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For Toma

“We need to remember that the work of our time is bigger than
climate change. We need to be setting our sights higher and deeper.
What we’re really talking about, if we’re honest with ourselves, is
transforming everything about the way we live on this planet.”

–Rebecca Tarbotton, Executive Director of the Rainforest Action Network,
1973-20121

“In my books I’ve imagined people salting the Gulf Stream, damming
the glaciers sliding off the Greenland ice cap, pumping ocean water
into the dry basins of the Sahara and Asia to create salt seas, pumping
melted ice from Antarctica north to provide freshwater, genetically
engineering bacteria to sequester more carbon in the roots of trees,
raising Florida 30 feet to get it back above water, and (hardest of all)
comprehensively changing capitalism.”

–Science fiction writer Kim Stanley Robinson, 20122
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Introduction

ONE WAY OR ANOTHER, EVERYTHING CHANGES

“Most projections of climate change presume that future changes–
greenhouse gas emissions, temperature increases and effects such as sea
level rise–will happen incrementally. A given amount of emission will
lead to a given amount of temperature increase that will lead to a given
amount of smooth incremental sea level rise. However, the geological
record for the climate reflects instances where a relatively small change
in one element of climate led to abrupt changes in the system as a whole.
In other words, pushing global temperatures past certain thresholds
could trigger abrupt, unpredictable and potentially irreversible changes
that have massively disruptive and large-scale impacts. At that point,
even if we do not add any additional CO2 to the atmosphere, potentially
unstoppable processes are set in motion. We can think of this as sudden
climate brake and steering failure where the problem and its
consequences are no longer something we can control.”

—Report by the American Association for the Advancement of Science,
the world’s largest general scientific society, 20141

“I love that smell of the emissions.”

—Sarah Palin, 2011
2

A voice came over the intercom: would the passengers of Flight 3935, scheduled
to depart Washington, D.C., for Charleston, South Carolina, kindly collect their
carry-on luggage and get off the plane.

They went down the stairs and gathered on the hot tarmac. There they saw
something unusual: the wheels of the US Airways jet had sunk into the black
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pavement as if it were wet cement. The wheels were lodged so deep, in fact, that
the truck that came to tow the plane away couldn’t pry it loose. The airline had
hoped that without the added weight of the flight’s thirty-five passengers, the
aircraft would be light enough to pull. It wasn’t. Someone posted a picture: “Why
is my flight cancelled? Because DC is so damn hot that our plane sank 4″ into the
pavement.”3

Eventually, a larger, more powerful vehicle was brought in to tow the plane and
this time it worked; the plane finally took off, three hours behind schedule. A
spokesperson for the airline blamed the incident on “very unusual temperatures.”4

The temperatures in the summer of 2012 were indeed unusually hot. (As they
were the year before and the year after.) And it’s no mystery why this has been
happening: the profligate burning of fossil fuels, the very thing that US Airways
was bound and determined to do despite the inconvenience presented by a melting
tarmac. This irony—the fact that the burning of fossil fuels is so radically changing
our climate that it is getting in the way of our capacity to burn fossil fuels—did not
stop the passengers of Flight 3935 from reembarking and continuing their
journeys. Nor was climate change mentioned in any of the major news coverage
of the incident.

I am in no position to judge these passengers. All of us who live high consumer
lifestyles, wherever we happen to reside, are, metaphorically, passengers on Flight
3935. Faced with a crisis that threatens our survival as a species, our entire culture
is continuing to do the very thing that caused the crisis, only with an extra dose of
elbow grease behind it. Like the airline bringing in a truck with a more powerful
engine to tow that plane, the global economy is upping the ante from conventional
sources of fossil fuels to even dirtier and more dangerous versions—bitumen from
the Alberta tar sands, oil from deepwater drilling, gas from hydraulic fracturing
(fracking), coal from detonated mountains, and so on.

Meanwhile, each supercharged natural disaster produces new irony-laden
snapshots of a climate increasingly inhospitable to the very industries most
responsible for its warming. Like the 2013 historic floods in Calgary that forced
the head offices of the oil companies mining the Alberta tar sands to go dark and
send their employees home, while a train carrying flammable petroleum products
teetered on the edge of a disintegrating rail bridge. Or the drought that hit the
Mississippi River one year earlier, pushing water levels so low that barges loaded
with oil and coal were unable to move for days, while they waited for the Army
Corps of Engineers to dredge a channel (they had to appropriate funds allocated to
rebuild from the previous year’s historic flooding along the same waterway). Or
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the coal-fired power plants in other parts of the country that were temporarily shut
down because the waterways that they draw on to cool their machinery were either
too hot or too dry (or, in some cases, both).

Living with this kind of cognitive dissonance is simply part of being alive in this
jarring moment in history, when a crisis we have been studiously ignoring is hitting
us in the face—and yet we are doubling down on the stuff that is causing the crisis
in the first place.

I denied climate change for longer than I care to admit. I knew it was happening,
sure. Not like Donald Trump and the Tea Partiers going on about how the
continued existence of winter proves it’s all a hoax. But I stayed pretty hazy on the
details and only skimmed most of the news stories, especially the really scary ones.
I told myself the science was too complicated and that the environmentalists were
dealing with it. And I continued to behave as if there was nothing wrong with the
shiny card in my wallet attesting to my “elite” frequent flyer status.

A great many of us engage in this kind of climate change denial. We look for a
split second and then we look away. Or we look but then turn it into a joke (“more
signs of the Apocalypse!”). Which is another way of looking away.

Or we look but tell ourselves comforting stories about how humans are clever
and will come up with a technological miracle that will safely suck the carbon out
of the skies or magically turn down the heat of the sun. Which, I was to discover
while researching this book, is yet another way of looking away.

Or we look but try to be hyper-rational about it (“dollar for dollar it’s more
efficient to focus on economic development than climate change, since wealth is
the best protection from weather extremes”)—as if having a few more dollars will
make much difference when your city is underwater. Which is a way of looking
away if you happen to be a policy wonk.

Or we look but tell ourselves we are too busy to care about something so distant
and abstract—even though we saw the water in the subways in New York City,
and the people on their rooftops in New Orleans, and know that no one is safe, the
most vulnerable least of all. And though perfectly understandable, this too is a way
of looking away.

Or we look but tell ourselves that all we can do is focus on ourselves. Meditate
and shop at farmers’ markets and stop driving—but forget trying to actually change
the systems that are making the crisis inevitable because that’s too much “bad
energy” and it will never work. And at first it may appear as if we are looking,
because many of these lifestyle changes are indeed part of the solution, but we still
have one eye tightly shut.
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Or maybe we do look—really look—but then, inevitably, we seem to forget.
Remember and then forget again. Climate change is like that; it’s hard to keep it
in your head for very long. We engage in this odd form of on-again-off-again
ecological amnesia for perfectly rational reasons. We deny because we fear that
letting in the full reality of this crisis will change everything. And we are right.

5

We know that if we continue on our current path of allowing emissions to rise
year after year, climate change will change everything about our world. Major
cities will very likely drown, ancient cultures will be swallowed by the seas, and
there is a very high chance that our children will spend a great deal of their lives
fleeing and recovering from vicious storms and extreme droughts. And we don’t
have to do anything to bring about this future. All we have to do is nothing. Just
continue to do what we are doing now, whether it’s counting on a techno-fix or
tending to our gardens or telling ourselves we’re unfortunately too busy to deal
with it.

All we have to do is not react as if this is a full-blown crisis. All we have to do
is keep on denying how frightened we actually are. And then, bit by bit, we will
have arrived at the place we most fear, the thing from which we have been averting
our eyes. No additional effort required.

