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‘Green Economy’ and

current capitalist meltdown

cartoons by Zapiro



BWI: “the economic imperatives of 

sustainable development-climate 

change are changing our industries. It is 

important for the unions to understand 

the over-all road map of sustainable 

development discussions in Rio”

cartoons by Zapiro



Major sites for neoliberal plus 
sustainable dev. discourses 

‘talk left to walk right’

Rio+10



contains within it two key concepts: 

1) the concept of 'needs', in particular the essential needs of the 

world's poor, to which overriding priority should be given; and

Sustainable development is development that 

meets the needs of the present without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. 

Brundtland Commission (1987): 

2) the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology 

and social organization on the environment's ability to meet 

present and future needs.



John Drexhage and Deborah Murphy, 

International Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD)

over the past 20 years [sustainable development] has often 

been compartmentalized as an environmental issue. Added 

to this, and potentially more limiting for the sustainable 

development agenda, is the reigning orientation of 

development as purely economic growth… The problem with 

such an approach is that natural resources are in imminent 

peril of being exhausted or their quality being compromised 

to an extent that threatens current biodiversity and natural 

environments… Sustainable development has found a de 

facto ‘home’ in climate change.



World Bank’s
‘impeccable’ logic of 

green capitalist 
pollution trade

DATE: December 12, 1991
TO: Distribution
FR: Lawrence H. Summers

‘I think the economic logic behind dumping 
a load of toxic waste in the lowest wage 
country is impeccable and we should face 
up to that… Africa is vastly underpolluted’
(preparing for original Rio Earth Summit, secret memo of Bank chief 
economist Larry Summers, later US Treasury Secretary and Obama’s
economic manager – full memo: www.whirledbank.org)



José Lutzenberger: "Your reasoning is perfectly logical but 

totally insane."

Collor fired Lutzenberger; Summers became US Treasury 

Secretary, President of Harvard and Obama’s economic czar



‘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





uneven development in GDP growth



uneven development in GDP growth



US ‘recovery’?

US industrial 

production

US manufacturing 

capacity 

utilisation

new investment in 

US manufacturing 

structures

much longer-

term decline

‘overaccumulation’

‘capital strike’



‘overaccumulation’ 
and financialisation:
sources of decline in US 

manufactuing profits

US corporate profits derived much less 
from manufacturing products;
much greater sources of profits came 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



wealthy governments’ debt 

reaches (political) ceiling

vast increase 

mainly reflects 

bailout of US 

and European 

banks in late 

2008



Source: IMF, Global Financial Stability Report, April 2010

insane derivatives and ‘Quantitative Easing’ bailouts



US sub-prime housing bubble and burst



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"







‘Green Economy’ False Solutions: technology

• dirty ‘clean energy’: nuclear, ‘clean coal’, 

fracking shale gas, hydropower, hydrogen;

• biofuels, biomass, biochar;

• Carbon Capture and Storage; and 

• other whacky geoengineering gimmicks 
(Genetically Modified trees; 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; large-

scale solar reflection e.g. desert plastic-wrap)



biofuel (soya, maize) as False Solution
•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
– Howard Ehrman, Univ of Illinois

‘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

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 - Howard Ehrman, Univ of Illinois



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 



‘Payment for Environmental Services’?

ecosystems useful to humans: 

• storage of carbon by soils, vegetation, and 

oceans, 

• habitats for plants, animals, and micro-

organisms, 

• filtering of fresh water, and even 

• aesthetic or spiritual significance of 

landscapes 

- source: Kathy McAfee, SF State University



Payment for ‘Environmental Services’?
Compensating the poor and other land users 

for practices that maintain healthy, ‘service-

producing’ ecosystems may be an important 

part of strategies for sustainable and 

equitable development. Serious problems 

arise, however, when such compensation 

schemes are framed as markets.
-Kathy McAfee, SF State University

main False Solution: global carbon market
core to multilateral climate governance



can ‘global governance’ fix world crises?
recent record of elites: repeated top-down failures

• last solution: 1987 Montreal Protocol on CFCs (ozone hole)

but since then:
• dominant neoliberals (1990s), neoconservatives (2000s)
• Rio 1992 Earth Summit, World Water Forums since Dublin in 
1992 and Joburg 2002 W$$D all ‘neoliberalised nature’



first time SA hosted 
global environment 
conference: WSSD

World $ummit on $ustainable Development 
Johannesburg, 31 August 2002: 30,000 protested 

UN ‘type-two partnerships’, privatisation of 
water, emissions trading, neoliberalism





can ‘global governance’ fix world crises?
recent record of elites: repeated top-down failures

