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Climate crisis and counter-austerity 
 

• BRICS as sub-imperial not anti-imperial 
forces within world capitalism 

• BRICS within (not against) world capitalist 
crisis, from financialisation to austerity 

• BRICS join (not reject or reform) imperial 
climate negotiations 

• BRICS now on front line of financialising 
climate politics through carbon trading 

• BRICS’ own emissions continue soaring 
• BRICS’ accumulation amplifies uneven 

and combined development, extractivism 
 
 
 



In the last half of 2015, both the United Nations summit in Paris and the United States presidency renewed their faith in 
carbon markets to solve the climate change crisis, even though the existing systems – the European Union Emissions 
Trading Scheme, United Nations offsets, and the US-wide voluntary market that crashed in Chicago in 2010 – all have 
decisively failed. That means the time is ripe, from the perspective of those intent on ‘neoliberalizing nature,’ to push 

carbon markets to the South. More generally, within the context of global capitalist crisis, the North’s financial systems 
have required closer collaboration with emerging markets since the 2008 meltdown, such as in the regular recapitalizations 

(2009 and 2012) of the International Monetary Fund. To ensure that global climate policy renews its reliance upon 
emissions trading, as witnessed in Paris and with the US ‘Clean Power Plan’, similar alliances with the most powerful 

economies of the South are vital. Indeed, global capitalist expansion has been premised on the Brazil-Russia-India-China-
South Africa (BRICS) bloc’s spatial extension of Western-centric markets, and notwithstanding recent barriers to 

accumulation within most of the BRICS, this has become one of the most celebrated phenomena in contemporary 
economic geography. After the BRICS leaders’ Ufa summit in mid-2015, it is evident that in spite of Russian sanctions and 
Chinese state intervention following a $3.5 trillion stock market crash in mid-2015, the BRICS’ own financial markets and 
two new BRICS financial institutions are fusing with – not opposing – the Western-dominated system. This could, in turn, 

be vital for boosting climate-related financial flows, at a time global environmental governance systems under 
Washington’s immense influence continue to forego the obvious state solutions required to address the impending climate 

catastrophe. Yet whether in the West or South, such markets are not likely to conclusively address the crisis either, given 
the persistent failure of emissions trading in theory and practice. As a result, there will be greater reliance upon a new 

‘spatial fix’ for environmental capital seeking new profits in the BRICS. But that fix, too, has its limits, when viewed in the 
context of ever-unfolding capitalist crisis tendencies. In displacing these tendencies, capital’s strategies of spatio-temporal 
fixes and ‘accumulation by dispossession’ offer inadequate means of breathing life back into carbon markets at this vital 
moment in global climate governance. In contrast, the struggles against the sources and impacts of climate change, by 

social movements in the BRICS and their hinterlands, would be a more appropriate site to develop workable, just 
philosophies, analyses, strategies, tactics and alliances. 

The BRICS join climate-crisis capitalism 
amidst competition in emissions laxity 





MEDIA STATEMENT – 2 November 2015 
Publication of the Draft Carbon Tax Bill for public comment 
 
… taking into account the current state of the mining and other distressed sectors, the combined 
effect of the rates/exemptions in the carbon tax and the reduction in electricity levy will be 
designed to ensure that such sectors are not adversely affected when the tax is implemented… 
 
 
• A basic 60 per cent tax-free threshold during the first phase of the carbon tax, from 

implementation date up to 2020; 
• An additional 10 per cent per cent tax-free allowance for process emissions; 
• Additional tax-free allowance for trade exposed sectors of up to 10 per cent; 
• Recognition for early actions and /or efforts to reduce emissions that beat the industry 

average in the form of a tax-free allowance of up to 5 per cent; 
• A carbon offsets tax-free allowance of 5 to 10 per cent; 
• To recognize to role of carbon budgets, an additional 5 per cent tax free allowance for 

companies participating in phase 1 (up to 2020) of the carbon budgeting system; 
• The combined effect of all of the above tax-free thresholds will be capped at 95 per cent; 

and 
• An initial marginal carbon tax rate of R120 per ton CO2-e will apply, however taking into 

account all of the above tax-free thresholds, the effective carbon tax rate will vary 
between R6 and R48 per ton CO2-e. These tax-free exemptions will range between 60 
and 95 per cent of total emissions. This implies that the carbon tax will be imposed on 
only 5 to 40 per cent of actual emissions during this period. 



new book from 
‘brics from below’ 

project, drawing on 
Brazilian (and SA) 
‘sub-imperialism’ 

theory and politics 
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… 





 are BRICS against colonialism, 
imperialism and neoliberalism? 



 or within? 





 are the BRICS anti-imperialist or 

sub-imperialist forces in world 
geopolitical economy/ecology? 
from above, middle and below 

SOUTH AFRICA  

   ‘sub-imperialism’ in  
  climate policy/practice 

Ufa, Russia 2015 







Copenhagen Accord, COP 15, December 2009 

nightmare scenario: 
African leadership, anti-solidarity, 

terrible alliances (USA + BASIC) 
 



Copenhagen Accord, COP 15, December 2009 

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

• Manmohan Singh (India) 



lessons from US/BaSIC sabotage at Copenhagen, 
December 2009 



revelations about US  
snooping, Dec. 2009 

NSA “signals intelligence will 
undoubtedly play a significant role 
in keeping our negotiators as well 
informed as possible throughout 
the 2-week event… leaders and 
negotiating teams from around 
the world will undoubtedly be 
engaging in intense last-minute 
policy formulating; at the same 
time, they will be holding sidebar 
discussions with their counterparts 
– details of which are of great 
interest to our policymakers” 



 

world’s main historic polluter 





 

CLIMATE ACTION TRACKER ratings of BRICS INDCs 
Brazil "medium”. Brazil proposed the emissions reduction target of 37% for 2025 below 2005. 