There are ways of preventing this grim future, or at least making it a lot less dire.
But the catch is that these also involve changing everything. For us high
consumers, it involves changing how we live, how our economies function, even
the stories we tell about our place on earth. The good news is that many of these
changes are distinctly un-catastrophic. Many are downright exciting. But I didn’t
discover this for a long while.

I remember the precise moment when I stopped averting my eyes to the reality
of climate change, or at least when I first allowed my eyes to rest there for a good
while. It was in Geneva, in April 2009, and I was meeting with Bolivia’s
ambassador to the World Trade Organization (WTO), who was then a surprisingly
young woman named Angélica Navarro Llanos. Bolivia being a poor country with
a small international budget, Navarro Llanos had recently taken on the climate
portfolio in addition to her trade responsibilities. Over lunch in an empty Chinese
restaurant, she explained to me (using chopsticks as props to make a graph of the
global emission trajectory) that she saw climate change both as a terrible threat to
her people—but also an opportunity.

A threat for the obvious reasons: Bolivia is extraordinarily dependent on glaciers
for its drinking and irrigation water and those white-capped mountains that tower
over its capital were turning gray and brown at an alarming rate. The opportunity,



THIS CHANGES EVERYTHING | 5

Navarro Llanos said, was that since countries like hers had done almost nothing to
send emissions soaring, they were in a position to declare themselves “climate
creditors,” owed money and technology support from the large emitters to defray
the hefty costs of coping with more climate-related disasters, as well as to help
them develop on a green energy path.

She had recently given a speech at a United Nations climate conference in which
she laid out the case for these kinds of wealth transfers, and she gave me a copy.
“Millions of people,” it read, “in small islands, least-developed countries,
landlocked countries as well as vulnerable communities in Brazil, India and China,
and all around the world—are suffering from the effects of a problem to which
they did not contribute.… If we are to curb emissions in the next decade, we need
a massive mobilization larger than any in history. We need a Marshall Plan for the
Earth. This plan must mobilize financing and technology transfer on scales never
seen before. It must get technology onto the ground in every country to ensure we
reduce emissions while raising people’s quality of life. We have only a decade.”6

Of course a Marshall Plan for the Earth would be very costly—hundreds of
billions if not trillions of dollars (Navarro Llanos was reluctant to name a figure).
And one might have thought that the cost alone would make it a nonstarter—after
all, this was 2009 and the global financial crisis was in full swing. Yet the grinding
logic of austerity—passing on the bankers’ bills to the people in the form of public
sector layoffs, school closures, and the like—had not yet been normalized. So
rather than making Navarro Llanos’s ideas seem less plausible, the crisis had the
opposite effect.

We had all just watched as trillions of dollars were marshaled in a moment when
our elites decided to declare a crisis. If the banks were allowed to fail, we were
told, the rest of the economy would collapse. It was a matter of collective survival,
so the money had to be found. In the process, some rather large fictions at the heart
of our economic system were exposed (Need more money? Print some!). A few
years earlier, governments took a similar approach to public finances after the
September 11 terrorist attacks. In many Western countries, when it came to
constructing the security/surveillance state at home and waging war abroad,
budgets never seemed to be an issue.

Climate change has never received the crisis treatment from our leaders, despite
the fact that it carries the risk of destroying lives on a vastly greater scale than
collapsed banks or collapsed buildings. The cuts to our greenhouse gas emissions
that scientists tell us are necessary in order to greatly reduce the risk of catastrophe
are treated as nothing more than gentle suggestions, actions that can be put off
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pretty much indefinitely. Clearly, what gets declared a crisis is an expression of
power and priorities as much as hard facts. But we need not be spectators in all
this: politicians aren’t the only ones with the power to declare a crisis. Mass
movements of regular people can declare one too.

Slavery wasn’t a crisis for British and American elites until abolitionism turned
it into one. Racial discrimination wasn’t a crisis until the civil rights movement
turned it into one. Sex discrimination wasn’t a crisis until feminism turned it into
one. Apartheid wasn’t a crisis until the anti-apartheid movement turned it into one.

In the very same way, if enough of us stop looking away and decide that climate
change is a crisis worthy of Marshall Plan levels of response, then it will become
one, and the political class will have to respond, both by making resources
available and by bending the free market rules that have proven so pliable when
elite interests are in peril. We occasionally catch glimpses of this potential when a
crisis puts climate change at the front of our minds for a while. “Money is no object
in this relief effort. Whatever money is needed for it will be spent,” declared British
prime minister David Cameron—Mr. Austerity himself—when large parts of his
country were underwater from historic flooding in February 2014 and the public
was enraged that his government was not doing more to help.

7

Listening to Navarro Llanos describe Bolivia’s perspective, I began to
understand how climate change—if treated as a true planetary emergency akin to
those rising flood waters—could become a galvanizing force for humanity, leaving
us all not just safer from extreme weather, but with societies that are safer and
fairer in all kinds of other ways as well. The resources required to rapidly move
away from fossil fuels and prepare for the coming heavy weather could pull huge
swaths of humanity out of poverty, providing services now sorely lacking, from
clean water to electricity. This is a vision of the future that goes beyond just
surviving or enduring climate change, beyond “mitigating” and “adapting” to it in
the grim language of the United Nations. It is a vision in which we collectively use
the crisis to leap somewhere that seems, frankly, better than where we are right
now.

After that conversation, I found that I no longer feared immersing myself in the
scientific reality of the climate threat. I stopped avoiding the articles and the
scientific studies and read everything I could find. I also stopped outsourcing the
problem to the environmentalists, stopped telling myself this was somebody else’s
issue, somebody else’s job. And through conversations with others in the growing
climate justice movement, I began to see all kinds of ways that climate change
could become a catalyzing force for positive change—how it could be the best
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argument progressives have ever had to demand the rebuilding and reviving of
local economies; to reclaim our democracies from corrosive corporate influence;
to block harmful new free trade deals and rewrite old ones; to invest in starving
public infrastructure like mass transit and affordable housing; to take back
ownership of essential services like energy and water; to remake our sick
agricultural system into something much healthier; to open borders to migrants
whose displacement is linked to climate impacts; to finally respect Indigenous land
rights—all of which would help to end grotesque levels of inequality within our
nations and between them.

And I started to see signs—new coalitions and fresh arguments—hinting at how,
if these various connections were more widely understood, the urgency of the
climate crisis could form the basis of a powerful mass movement, one that would
weave all these seemingly disparate issues into a coherent narrative about how to
protect humanity from the ravages of both a savagely unjust economic system and
a destabilized climate system. I have written this book because I came to the
conclusion that climate action could provide just such a rare catalyst.

A People’s Shock

But I also wrote it because climate change can be a catalyst for a range of very
different and far less desirable forms of social, political, and economic
transformation.

I have spent the last fifteen years immersed in research about societies
undergoing extreme shocks—caused by economic meltdowns, natural disasters,
terrorist attacks, and wars. And I have looked deeply into how societies change in
these periods of tremendous stress. How these events change the collective sense
of what is possible, for better but mostly for worse. As I discussed in my last
book, The Shock Doctrine, over the past four decades corporate interests have
systematically exploited these various forms of crisis to ram through policies that
enrich a small elite—by lifting regulations, cutting social spending, and forcing
large-scale privatizations of the public sphere. They have also been the excuse for
extreme crackdowns on civil liberties and chilling human rights violations.

