• Kyoto Protocol 1997 and after – Copenhagen (2009), 
Cancun (2010), Durban (2011) & Doha (2012) disasters 



Copenhagen Accord, COP 15, December 2009 

• Jacob Zuma (SA) 
• Lula da Silva (Brazil) 
• Barack Obama (USA) 
• Wen Jiabao (China) 

• Manmohan Singh (India) 



COP 16 
UNFCCC revived 



Durban’s COP17 
‘Conference of Parties’ 

28 Nov-9 Dec 2011 
International Convention Centre 



Durban’s COP17 
‘Conference of 
Polluters’ 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Trevor Houser, a climate and 
energy analyst at the Rhodium 
Group and a former adviser to the 
chief American climate negotiator, 
Todd D. Stern, said that the 
Durban platform was promising 
because of what it did not say.  
 “There is no mention of 
historic responsibility or per 
capita emissions. There is no 
mention of economic 
development as the priority for 
developing countries. There is no 
mention of a difference between 
developed and developing 
country action.” 





former Qatar oil minister 

Abdullah Bin Hamad al-Attiyah 

former carbon trader 

Christiana Figueres 



UNFCCC 

structural 
problem: 
national 

self-interest 
at UN COPs 



‘Viagra Shot’ for Carbon Markets -- Financial Times, p. 1, 12 December 2011  

A global climate deal to extend the life of the Kyoto treaty and establish the parameters for negotiating a new pact by 2015 
will provide a fresh stimulus to the world’s floundering carbon markets, according to bankers and analysts. “The deal provides 
a significant boost for investors in low-carbon technology,” said Abyd Karmali, global head of carbon markets at Bank of 
America Merrill Lynch, adding this was an achievement amid the woes of the eurozone crisis. In one of the more bullish 
business assessments of the new pact, which also includes a separate agreement to negotiate a new process aimed at legally 

obliging all countries to commit to cut their carbon emissions, he said the deal was “like a Viagra shot for the 
flailing carbon markets”. Carbon prices have plunged to record lows in recent weeks as 
Europe’s emissions trading scheme, the world’s largest, has been hit by eurozone 
uncertainties and fears of an oversupply of carbon credits.  



carbon trading strategy: 
in 1997, US vice-president Al Gore 
(later a carbon trader) pushed for 

Kyoto to include emissions markets,  
in exchange for Washington’s 

promised support … promise soon broken  

‘The European Union has 
adopted this US innovation 

and is making it work 
effectively there.’  
(An Inconvenient Truth, p. 252) 



impossible to finance renewable 
energy with such low carbon prices 

emissions market crashes, 2008-12  
2009 VAT fraud, 2010 resale fraud, 2011 theft-closure 

does EU carbon trading  
‘work effectively’? 



impossible to finance renewable 
energy with such low carbon prices 



After the volume of trading on European stock exchanges has 
plunged to practically zero in recent months, emissions trading 
lacks the preconditions necessary to establish liquid trading 
operations. Numerous reasons have been cited for the decline, 

ranging from the waves of emissions certificate theft and VAT 
fraud that devastated the image of emissions trading to the 
plunge in trading prices when a glut of largely free 
certificates swamped the market. “In its present form, 
emissions trading is not accepted by the market. Given the situation in 

Brussels, the uncertainty caused by the Eurozone debt crisis and the gloomy economic 
prospects ahead, we do not anticipate that politicians will take rapid action to adjust 
framework conditions”, stated Dr. Christine Bortenlänger, Director of Bayerische Börse AG. 
http://www.bayerische-boerse.de/greenmarket/presse.html 
 

Munich, May 22, 2012  

Bavarian Stock Exchange  
announces exit from emissions trading 
 



Can IETA  
defend ETS? 

February 2013 ‘solution’: EU 
‘backstop’ to mop up CER glut 



http://cdmscannotdeliver.wordpress.com 

how is carbon trading 
affecting Africa? 