Brazil also proposes reaching a share of 45% renewables in the total energy mix by 2030. Based on this 
intention, the CAT estimates the INDC will result in GHG emissions (excl. LULUCF) increasing by about 

36% above 2005 levels by 2025. 
 

Russian Federation “inadequate”. Russia put forward a target which we interpret as a 

reduction of only 6–11% below 1990 given its intention of “making maximum use of [...] forests” and 
making this target conditional upon a legally binding committment by all emitters. 

 

India "medium". India put forward the targets to lower the emissions intensity of GDP by 33% to 

35% by 2030 below 2005 levels, to increase the share of non-fossil based power generation capacity to 
40% of installed electric power capacity by 2030, and to create an additional (cumulative) carbon sink of 

2.5–3 GtCO2e through additional forest and tree cover by 2030. 
 

China "medium with inadequate carbon intensity target". China has put forward a 

target to reduce carbon intensity by 60% to 65% by 2030 below 2005 levels, increase the share of non-
fossil primary energy to 20%, increase th forest stock and peak by  

 

South Africa "inadequate". South Africa proposes to reduce its GHG emissions levels to 

between 398–614 MtCO2e over 2025–2030. After accounting for LULUCF, this target is equivalent to 
emissions of 20–82% above 1990 levels excl. LULUCF.  

 





 

GHG/capita  
by country 
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USA 
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Canada 

Saudi Arabia 
Kazakhstan 

Russia 

South  
Africa 



climate ‘creditors’: who’s owed for damage 
Climate Demography Vulnerability Index 

 

main losers:  
• Central America 

and Caribbean 
• Andes and Amazon 
• Central/South Asia 

and Middle East 
• SubSaharan Africa 
• Southeast Asia and 

small islands 



Africa burning  
 



BRICS within? 



  
South African International Marketing Council:  

‘evidence of SA’s ability to punch above its 
weight includes the success of the BRICS 
summit in March in Durban… the time 
had come for the newest member of the 
group to get on with proving it deserved a  

seat at the table’ 

where can 
this meat be 

cooked? 
UNFCCC! 



Durban COP17: ‘Africa’s Climate Summit’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

confirmed 21st-c. climate-related 
deaths of ~180 mn Africans (Christian Aid) 







 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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.” 



can United Nations negotiations reduce greenhouse gas emissions? 



Yeb Sano, COP19 

Bolivia’s UN Ambassador, COP16 

Lumumba Di-Aping, G77 chief negotiator, COP15 



 BRICS Development Bank ($100 bn) 

 Contingent Reserve Arrangement ($100 bn) 

  
New York Times: 
‘BRICS can agitate for 
a seat at the table’ of 
the global economy, 
through ‘signing new 
financial cooperation 
agreements… [and] 
signaling discontent at 
their lack of influence 
over decision-making 
within the world’s 
existing financial 
institutions, and 
exploring steps to do 
something about it’ 
(April 2012) 





Source: Michael Roberts 



uneven development and ‘spatial fix’ 
roots of crisis:  

long-term stagnation of  
EU, US and Japan after  

Post-War ‘Golden Years’ 
 



uneven development and spatial fix 



The opening up of global markets 
in both commodities and capital 
created openings for other states 
to insert themselves into the 
global economy, first as absorbers 
but then as producers of surplus 
capitals. They then became 
competitors on the world stage.  
 What might be called  

‘sub-imperialisms’ arose… each 
developing centre of capital 
accumulation sought out 
systematic spatio-temporal fixes 
for its own surplus capital by 
defining territorial spheres of 
influence…  



financiers delinked from 
the world’s real economy 

 

47 

fin.assets 
 

 
GDP 

market value of financial assets 
and aggregate global GDP at 

current prices (billion US dollars) 
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 



US sub-prime housing bubble and burst 

limits of spatio-temporal fix in speculative property markets 



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" 



Kyoto Protocol’s carbon trading: 
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’? 



 

 

World  
commodity  

prices 



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

 





• European and United Nations carbon trading volume plummeted from 
a peak of $140 billion in 2008 to $130 billion in 2011, $84 billion in 
2012, $53 billion in 2013, and below $50 billion in 2014, even as new 
carbon markets began popping up.  
 

• Since 2013 there have been new markets introduced in California, 
Kazakhstan, Mexico, Quebec, Korea and China, while Australia’s 2012 
scheme was discontinued in 2014. 
 

• The price per tonne of carbon dioxide equivalents also differs 
markedly, with early 2015 rates still at best only a third of the 2006 and 
2008 EU peaks at over $35: California around $12, Korea around $9, 
Europe around $7.3, China at $3-7 in different cities, the US northeast 
Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative’s voluntary scheme at $5, New 
Zealand at $4 and Kazakhstan at $2.  
 

• The market for CDMs collapsed nearly entirely to US$0.20/tonne.  
 

 

emissions market since 2011 



‘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.  







http://cdmscannotdeliver.wordpress.com 

how is carbon trading 
affecting Africa? 



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 



Solidarity for Paris! 
http://www.parisclimatejustice.org 



“STOP CLIMATE CRIMES!” 
 

November 28-29 – mass 
decentralised protests 
 

November 28-December 11 
– Paris Conference of 
Polluters 21 
 

December 12 – Paris mass 
action: ‘to have the last 
word’ 