And there are plenty of signs that climate change will be no exception—that,
rather than sparking solutions that have a real chance of preventing catastrophic
warming and protecting us from inevitable disasters, the crisis will once again be
seized upon to hand over yet more resources to the 1 percent. You can see the early
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stages of this process already. Communal forests around the world are being turned
into privatized tree farms and preserves so their owners can collect something
called “carbon credits,” a lucrative scam I’ll explore later. There is a booming trade
in “weather futures,” allowing companies and banks to gamble on changes in the
weather as if deadly disasters were a game on a Vegas craps table (between 2005
and 2006 the weather derivatives market jumped nearly fivefold, from $9.7
billion to $45.2 billion). Global reinsurance companies are making billions in
profits, in part by selling new kinds of protection schemes to developing countries
that have done almost nothing to create the climate crisis, but whose infrastructure
is intensely vulnerable to its impacts.

8

And in a moment of candor, the weapons giant Raytheon explained, “Expanded
business opportunities are likely to arise as consumer behaviour and needs change
in response to climate change.” Those opportunities include not just more demand
for the company’s privatized disaster response services but also “demand for its
military products and services as security concerns may arise as results of
droughts, floods, and storm events occur as a result of climate change.”9

This is
worth remembering whenever doubts creep in about the urgency of this crisis: the
private militias are already mobilizing.

Droughts and floods create all kinds of business opportunities besides a growing
demand for men with guns. Between 2008 and 2010, at least 261 patents were filed
related to growing “climate-ready” crops—seeds supposedly able to withstand
extreme weather conditions; of these patents close to 80 percent were controlled
by six agribusiness giants, including Monsanto and Syngenta. Superstorm Sandy,
meanwhile, has been a windfall for New Jersey real estate developers who have
received millions for new construction in lightly damaged areas, while it continues
to be a nightmare for those living in hard-hit public housing, much as the aftermath
of Hurricane Katrina played out in New Orleans.

10

None of this is surprising. Finding new ways to privatize the commons and profit
from disaster is what our current system is built to do; left to its own devices, it is
capable of nothing else. The shock doctrine, however, is not the only way societies
respond to crises. We have all witnessed this in recent years as the financial
meltdown that began on Wall Street in 2008 reverberated around the world. A
sudden rise in food prices helped create the conditions for the Arab Spring.
Austerity policies have inspired mass movements from Greece to Spain to Chile
to the United States to Quebec. Many of us are getting a lot better at standing up
to those who would cynically exploit crises to ransack the public sphere. And yet
these protests have also shown that saying no is not enough. If opposition
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movements are to do more than burn bright and then burn out, they will need a
comprehensive vision for what should emerge in the place of our failing system,
as well as serious political strategies for how to achieve those goals.

Progressives used to know how to do this. There is a rich populist history of
winning big victories for social and economic justice in the midst of large-scale
crises. These include, most notably, the policies of the New Deal after the market
crash of 1929 and the birth of countless social programs after World War II. These
policies were so popular with voters that getting them passed into law did not
require the kind of authoritarian trickery that I documented in The Shock

Doctrine. What was essential was building muscular mass movements capable of
standing up to those defending a failing status quo, and that demanded a
significantly fairer share of the economic pie for everyone. A few of the lasting
(though embattled) legacies of these exceptional historical moments include:
public health insurance in many countries, old age pensions, subsidized housing,
and public funding for the arts.

I am convinced that climate change represents a historic opportunity on an even
greater scale. As part of the project of getting our emissions down to the levels
many scientists recommend, we once again have the chance to advance policies
that dramatically improve lives, close the gap between rich and poor, create huge
numbers of good jobs, and reinvigorate democracy from the ground up. Rather
than the ultimate expression of the shock doctrine—a frenzy of new resource grabs
and repression—climate change can be a People’s Shock, a blow from below. It
can disperse power into the hands of the many rather than consolidating it in the
hands of the few, and radically expand the commons, rather than auctioning it off
in pieces. And where right-wing shock doctors exploit emergencies (both real and
manufactured) in order to push through policies that make us even more crisis
prone, the kinds of transformations discussed in these pages would do the exact
opposite: they would get to the root of why we are facing serial crises in the first
place, and would leave us with both a more habitable climate than the one we are
headed for and a far more just economy than the one we have right now.

But before any of these changes can happen—before we can believe that climate
change can change us—we first have to stop looking away.

———

“You have been negotiating all my life.” So said Canadian college student Anjali
Appadurai, as she stared down the assembled government negotiators at the 2011
United Nations climate conference in Durban, South Africa. She was not
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exaggerating. The world’s governments have been talking about preventing
climate change for more than two decades; they began negotiating the year that
Anjali, then twenty-one years old, was born. And yet as she pointed out in her
memorable speech on the convention floor, delivered on behalf of all of the
assembled young people: “In that time, you’ve failed to meet pledges, you’ve
missed targets, and you’ve broken promises.”11

In truth, the intergovernmental body entrusted to prevent “dangerous” levels of
climate change has not only failed to make progress over its twenty-odd years of
work (and more than ninety official negotiation meetings since the agreement was
adopted), it has overseen a process of virtually uninterrupted backsliding. Our
governments wasted years fudging numbers and squabbling over start dates,
perpetually trying to get extensions like undergrads with late term papers.

The catastrophic result of all this obfuscation and procrastination is now
undeniable. Preliminary data shows that in 2013, global carbon dioxide emissions
were 61 percent higher than they were in 1990, when negotiations toward a climate
treaty began in earnest. As MIT economist John Reilly puts it: “The more we talk
about the need to control emissions, the more they are growing.” Indeed the only
thing rising faster than our emissions is the output of words pledging to lower them.
Meanwhile, the annual U.N. climate summit, which remains the best hope for a
political breakthrough on climate action, has started to seem less like a forum for
serious negotiation than a very costly and high-carbon group therapy session, a
place for the representatives of the most vulnerable countries in the world to vent
their grief and rage while low-level representatives of the nations largely
responsible for their tragedies stare at their shoes.

12

This has been the mood ever since the collapse of the much-hyped 2009 U.N.
climate summit in Copenhagen. On the last night of that massive gathering, I found
myself with a group of climate justice activists, including one of the most
prominent campaigners in Britain. Throughout the summit, this young man had
been the picture of confidence and composure, briefing dozens of journalists a day
on what had gone on during eachround of negotiations and what the various
emission targets meant in the real world. Despite the challenges, his optimism
about the summit’s prospects never flagged. Once it was all over, however, and
the pitiful deal was done, he fell apart before our eyes. Sitting in an overlit Italian
restaurant, he began to sob uncontrollably. “I really thought Obama understood,”
he kept repeating.

I have come to think of that night as the climate movement’s coming of age: it
was the moment when the realization truly sank in that no one was coming to save
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us. The British psychoanalyst and climate specialist Sally Weintrobe describes this
as the summit’s “fundamental legacy”—the acute and painful realization that our
“leaders are not looking after us … we are not cared for at the level of our very
survival.”13

No matter how many times we have been disappointed by the failings
of our politicians, this realization still comes as a blow. It really is the case that we
are on our own and any credible source of hope in this crisis will have to come
from below.