Bisasar Road 
conversion of 

methane-to-electricity 
at environmentally-

racist toxic dump  
 

Africa’s largest landfill 
placed in black residential 

suburb (Clare Estate) by 
apartheid; municipality 

refused to close it thanks 
to World Bank 2002 

investment hype: 
WB Prototype Carbon Fund 
emissions reductions credits 

Durban, South Africa:  
$15 million CDM pilot 

SajidaKhan’s 
family home 



Sajida Khan (1952-2007)  
though felled by cancer from dump, she had co-
hosted ‘Durban Group for Climate Justice’ (2004) 

and her challenge to Bisasar methane flaring 
temporarily rebuffed World Bank in 2005  



Source: http://cdmpipeline.org/cdm-projects-region.htm 

where are Clean Development Mechanism projects funded? 

http://cdmpipeline.org/cdm-projects-region.htm
http://cdmpipeline.org/cdm-projects-region.htm
http://cdmpipeline.org/cdm-projects-region.htm
http://cdmpipeline.org/cdm-projects-region.htm
http://cdmpipeline.org/cdm-projects-region.htm


8-min critique of carbon trading  
www.storyofcapandtrade.org 

 



instead of Kyoto Protocol cap and trade, 
Montreal Protocol success: ‘cap and ban’  
according to Jomo K.S. of the United Nations Department of Social and Economic Affairs  

• example of inclusive multilateralism for 
reduction of ozone-depleting 
substances (ODS) 

• parties moved rapidly to reduce ODS  
• paid nearly all net costs of compliance 

for developing countries … 
• costs lower, benefits higher than 

anticipated  



instead of 
carbon 
trading, 

concept of 
‘ecological 
debt’ now 
recognised 



 

greenhouse gas emissions 
per person, 2000 

 
USA 

Canada  
Australia 

Saudi Arabia 
Kazakhstan 

Russia 

the climate debt 

who owes? 



North-South climate debt rises if 
we include outsourced production 

 



who’s owed? climate change ‘creditors’ 

main losers:  
small islands, 
Central America,  
central South America, 
Central and Southeast Asia 
and much of Africa 



 





The results after one year of implementation have 
been remarkable. 
• Before the pilot program, 42% of children in 

the village were malnourished. Now the 
proportion of malnourished children has 
dropped significantly, to 10%.  

• The village school reported higher attendance 
rates … children were better fed and more 
attentive.  

• Police statistics showed a 36.5% drop in crime 
since the introduction of the grants. 

• Poverty rates declined from 86% to 68% (97% 
to 43% when controlled for migration).  

• Unemployment dropped as well, from 60% to 
45%, and there was a 29% increase in average 
earned income, excluding the BIG. 

 

Carnegie Council: 
http://www.policyinnovations.org/ideas/briefings/data/000163 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Basic Income 
Grant (BIG) pilot in 
Otjivero, Namibia 

(funded by German-
Namibian Evangelical 

Lutheran church)  
Council of Churches of Namibia (CCN), the 
National Union of Namibian Workers (NUNW), 
the umbrella body of the NGOs (NANGOF), the 
umbrella body of the AIDS organisations 
(NANASO), the National Youth Service (NYC), the 
Church Alliance for Orphans (CAFO), the Legal 
Assistance Centre (LAC) and the Labour Resource 
and Research Institute (LaRRI) 



what is ‘climate justice’? 
core principles from Rights of Mother Earth  
conference, Cochabamba, Bolivia (April 2010) 

•50 percent reduction of greenhouse gas emissions by 2017 
•stabilising temperature rises to 1C and 300 Parts Per Million 

•acknowledging the climate debt 
owed by developed countries (6% of GDP) 
•full respect for Human Rights and the inherent rights of indigenous people 
•universal declaration of Mother Earth rights to ensure harmony with nature 
•establishment of an International Court of Climate Justice 

•rejection of carbon markets, and 
REDD’s commodifed nature and forests 
•promotion of change in consumption patterns of developed countries 
•end of intellectual property rights for climate technologies 

