
context for systemic change: the failure of 

neoliberal economics & nature 
Patrick Bond, University of KwaZulu-Natal Centre for Civil Society, Durban 

 

• system-change (not ‘reformist’) strategies 
• capitalist economic & ecological crises 
• financialisation of everything 
• climate justice = ‘leave oil under the soil’ + 

‘climate debt’ repayment + ‘just transition’ 
• climate debt repayment strategies: 

Ecuador (eco-social), Namibia (household) 
• the ‘Climate Justice’ movement as 

precursor to future system change 
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steps towards systemic change: 
two contrary directions for framing our campaigns 

 

1) ‘reformist reforms’ (away from system change): 
•  strengthen the internal logic of the system, by smoothing rough edges 
•  allow the system to relegitimise 
•  give confidence to status quo ideas and forces 
•  leave activists disempowered or coopted 
•  confirm society’s fear of power, apathy and cynicism about activism 

2) ‘non-reformist reforms’ (towards system change): 

•  counteract the internal logic of the system, by confronting core dynamics 
•  continue system delegitimisation 
•  give confidence to critical ideas and social forces 
•  leave activists empowered with momentum for next struggle 
•  replace social apathy with confidence in activist integrity and leadership 
(for these distinctions, thanks to Andre Gorz, John Saul, Boris Kagarlitsky, Gosta Esping-Andersen) 



WHAT ARE ‘THE COMMONS’? 
 

On the one hand, the common refers to the 
earth and all of its ecosystems, including the 
atmosphere, the oceans and rivers, and the 
forests, as well as all the forms of life that 

interact with them. The common, on the other 
hand, also refers to the products of human labor 

and creativity that we share, such as ideas, 
knowledges, images, codes, affects, social 

relationships, and the like. 
 - Michael Hardt, Duke University  

.  
  
 



examples: digital 
information commons 



commoning intellectual property: 
Treatment Action Campaign 
 

 
  
 

Zackie Ahmat,  

Nelson Mandela 

• 1990s – US promotes Intellectual Property above all; monopoly-patented 
AIDS (‘AntiRetroViral’) (ARV) drugs cost $15000/person/year 

• 1997 – SA’s Medicines Act allows ‘compulsory licensing’ 
• 1998 – US State Dept counters with ‘full court press’; TAC formed after 

stigmatisation/death of Durban activist Dlamini 
• 1999-2003 – struggles against Al Gore, Big Pharma, WTO, Thabo Mbeki   
• 2004 – battle won, generics finally produced in SA, life expectancy soars 
• 2010-13– with 1.5 mn on ARVs, fiscal austerity & Obama’s Pepfar cuts 

 

 
 

   lessons for social resistance: 
• commoning intellectual property 
• decommodification 
• destratification 
• deglobalisation of capital 
• globalisation of solidarity 

 

Gugu Dlamini 







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.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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GDP 

 
 
 
 
 

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 

“Volcker was selected [as Fed 

chair in 1979] because he was 

the candidate of Wall Street. 

This was their price, in 

effect.” – Jimmy Carter’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" 





Johannesburg 
hosted environment 
conference in 2002 

World Summit on Sustainable Development 
Johannesburg, 31 August 2002: 30,000 protested 
UN ‘type-two partnerships’, privatisation of 

water, emissions trading, neoliberalism  
 





Major sites for neoliberal plus 
sustainable dev. discourses  





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 
UNFCCC revived 

along with 
carbon trading 



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 



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. 





concept of 
‘ecological 
debt’ now 
recognised 
– as ‘loss & 
damage’ at 

COP18 



Richard Norgaard, economist at  
University of California, Berkeley: 
“At least to some extent, the rich 

nations have developed at the expense 
of the poor, and, in effect, there is a 

debt to the poor. That, perhaps, is one 
reason that they are poor. You don't see 

it until you do the kind of accounting 
that we do here.”  



Accion Ecologica: ecological debt is ‘the 
debt accumulated by Northern, 

industrial countries toward Third World 
countries on account of resource 

plundering, environmental damages, 
and the free occupation of 

environmental space to deposit wastes, 
such as greenhouse gases, from the 

industrial countries.’ 



 

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 

source: UNFCCC 



climate vulnerability in Africa 

source: Strauss Center, Univ of Texas 



lead US climate negotiator Todd Stern,  
on demand for recognising climate debt 

 
'The sense of guilt or  

culpability or reparations  
– I just categorically 

reject that' 
Stern thus rejects core 

principle: ‘polluter pays’ 

WikiLeaks revealed  
(Feb ‘10) Stern/Pershing 
bribery and bullying:  

Ethiopia, Maldives 

Ethiopian tyrant 
Meles Zenawi:  
UN Advisory  
Group on 
Finance cochair 
halved AU’s 
2009 demands 
for climate debt  

Maldives cabinet gets 
$50m in US aid = U-turn, 
to support Copenhagen   



instead of paying its 
debt, US plays the 
pollution markets 
 

 

 

 

 

      

     

 

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… I’ve always 
thought that under-populated countries in 
Africa are vastly UNDER-polluted. (World Bank 
chief economist Larry Summers, later US Treasury Secretary, Obama’s 
economic manager, WB presidential candidate – www.whirledbank.org)  

 



‘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’? 





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

 



transforming fossil-addicted systems and 
paying for adaptation and loss & damage: 

 
• promised by Hillary Clinton at Copenhagen – but 
not available during current fiscal crisis 
•$100 billion isn’t enough 
• who benefits? existing power elite and aid 
industry – not poor climate victims 
• ‘False Solutions’ to be funded 
• carbon trade to provide 50% of GCF revenue? (so 
say Nick Stern and Trevor Manuel) 
• World Bank is interim GCF trustee despite leading 
role in fossil fuel financing 

 
Green Climate Fund – $100bn/year by 2020 
      



a better precedent: the ICC 

The International Criminal Court (ICC) 
created the Trust Fund for Victims, 
providing reparations to persons whose 
rights were violated, whether or not a 
criminal was convicted. The ICC defines 
reparations as “relieving the suffering and 
affording justice to victims not only 
through the conviction of the perpetrator 
by this Court, but also by attempting to 
redress the consequences”.  





can we leave the oil under 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 



UNDP: “The Government will issue Yasuni Guarantee Certificates for sale to private and/or public 

entities in mitigating greenhouse gas emissions through avoidance of oil and gas extractions from 
megabiodiverse areas that are highly socially and environmentally sensitive” 





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 
solidarity donations 

catalysed by churches)  
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) 



currents of a global eco-social movement 
‘climate justice’ traditions, 1990s-2013 

 
  

• 1990s environmental anti-racism; 
• 1990s Accion Ecologica (Quito) ecological debt demands;  
• late 1990s Jubilee movement against Northern financial domination;  
• 2000s global justice movement, following Seattle World Trade 
Organisation protest; 
• 2000 first conference on Climate Justice (Holland – CorpWatch);  
• 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; 
• 2009 rise of the European left’s Climate Justice Alliance in advance of the 
Copenhagen Conference of the Parties (COP15);  
• 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  
• renewed direct-action initiatives – e.g. against Keystone XL Pipeline – 
that potentially renews ties to groups like Greenpeace and 350.org; 
• renewed grassroots campaigning across the world. 



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/ 







Global Day of Action, Durban, South Africa, Saturday, December 3, 2011 



By Khadija  
Sharife 
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