In Copenhagen, the major polluting governments—including the United States
and China—signed a nonbinding agreement pledging to keep temperatures from
increasing more than 2 degrees Celsius above where they were before we started
powering our economies with coal. (That converts to an increase of 3.6 degrees
Fahrenheit.) This well-known target, which supposedly represents the “safe” limit
of climate change, has always been a highly political choice that has more to do
with minimizing economic disruption than with protecting the greatest number of
people. When the 2 degrees target was made official in Copenhagen, there were
impassioned objections from many delegates who said the goal amounted to a
“death sentence” for some low-lying island states, as well as for large parts of Sub-
Saharan Africa. In fact it is a very risky target for all of us: so far, temperatures
have increased by just .8 degree Celsius and we are already experiencing many
alarming impacts, including the unprecedented melting of the Greenland ice sheet
in the summer of 2012 and the acidification of oceans far more rapidly than
expected. Allowing temperatures to warm by more than twice that amount will
unquestionably have perilous consequences.

14

In a 2012 report, the World Bank laid out the gamble implied by that target. “As
global warming approaches and exceeds 2-degrees Celsius, there is a risk of
triggering nonlinear tipping elements. Examples include the disintegration of the
West Antarctic ice sheet leading to more rapid sea-level rise, or large-scale
Amazon dieback drastically affecting ecosystems, rivers, agriculture, energy
production, and livelihoods. This would further add to 21st-century global
warming and impact entire continents.”15

In other words, once we allow
temperatures to climb past a certain point, where the mercury stops is not in our
control.

But the bigger problem—and the reason Copenhagen caused such great
despair—is that because governments did not agree to binding targets, they are
free to pretty much ignore their commitments. Which is precisely what is
happening. Indeed, emissions are rising so rapidly that unless something radical
changes within our economic structure, 2 degrees now looks like a utopian dream.
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And it’s not just environmentalists who are raising the alarm. The World Bank also
warned when it released its report that “we’re on track for a 4°C warmer world [by
century’s end] marked by extreme heat waves, declining global food stocks, loss
of ecosystems and biodiversity, and life-threatening sea level rise.” And the report
cautioned that, “there is also no certainty that adaptation to a 4°C world is
possible.” Kevin Anderson, former director (now deputy director) of the Tyndall
Centre for Climate Change Research, which has quickly established itself as one
of the U.K.’s premier climate research institutions, is even blunter; he says 4
degrees Celsius warming—7.2 degrees Fahrenheit—is “incompatible with any
reasonable characterization of an organized, equitable and civilized global
community.”16

We don’t know exactly what a 4 degrees Celsius world would look like, but even
the best-case scenario is likely to be calamitous. Four degrees of warming could
raise global sea levels by 1 or possibly even 2 meters by 2100 (and would lock in
at least a few additional meters over future centuries). This would drown some
island nations such as the Maldives and Tuvalu, and inundate many coastal areas
from Ecuador and Brazil to the Netherlands to much of California and the
northeastern United States, as well as huge swaths of South and Southeast Asia.
Major cities likely in jeopardy include Boston, New York, greater Los Angeles,
Vancouver, London, Mumbai, Hong Kong, and Shanghai.

17

Meanwhile, brutal heat waves that can kill tens of thousands of people, even in
wealthy countries, would become entirely unremarkable summer events on every
continent but Antarctica. The heat would also cause staple crops to suffer dramatic
yield losses across the globe (it is possible that Indian wheat and U.S. corn could
plummet by as much as 60 percent), this at a time when demand will be surging
due to population growth and a growing demand for meat. And since crops will be
facing not just heat stress but also extreme events such as wide-ranging droughts,
flooding, or pest outbreaks, the losses could easily turn out to be more severe than
the models have predicted. When you add ruinous hurricanes, raging wildfires,
fisheries collapses, widespread disruptions to water supplies, extinctions, and
globetrotting diseases to the mix, it indeed becomes difficult to imagine that a
peaceful, ordered society could be sustained (that is, where such a thing exists in
the first place).

18

And keep in mind that these are the optimistic scenarios in which warming is
more or less stabilized at 4 degrees Celsius and does not trigger tipping points
beyond which runaway warming would occur. Based on the latest modeling, it is
becoming safer to assume that 4 degrees could bring about a number of extremely
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dangerous feedback loops—an Arctic that is regularly ice-free in September, for
instance, or, according to one recent study, global vegetation that is too saturated
to act as a reliable “sink,” leading to more carbon being emitted rather than stored.
Once this happens, any hope of predicting impacts pretty much goes out the
window. And this process may be starting sooner than anyone predicted. In May
2014, NASA and University of California, Irvine scientists revealed that glacier
melt in a section of West Antarctica roughly the size of France now “appears
unstoppable.” This likely spells doom for the entire West Antarctic ice sheet,
which according to lead study author Eric Rignot “comes with a sea level rise of
between three and five metres. Such an event will displace millions of people
worldwide.” The disintegration, however, could unfold over centuries and there is
still time for emission reductions to slow down the process and prevent the worst.

19

Much more frightening than any of this is the fact that plenty of mainstream
analysts think that on our current emissions trajectory, we are headed for even
more than 4 degrees of warming. In 2011, the usually staid International Energy
Agency (IEA) issued a report projecting that we are actually on track for 6 degrees
Celsius—10.8 degrees Fahrenheit—of warming. And as the IEA’s chief economist
put it: “Everybody, even the school children, knows that this will have catastrophic
implications for all of us.” (The evidence indicates that 6 degrees of warming is
likely to set in motion several major tipping points—not only slower ones such as
the aforementioned breakdown of the West Antarctic ice sheet, but possibly more
abrupt ones, like massive releases of methane from Arctic permafrost.) The
accounting giant PricewaterhouseCoopers has also published a report warning
businesses that we are headed for “4°C, or even 6°C” of warming.20

These various projections are the equivalent of every alarm in your house going
off simultaneously. And then every alarm on your street going off as well, one by
one by one. They mean, quite simply, that climate change has become an
existential crisis for the human species. The only historical precedent for a crisis
of this depth and scale was the Cold War fear that we were heading toward nuclear
holocaust, which would have made much of the planet uninhabitable. But that was
(and remains) a threat; a slim possibility, should geopolitics spiral out of control.
The vast majority of nuclear scientists never told us that we were almost certainly
going to put our civilization in peril if we kept going about our daily lives as usual,
doing exactly what we were already doing, which is what the climate scientists
have been telling us for years.

As the Ohio State University climatologist Lonnie G. Thompson, a world-
renowned specialist on glacier melt, explained in 2010, “Climatologists, like other
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scientists, tend to be a stolid group. We are not given to theatrical rantings about
falling skies. Most of us are far more comfortable in our laboratories or gathering
data in the field than we are giving interviews to journalists or speaking before
Congressional committees. Why then are climatologists speaking out about the
dangers of global warming? The answer is that virtually all of us are now
convinced that global warming poses a clear and present danger to civilization.”21

It doesn’t get much clearer than that. And yet rather than responding with alarm
and doing everything in our power to change course, large parts of humanity are,
quite consciously, continuing down the same road. Only, like the passengers
aboard Flight 3935, aided by a more powerful, dirtier engine.

What is wrong with us?

Really Bad Timing

Many answers to that question have been offered, ranging from the extreme
difficulty of getting all the governments in the world to agree on anything, to an
absence of real technological solutions, to something deep in our human nature
that keeps us from acting in the face of seemingly remote threats, to—more
recently—the claim that we have blown it anyway and there is no point in even
trying to do much more than enjoy the scenery on the way down.

Some of these explanations are valid, but all are ultimately inadequate. Take the
claim that it’s just too hard for so many countries to agree on a course of action. It
is hard. But many times in the past, the United Nations has helped governments to
come together to tackle tough cross-border challenges, from ozone depletion to
nuclear proliferation. The deals produced weren’t perfect, but they represented real
progress. Moreover, during the same years that our governments failed to enact a
tough and binding legal architecture requiring emission reductions, supposedly
because cooperation was too complex, they managed to create the World Trade
Organization—an intricate global system that regulates the flow of goods and
services around the planet, under which the rules are clear and violations are
harshly penalized.