Evo Morales 





pay to leave the oil in the soil? 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 Yasuni ITT in Ecuador’s Amazon rainforest 



Ecuador 



Oilwatch research trip 
to Yasuni, July 2011 

Yasuni ITT in Ecuador’s 
Amazon rainforest 

 

oil here = 407 mn tons of CO2 



Accion Ecologica, Quito 
eco-feminist-indigenous defence of Yasuni 

http://www.accionecologica.org/ 
http://www.amazoniaporlavida.org/es/El-Juego-del-Yasuni/age-of-yasuni-un-esfuerzo-para-hacer-visibles-las-luchas-de-los-pueblos-originarios.html 





currents of a global eco-social movement 
‘climate justice’ traditions, 1990s-2011 

 
  

• 1990s environmental anti-racism; 
• 1990s Accion Ecologica environmental debt demands;  
• late 1990s Jubilee movement against Northern financial domination;  
• 2000s global justice movement (following Seattle World Trade 
Organisation protest) and first ‘climate justice’ conference 
(Amsterdam);  
• environmentalists and corporate critics who in 2004 started the 
Durban Group for Climate Justice; 
• 2007 founding of the Climate Justice Now! (CJN) network in Bali; 
• emergence of a parallel (but not programmatically opposed) political 
tendency in the Peoples Movement on Climate Change (2008); 
• 2009 rise of the European left’s Climate Justice Alliance in advance of 
the Copenhagen Conference of the Parties (COP);  
• renewed direct-action initiatives that potentially ties in mainstream 
groups like Greenpeace and 350.org; 
• renewed grassroots campaigning across the world; and 
• potential link to national states (via Third World Network), e.g.  April 
2010 Cochabamba ‘World Conference of Peoples on Climate Change 
and the Rights of Mother Earth’ sponsored by Bolivian government  



search for  
Just 

Transition 
with labor 



 vital need for SA’s ‘Million Climate Jobs’ 
campaign, so that affected workers have a 
Just Transition: guaranteed, well-paid jobs 
that help society and save the planet! 

 

http://www.climatejobs.org.za/ 



CJ movement: leave the oil in the soil,  
the coal in the hole, the tarsand in the land 

• Niger Delta women, Environmental Rights Action, MEND halted majority of oil exploitation in 
2008 

• Ecuador’s Amazon indigenous activists + Accion Ecologica halt oil drilling in Yasuni Park 
• British Climate Camp (Crude Awakening block Coryton refinery, MI5 spy couldn’t crack it) 
• Australian Rising Tide regularly block Newcastle coal exports 
• Norwegian environmentalists and Attac win against state oil company in Lofoten region, 2011 
• Canada: Alberta anti-tarsands green and indigenous activists  
• stopping US King Coal: Mountain Top Removal nearly halted in Appalachia; Navajo Nation 

forced cancellation of Black Meza (Arizona) mine permit against world’s largest coal company, 
Peabody;  Powder River Basin (MN, WY) farmers and ranchers fight coal expansion 

• derailing US coal energy: nearly all 151 proposed new coal power plants in Bush Energy Plan 
cancelled, abandoned or stalled since 2007; key community forces: Indigenous Environmental 
Network, Energy Justice Network and Western Mining Action Network, plus Sierra legal team 

• preventing incinerators: since 2000, no new waste incinerators (more carbon-intensive than 
coal and leading source of cancer-causing dioxins)  
– Global Alliance for Incinerator Alternatives, Detroit victory, world wastepickers mvt 

• defeating Chevron expansion in Richmond, CA 
• undamming Mega Hydro at Klamath River: indigenous communities defeat Pacificorp Power 
• building resilient communities through local action: frontline communities winning campaigns 

linking climate justice to basic survival - e.g., Oakland Climate Action Coalition Just Transition 
• movement to halt fracking of shale gas: France, Quebec, Pittsburgh, Nigeria, South Africa 