• last solution: 1987 Montreal Protocol on CFCs (ozone hole)

but since then:
• dominant neoliberals (1990s), neoconservatives (2000s)
• Rio 1992 Earth Summit, World Water Forums since Dublin in 
1992 and Joburg 2002 W$$D all ‘neoliberalised nature’
• World Bank, IMF Annual Meetings: trivial reforms (Chinese 
voting power rising a few %, African influence remains negligible)
• ‘Post-Washington Consensus’: Stiglitz fired, 1999
• UN Millennium Development Goal rhetoric, 2000
• WTO Doha Agenda 2001: failure
• Monterrery Financing for Development summit, 2002, then G20 
global financial reregulation, 2008-09: failure
• renewed wars in Central Asia, Middle East, North Africa, 2001-?
• UN Security Council reform attempts failed, 2005
• G8 aid promises (especially for Africa) broken,  2005
• Kyoto Protocol on climate: Copenhagen Accord tragedy



global leaders exacerbate climate crisis 
Copenhagen Accord, COP 15, December 2009

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

• Manmohan Singh (India)



COP 16



UNFCCCUNFCCCUNFCCCUNFCCC

structural 
problem:
national 

self-interest
at UN COPs



Durban’s COP17
‘Conference of the Parties’

28 Nov-9 Dec 2011
International Convention Centre



Durban’s COP17
‘Conference of

Polluters’
28 Nov-9 Dec 2011

International Convention Centre



but Durban saved Kyoto’s carbon trading gamble



world’s biggest polluter



Durban COP17: ‘Africa’s Climate Summit’

confirmed climate-related deaths of 
180 million Africans (Christian Aid estimate)



carbon subimperialism

and carbon neoliberalism



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

Kyoto to include emissions markets

Gore continued to fib:    
‘The European Union has 
adopted this US innovation 
and is making it work 
effectively there.’ (An Inconvenient Truth, p. 252) 

carbon trading gamble:

in exchange for Washington’s support
(promise broken by 95-0 vote in US Senate, 1998)



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’?



The Bavarian Stock Exchange will cease its emissions certificate trading 

operations on 30 June 2012. 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



http://cdmscannotdeliver.wordpress.com

how is carbon trading 

affecting Africa?



alien-invasive trees grow 10 
years, then die and become 

charcoal for pig-iron, for 
Brazilian auto industry

in Minas Gerais, Plantar’s
‘green desert’ plantation

how does carbon 
trading work in Brazil?



Mt Elgon (Uganda) villagers stand amid corn planted on what the 

government says is national park, but which they claim has belonged to them 
for generations. To plant the corn, the villagers chopped down trees planted 

by the Dutch FACE Foundation as part of a carbon trading project.



Reducing Emissions 
through Deforestation 
and forest Degradation

REDD-type projects 
have already caused 
land grabs, killings, 
violent evictions and 
forced displacement, 
violations of human 
rights, threats to 
cultural survival, 
militarization and 
servitude
- Tom Goldtooth, 
Indigenous Environmental 
Network



Conclusion to report by Centre 
for Civil Society & Dartmouth 
College for

"the system should be 

decommissioned and at 

minimum, a moratorium be placed 

on further crediting until the 

profound structural and 

implementation flaws are 

confronted. The damage done by 

CDMs to date should be included in 

calculations of the ‘climate debt’ 

that the North owes the South, with 

the aim of having victims of CDMs 

compensated appropriately."









concept of 
‘ecological 
debt’ now 
recognised 
in serious  
research



who owes in 2000? 
GHG/capita by country

Australia

USA

Saudi Arabia

Canada

Kazakhstan

Russia



who loses from climate change?
a ‘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



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 



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



UK labor’s 

search

for 

‘Just 

Transition’



vital need for SA ‘Million Climate Jobs’ campaign, 

so metalworkers get ‘Just Transition’: guaranteed, 

well-paid jobs in public/community renewable 

sector that help society and save the planet



CJ movement: leave the oil in the soil, 
the coal in the hole, the tarsand in the land,
and the fracking shale-gas in our earth’s ass

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

• Canada: Alberta anti-tarsands green and indigenous activists, and Quebecois versus shale-gas

• British Climate Camp (Crude Awakening block Coryton oil refinery, 2010 – 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

• Ecuador’s Amazon indigenous activists + Accion Ecologica halt oil drilling in Yasuni National Park 

• 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 movement

• 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 opposes climate disruption, promotes Just Transition



new measurements: against GDP
MISSING FROM GDP:

• resource depletion (crucial to extractivism)

• air, water, and noise pollution

• loss of farmland and wetlands

• unpaid women’s/community work

• family breakdown, crime

• other social values

Genuine

Progress

Indicator 

towards

Buen Vivir?



but will divisions continue between greens and reds?



GLOBAL ENVIRONMENTAL APARTHEID

if we continue to fail…