The assertion that we have been held back by a lack of technological solutions
is no more compelling. Power from renewable sources like wind and water
predates the use of fossil fuels and is becoming cheaper, more efficient, and easier
to store every year. The past two decades have seen an explosion of ingenious zero-
waste design, as well as green urban planning. Not only do we have the technical
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tools to get off fossil fuels, we also have no end of small pockets where these low
carbon lifestyles have been tested with tremendous success. And yet the kind of
large-scale transition that would give us a collective chance of averting catastrophe
eludes us.

Is it just human nature that holds us back then? In fact we humans have shown
ourselves willing to collectively sacrifice in the face of threats many times, most
famously in the embrace of rationing, victory gardens, and victory bonds during
World Wars I and II. Indeed to support fuel conservation during World War II,
pleasure driving was virtually eliminated in the U.K., and between 1938 and 1944,
use of public transit went up by 87 percent in the U.S. and by 95 percent in Canada.
Twenty million U.S. households—representing three fifths of the population—
were growing victory gardens in 1943, and their yields accounted for 42 percent
of the fresh vegetables consumed that year. Interestingly, all of these activities
together dramatically reduce carbon emissions.

22

Yes, the threat of war seemed immediate and concrete but so too is the threat
posed by the climate crisis that has already likely been a substantial contributor to
massive disasters in some of the world’s major cities. Still, we’ve gone soft since
those days of wartime sacrifice, haven’t we? Contemporary humans are too self-
centered, too addicted to gratification to live without the full freedom to satisfy our
every whim—or so our culture tells us every day. And yet the truth is that we
continue to make collective sacrifices in the name of an abstract greater good all
the time. We sacrifice our pensions, our hard-won labor rights, our arts and after-
school programs. We send our kids to learn in ever more crowded classrooms, led
by ever more harried teachers. We accept that we have to pay dramatically more
for the destructive energy sources that power our transportation and our lives. We
accept that bus and subway fares go up and up while service fails to improve or
degenerates. We accept that a public university education should result in a debt
that will take half a lifetime to pay off when such a thing was unheard of a
generation ago. In Canada, where I live, we are in the midst of accepting that our
mail can no longer be delivered to our homes.

The past thirty years have been a steady process of getting less and less in the
public sphere. This is all defended in the name of austerity, the current justification
for these never-ending demands for collective sacrifice. In the past, other words
and phrases, equally abstracted from daily life, have served a similar purpose:
balanced budgets, increased efficiency, fostering economic growth.

It seems to me that if humans are capable of sacrificing this much collective
benefit in the name of stabilizing an economic system that makes daily life so much
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more expensive and precarious, then surely humans should be capable of making
some important lifestyle changes in the interest of stabilizing the physical systems
upon which all of life depends. Especially because many of the changes that need
to be made to dramatically cut emissions would also materially improve the quality
of life for the majority of people on the planet—from allowing kids in Beijing to
play outside without wearing pollution masks to creating good jobs in clean energy
sectors for millions. There seems to be no shortage of both short-term and medium-
term incentives to do the right thing for our climate.

Time is tight, to be sure. But we could commit ourselves, tomorrow, to radically
cutting our fossil fuel emissions and beginning the shift to zero-carbon sources of
energy based on renewable technology, with a full-blown transition underway
within the decade. We have the tools to do that. And if we did, the seas would still
rise and the storms would still come, but we would stand a much greater chance of
preventing truly catastrophic warming. Indeed, entire nations could be saved from
the waves. As Pablo Solón, Bolivia’s former ambassador to the United Nations,
puts it: “If I burned your house the least I can do is welcome you into my
house … and if I’m burning it right now I should try to stop the fire now.”23

But we are not stopping the fire. In fact we are dousing it with gasoline. After a
rare decline in 2009 due to the financial crisis, global emissions surged by a
whopping 5.9 percent in 2010—the largest absolute increase since the Industrial
Revolution.

24

So my mind keeps coming back to the question: what is wrong with us? What is
really preventing us from putting out the fire that is threatening to burn down our
collective house?

I think the answer is far more simple than many have led us to believe: we have
not done the things that are necessary to lower emissions because those things
fundamentally conflict with deregulated capitalism, the reigning ideology for the
entire period we have been struggling to find a way out of this crisis. We are stuck
because the actions that would give us the best chance of averting catastrophe—
and would benefit the vast majority—are extremely threatening to an elite minority
that has a stranglehold over our economy, our political process, and most of our
major media outlets. That problem might not have been insurmountable had it
presented itself at another point in our history. But it is our great collective
misfortune that the scientific community made its decisive diagnosis of the climate
threat at the precise moment when those elites were enjoying more unfettered
political, cultural, and intellectual power than at any point since the 1920s. Indeed,
governments and scientists began talking seriously about radical cuts to
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greenhouse gas emissions in 1988—the exact year that marked the dawning of
what came to be called “globalization,” with the signing of the
agreement representing the world’s largest bilateral trade relationship between
Canada and the United States, later to be expanded into the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) with the inclusion of Mexico.

25

When historians look back on the past quarter century of international
negotiations, two defining processes will stand out. There will be the climate
process: struggling, sputtering, failing utterly to achieve its goals. And there will
be the corporate globalization process, zooming from victory to victory: from that
first free trade deal to the creation of the World Trade Organization to the mass
privatization of the former Soviet economies to the transformation of large parts
of Asia into sprawling free-trade zones to the “structural adjusting” of Africa.
There were setbacks to that process, to be sure—for example, popular pushback
that stalled trade rounds and free trade deals. But what remained successful were
the ideological underpinnings of the entire project, which was never really about
trading goods across borders—selling French wine in Brazil, for instance, or U.S.
software in China. It was always about using these sweeping deals, as well as a
range of other tools, to lock in a global policy framework that provided maximum
freedom to multinational corporations to produce their goods as cheaply as
possible and sell them with as few regulations as possible—while paying as little
in taxes as possible. Granting this corporate wishlist, we were told, would fuel
economic growth, which would trickle down to the rest of us, eventually. The trade
deals mattered only in so far as they stood in for, and plainly articulated, this far
broader agenda.

The three policy pillars of this new era are familiar to us all: privatization of the
public sphere, deregulation of the corporate sector, and lower corporate taxation,
paid for with cuts to public spending. Much has been written about the real-world
costs of these policies—the instability of financial markets, the excesses of the
super-rich, and the desperation of the increasingly disposable poor, as well as the
failing state of public infrastructure and services. Very little, however, has been
written about how market fundamentalism has, from the very first moments,
systematically sabotaged our collective response to climate change, a threat that
came knocking just as this ideology was reaching its zenith.

The core problem was that the stranglehold that market logic secured over public
life in this period made the most direct and obvious climate responses seem
politically heretical. How, for instance, could societies invest massively in zero-
carbon public services and infrastructure at a time when the public sphere was
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being systematically dismantled and auctioned off? How could governments
heavily regulate, tax, and penalize fossil fuel companies when all such measures
were being dismissed as relics of “command and control” communism? And how
could the renewable energy sector receive the supports and protections it needed
to replace fossil fuels when “protectionism” had been made a dirty word?

A different kind of climate movement would have tried to challenge the extreme
ideology that was blocking so much sensible action, joining with other sectors to
show how unfettered corporate power posed a grave threat to the habitability of
the planet. Instead, large parts of the climate movement wasted precious decades
attempting to make the square peg of the climate crisis fit into the round hole of
deregulated capitalism, forever touting ways for the problem to be solved by the
market itself. (Though it was only years into this project that I discovered the
depths of collusion between big polluters and Big Green.)

But blocking strong climate action wasn’t the only way that the triumph of
market fundamentalism acted to deepen the crisis in this period. Even more
directly, the policies that so successfully freed multinational corporations from
virtually all constraints also contributed significantly to the underlying cause of
global warming—rising greenhouse gas emissions. The numbers are striking: in
the 1990s, as the market integration project ramped up, global emissions were
going up an average of 1 percent a year; by the 2000s, with “emerging markets”
like China now fully integrated into the world economy, emissions growth had
sped up disastrously, with the annual rate of increase reaching 3.4 percent a year
for much of the decade. That rapid growth rate continues to this day, interrupted
only briefly in 2009 by the world financial crisis.
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With hindsight, it’s hard to see how it could have turned out otherwise. The twin
signatures of this era have been the mass export of products across vast distances
(relentlessly burning carbon all the way), and the import of a uniquely wasteful
model of production, consumption, and agriculture to every corner of the world
(also based on the profligate burning of fossil fuels). Put differently, the liberation
of world markets, a process powered by the liberation of unprecedented amounts
of fossil fuels from the earth, has dramatically sped up the same process that is
liberating Arctic ice from existence.

As a result, we now find ourselves in a very difficult and slighty ironic position.
Because of those decades of hardcore emitting exactly when we were supposed to
be cutting back, the things we must do to avoid catastrophic warming are no longer
just in conflict with the particular strain of deregulated capitalism that triumphed
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in the 1980s. They are now in conflict with the fundamental imperative at the heart
of our economic model: grow or die.

Once carbon has been emitted into the atmosphere, it sticks around for hundreds
of years, some of it even longer, trapping heat. The effects are cumulative, growing
more severe with time. And according to emissions specialists like the Tyndall
Centre’s Kevin Anderson (as well as others), so much carbon has been allowed to
accumulate in the atmosphere over the past two decades that now our only hope of
keeping warming below the internationally agreed-upon target of 2 degrees Celsius
is for wealthy countries to cut their emissions by somewhere in the neighborhood
of 8–10 percent a year.

27 The “free” market simply cannot accomplish this task.
Indeed, this level of emission reduction has happened only in the context of
economic collapse or deep depressions.

I’ll be delving deeper into those numbers in Chapter 2, but the bottom line is
what matters here: our economic system and our planetary system are now at war.
Or, more accurately, our economy is at war with many forms of life on earth,
including human life. What the climate needs to avoid collapse is a contraction in
humanity’s use of resources; what our economic model demands to avoid collapse
is unfettered expansion. Only one of these sets of rules can be changed, and it’s
not the laws of nature.

Fortunately, it is eminently possible to transform our economy so that it is less
resource-intensive, and to do it in ways that are equitable, with the most vulnerable
protected and the most responsible bearing the bulk of the burden. Low-carbon
sectors of our economies can be encouraged to expand and create jobs, while high-
carbon sectors are encouraged to contract. The problem, however, is that this scale
of economic planning and management is entirely outside the boundaries of our
reigning ideology. The only kind of contraction our current system can manage is
a brutal crash, in which the most vulnerable will suffer most of all.

So we are left with a stark choice: allow climate disruption to change everything
about our world, or change pretty much everything about our economy to avoid
that fate. But we need to be very clear: because of our decades of collective denial,
no gradual, incremental options are now available to us. Gentle tweaks to the status
quo stopped being a climate option when we supersized the American Dream in
the 1990s, and then proceeded to take it global. And it’s no longer just radicals
who see the need for radical change. In 2012, twenty-one past winners of the
prestigious Blue Planet Prize—a group that includes James Hansen, former
director of NASA’s Goddard Institute for Space Studies, and Gro Harlem
Brundtland, former prime minister of Norway—authored a landmark report. It
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stated that, “In the face of an absolutely unprecedented emergency, society has no
choice but to take dramatic action to avert a collapse of civilization. Either we will
change our ways and build an entirely new kind of global society, or they will be
changed for us.”28

That’s tough for a lot of people in important positions to accept, since it
challenges something that might be even more powerful than capitalism, and that
is the fetish of centrism—of reasonableness, seriousness, splitting the difference,
and generally not getting overly excited about anything. This is the habit of thought
that truly rules our era, far more among the liberals who concern themselves with
matters of climate policy than among conservatives, many of whom simply deny
the existence of the crisis. Climate change presents a profound challenge to this
cautious centrism because half measures won’t cut it: “all of the above energy”
programs, as U.S. President Barack Obama describes his approach, has about as
much chance of success as an all of the above diet, and the firm deadlines imposed
by science require that we get very worked up indeed.

By posing climate change as a battle between capitalism and the planet, I am not
saying anything that we don’t already know. The battle is already under way, but
right now capitalism is winning hands down. It wins every time the need for
economic growth is used as the excuse for putting off climate action yet again, or
for breaking emission reduction commitments already made. It wins when Greeks
are told that their only path out of economic crisis is to open up their beautiful seas
to high-risk oil and gas drilling. It wins when Canadians are told our only hope of
not ending up like Greece is to allow our boreal forests to be flayed so we can
access the semisolid bitumen from the Alberta tar sands. It wins when a park in
Istanbul is slotted for demolition to make way for yet another shopping mall. It
wins when parents in Beijing are told that sending their wheezing kids to school in
pollution masks decorated to look like cute cartoon characters is an acceptable
price for economic progress. It wins every time we accept that we have only bad
choices available to us: austerity or extraction, poisoning or poverty.

The challenge, then, is not simply that we need to spend a lot of money and
change a lot of policies; it’s that we need to think differently, radically differently,
for those changes to be remotely possible. Right now, the triumph of market logic,
with its ethos of domination and fierce competition, is paralyzing almost all serious
efforts to respond to climate change. Cutthroat competition between nations has
deadlocked U.N. climate negotiations for decades: rich countries dig in their heels
and declare that they won’t cut emissions and risk losing their vaulted position in
the global hierarchy; poorer countries declare that they won’t give up their right to
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pollute as much as rich countries did on their way to wealth, even if that means
deepening a disaster that hurts the poor most of all. For any of this to change, a
worldview will need to rise to the fore that sees nature, other nations, and our own
neighbors not as adversaries, but rather as partners in a grand project of mutual
reinvention.

That’s a big ask. But it gets bigger. Because of our endless delays, we also have
to pull off this massive transformation without delay. The International Energy
Agency warns that if we do not get our emissions under control by a rather
terrifying 2017, our fossil fuel economy will “lock-in” extremely dangerous
warming. “The energy-related infrastructure then in place will generate all the
CO2 emissions allowed” in our carbon budget for limiting warming to 2 degrees
Celsius—“leaving no room for additional power plants, factories and other
infrastructure unless they are zero-carbon, which would be extremely costly.” This
assumes, probably accurately, that governments would be unwilling to force the
closure of still-profitable power plants and factories. As Fatih Birol, the IEA’s
chief economist, bluntly put it: “The door to reach two degrees is about to close.
In 2017 it will be closed forever.” In short, we have reached what some activists
have started calling “Decade Zero” of the climate crisis: we either change now or
we lose our chance.

29

All this means that the usual free market assurances—A techno-fix is around the
corner! Dirty development is just a phase on the way to a clean environment, look
at nineteenth-century London!—simply don’t add up. We don’t have a century to
spare for China and India to move past their Dickensian phases. Because of our
lost decades, it is time to turn this around now. Is it possible? Absolutely. Is it
possible without challenging the fundamental logic of deregulated capitalism? Not
a chance.

One of the people I met on this journey and who you will meet in these pages is
Henry Red Cloud, a Lakota educator and entrepreneur who trains young Native
people to become solar engineers. He tells his students that there are times when
we must accept small steps forward—and there are other times “when you need to
run like a buffalo.”30

Now is one of those times when we must run.
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Power, Not Just Energy

I was struck recently by a mea culpa of sorts, written by Gary Stix, a senior editor
of Scientific American. Back in 2006, he edited a special issue on responses to
climate change and, like most such efforts, the articles were narrowly focused on
showcasing exciting low-carbon technologies. But in 2012 Stix wrote that he had
overlooked a much larger and more important part of the story—the need to create
the social and political context in which these technological shifts stand a chance
of displacing the all too profitable status quo. “If we are ever to cope with climate
change in any fundamental way, radical solutions on the social side are where we
must focus, though. The relative efficiency of the next generation of solar cells is
trivial by comparison.”31

This book is about those radical changes on the social side, as well as on the
political, economic, and cultural sides. What concerns me is less the mechanics of
the transition—the shift from brown to green energy, from sole-rider cars to mass
transit, from sprawling exurbs to dense and walk-able cities—than the power and
ideological roadblocks that have so far prevented any of these long understood
solutions from taking hold on anything close to the scale required.

It seems to me that our problem has a lot less to do with the mechanics of solar
power than the politics of human power—specifically whether there can be a shift
in who wields it, a shift away from corporations and toward communities, which
in turn depends on whether or not the great many people who are getting a rotten
deal under our current system can build a determined and diverse enough social
force to change the balance of power. I have also come to understand, over the
course of researching this book, that the shift will require rethinking the very nature
of humanity’s power—our right to extract ever more without facing consequences,
our capacity to bend complex natural systems to our will. This is a shift that
challenges not only capitalism, but also the building blocks of materialism that
preceded modern capitalism, a mentality some call “extractivism.”

Because, underneath all of this is the real truth we have been avoiding: climate
change isn’t an “issue” to add to the list of things to worry about, next to health
care and taxes. It is a civilizational wake-up call. A powerful message—spoken in
the language of fires, floods, droughts, and extinctions—telling us that we need an
entirely new economic model and a new way of sharing this planet. Telling us that
we need to evolve.
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Coming Out of Denial

Some say there is no time for this transformation; the crisis is too pressing and the
clock is ticking. I agree that it would be reckless to claim that the only solution to
this crisis is to revolutionize our economy and revamp our worldview from the
bottom up—and anything short of that is not worth doing. There are all kinds of
measures that would lower emissions substantively that could and should be done
right now. But we aren’t taking those measures, are we? The reason is that by
failing to fight these big battles that stand to shift our ideological direction and
change the balance of who holds power in our societies, a context has been slowly
created in which any muscular response to climate change seems politically
impossible, especially during times of economic crisis (which lately seems to be
all the time).

So this book proposes a different strategy: think big, go deep, and move the
ideological pole far away from the stifling market fundamentalism that has become
the greatest enemy to planetary health. If we can shift the cultural context even a
little, then there will be some breathing room for those sensible reformist policies
that will at least get the atmospheric carbon numbers moving in the right direction.
And winning is contagious so, who knows? Maybe within a few years, some of the
ideas highlighted in these pages that sound impossibly radical today—like a basic
income for all, or a rewriting of trade law, or real recognition of the rights of
Indigenous people to protect huge parts of the world from polluting extraction—
will start to seem reasonable, even essential.

For a quarter of a century, we have tried the approach of polite incremental
change, attempting to bend the physical needs of the planet to our economic
model’s need for constant growth and new profit-making opportunities. The results
have been disastrous, leaving us all in a great deal more danger than when the
experiment began.

There are, of course, no guarantees that a more systemic approach will be any
more successful—though there are, as will be explored later on, historical
precedents that are grounds for hope. The truth is that this is the hardest book I
have ever written, precisely because the research has led me to search out such
radical responses. I have no doubt of their necessity, but I question their political
feasibility every day, especially given that climate change puts us on such a tight
and unforgiving deadline.

———
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It’s been a harder book to write for personal reasons too.
What gets me most are not the scary scientific studies about melting glaciers,

the ones I used to avoid. It’s the books I read to my two-year-old. Have You Ever

Seen a Moose? is one of his favorites. It’s about a bunch of kids that really, really,
really want to see a moose. They search high and low—through a forest, a swamp,
in brambly bushes and up a mountain, for “a long legged, bulgy nosed, branchy
antlered moose.” The joke is that there are moose hiding on each page. In the end,
the animals all come out of hiding and the ecstatic kids proclaim: “We’ve never
ever seen so many moose!”

On about the seventy-fifth reading, it suddenly hit me: he might never see a
moose. I tried to hold it together. I went back to my computer and began to write
about my time in northern Alberta, tar sands country, where members of the Beaver
Lake Cree Nation told me about how the moose had changed—one woman
described killing a moose on a hunting trip only to find that the flesh had already
turned green. I heard a lot about strange tumors too, which locals assumed had to
do with the animals drinking water contaminated by tar sands toxins. But mostly I
heard about how the moose were simply gone.

And not just in Alberta. “Rapid Climate Changes Turn North Woods into Moose
Graveyard,” reads a May 2012 headline inScientific American. A year and a half
later, The New York Timeswas reporting that one of Minnesota’s two moose
populations had declined from four thousand in the 1990s to just one hundred
today.
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Will he ever see a moose?
Then, the other day, I was slain by a miniature board book called Snuggle

Wuggle. It involves different animals cuddling, with each posture given a
ridiculously silly name: “How does a bat hug?” it asks. “Topsy turvy, topsy turvy.”
For some reason my son reliably cracks up at this page. I explain that it means
upside down, because that’s the way bats sleep.

But all I could think about was the report of some 100,000 dead and dying bats
raining down from the sky in the midst of record-breaking heat across part of
Queensland, Australia. Whole colonies devastated.
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Will he ever see a bat?
I knew I was in trouble when the other day I found myself bargaining with

starfish. Red and purple ones are ubiquitous on the rocky coast of British Columbia
where my parents live, where my son was born, and where I have spent about half
of my adult life. They are always the biggest kid pleasers, because you can gently
pick one up and give it a really good look. “This is the best day of my life!” my
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seven-year-old niece Miriam, visiting from Chicago, proclaimed after a long
afternoon spent in the tide pools. But in the fall of 2013, stories began to appear
about a strange wasting disease that was causing starfish along the Pacific Coast
to die by the tens of thousands. Termed the “sea star wasting syndrome,” multiple
species were disintegrating alive, their vibrant bodies melting into distorted globs,
with legs falling off and bodies caving in. Scientists were mystified.
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As I read these stories, I caught myself praying for the invertebrates to hang in
for just one more year—long enough for my son to be amazed by them. Then I
doubted myself: maybe it’s better if he never sees a starfish at all—certainly not
like this …

When fear like that used to creep through my armor of climate change denial, I
would do my utmost to stuff it away, change the channel, click past it. Now I try
to feel it. It seems to me that I owe it to my son, just as we all owe it to ourselves
and one another. But what should we do with this fear that comes from living on a
planet that is dying, made less alive every day? First, accept that it won’t go away.
That it is a fully rational response to the unbearable reality that we are living in a
dying world, a world that a great many of us are helping to kill, by doing things
like making tea and driving to the grocery store and yes, okay, having kids.

Next, use it. Fear is a survival response. Fear makes us run, it makes us leap, it
can make us act superhuman. But we need somewhere to run to. Without that, the
fear is only paralyzing. So the real trick, the only hope, really, is to allow the terror
of an unlivable future to be balanced and soothed by the prospect of building
something much better than many of us have previously dared hope.

Yes, there will be things we will lose, luxuries some of us will have to give up,
whole industries that will disappear. And it’s too late to stop climate change from
coming; it is already here, and increasingly brutal disasters are headed our way no
matter what we do. But it’s not too late to avert the worst, and there is still time to
change ourselves so that we are far less brutal to one another when those disasters
strike. And that, it seems to me, is worth a great deal. Because the thing about a
crisis this big, this all-encompassing, is that it changes everything. It changes what
we can do, what we can hope for, what we can demand from ourselves and our
leaders. It means there is a whole lot of stuff that we have been told is inevitable
that simply cannot stand. And it means that a whole lot of stuff we have been told
is impossible has to start happening right away.

Can we pull it off? All I know is that nothing is inevitable. Nothing except that
climate change changes everything. And for a very brief time, the nature of that
change is still up to us.
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PART ONE

BAD TIMING

“Coal, in truth, stands not beside but entirely above all
other commodities. It is the material energy of the
country—the universal aid—the factor in everything we
do.”

–William Stanley Jevons, economist, 18651

“How sad to think that nature speaks and mankind doesn’t
listen.”

–Victor Hugo, 18402
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1

THE RIGHT IS RIGHT

The Revolutionary Power of Climate Change

“Climate scientists agree: climate change is happening here and now.
Based on well-established evidence, about 97 percent of climate scientists
have concluded that human-caused climate change is happening. This
agreement is documented not just by a single study, but by a converging
stream of evidence over the past two decades from surveys of scientists,
content analyses of peer-reviewed studies, and public statements issued
by virtually every membership organization of experts in this field.”

–Report by the American Association for the Advancement of Science, 2014
1

“There is no way this can be done without fundamentally changing the
American way of life, choking off economic development, and putting
large segments of our economy out of business.”

–Thomas J. Donohue, President of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, on
ambitious carbon reduction

2

There is a question from a gentleman in the fourth row.
He introduces himself as Richard Rothschild. He tells the crowd that he ran for

county commissioner in Maryland’s Carroll County because he had come to the
conclusion that policies to combat global warming were actually “an attack on
middle-class American capitalism.” His question for the panelists, gathered in a
Washington, D.C., Marriott, is: “To what extent is this entire movement simply a
green Trojan horse, whose belly is full with red Marxist socioeconomic doctrine?”3

At the Heartland Institute’s Sixth International Conference on Climate Change,
held in late June 2011, the premier gathering for those dedicated to denying the
overwhelming scientific consensus that human activity is warming the planet, this
qualifies as a rhetorical question. Like asking a meeting of German central bankers
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if Greeks are untrustworthy. Still, the panelists aren’t going to pass up an
opportunity to tell the questioner just how right he is.

First up is Marc Morano, editor of the denialists’ go- to news site Climate Depot.
“In America today we are regulated down to our shower heads, to our light bulbs,
to our washing machines,” he says. And “we’re allowing the American SUV to die
right before our eyes.” If the greens have their way, Morano warns, we will be
looking at “a CO2 budget for every man, woman, and child on the planet,
monitored by an international body.”4

Next is Chris Horner, a senior fellow at the Competitive Enterprise Institute who
specializes in harassing climate scientists with burdensome lawsuits and Freedom
of Information Act fishing expeditions. He angles the table mic over to his mouth.
“You can believe this is about the climate,” he says darkly, “and many people do,
but it’s not a reasonable belief.” Horner, whose prematurely silver hair makes him
look like Anderson Cooper’s frat boy doppelgänger, likes to invoke 1960s
counterculture icon Saul Alinsky: “The issue isn’t the issue.” The issue,
apparently, is that “no free society would do to itself what this agenda
requires.… The first step to [doing] that is to remove these nagging freedoms that
keep getting in the way.”5

Claiming that climate change is a plot to steal American freedom is rather tame
by Heartland standards. Over the course of this two-day conference, I will hear
modern environmentalism compared to virtually every mass-murderous chapter in
human history, from the Catholic Inquisition to Nazi Germany to Stalin’s Russia.
I will learn that Barack Obama’s campaign promise to support locally owned
biofuels refineries was akin to Chairman Mao’s scheme to put “a pig iron furnace
in everybody’s backyard” (the Cato Institute’s Patrick Michaels). That climate
change is “a stalking horse for National Socialism” (former Republican senator
and retired astronaut Harrison Schmitt, referencing the Nazis). And that
environmentalists are like Aztec priests, sacrificing countless people to appease
the gods and change the weather (Marc Morano again).

6

But most of all, I will hear versions of the opinion expressed by the county
commissioner in the fourth row: that climate change is a Trojan horse designed to
abolish capitalism and replace it with some kind of “green communitarianism.” As
conference speaker Larry Bell succinctly puts it in his bookClimate of Corruption,
climate change “has little to do with the state of the environment and much to do
with shackling capitalism and transforming the American way of life in the
interests of global wealth redistribution.”7
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Yes, there is a pretense that the delegates’ rejection of climate science is rooted
in serious disagreement about the data. And the organizers go to some lengths to
mimic credible scientific conferences, calling the gathering “Restoring the
Scientific Method” and even choosing a name, the International Conference on
Climate Change, that produces an organizational acronym, ICCC, just one letter
off from that of the world’s leading authority on climate change, the United
Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a collaboration of
thousands of scientists and 195 governments. But the various contrarian theses
presented at the Heartland conference—tree rings, sunspots, the Medieval Warm
Period—are old news and were thoroughly debunked long ago. And most of the
speakers are not even scientists but rather hobbyists: engineers, economists, and
lawyers, mixed in with a weatherman, an astronaut, and a “space architect”—all
convinced they have outsmarted 97 percent of the world’s climate scientists with
their back-of-the-envelope calculations.

8

Australian geologist Bob Carter questions whether warming is happening at all,
while astrophysicist Willie Soon acknowledges some warming has occurred, but
says it has nothing to do with greenhouse emissions and is instead the result of
natural fluctuations in the activity of the sun. Cato’s Patrick Michaels contradicts
them both by conceding that CO2 is indeed increasing temperatures, but insists the
impacts are so minor we should “do nothing” about it. Disagreement is the
lifeblood of any intellectual gathering, but at the Heartland conference, this wildly
contradictory material sparks absolutely no debate among the deniers—no one
attempts to defend one position over another, or to sort out who is actually correct.
Indeed as the temperature graphs are presented, several members of the mostly
elderly audience seem to doze off.

9

The entire room comes to life, however, when the rock stars of the movement
take the stage—not the C-team scientists but the A-team ideological warriors like
Morano and Horner. This is the true purpose of the gathering: providing a forum
for die-hard denialists to collect the rhetorical cudgels with which they will attempt
to club environmentalists and climate scientists in the weeks and months to come.
The talking points tested here will jam the comment sections beneath every article
and YouTube video that contains the phrase “climate change” or “global
warming.” They will also fly from the mouths of hundreds of right-wing
commentators and politicians—from Republican presidential hopefuls all the way
down to county commissioners like Richard Rothschild. In an interview outside
the sessions, Joseph Bast, president of the Heartland Institute, takes credit for



THIS CHANGES EVERYTHING | 30

“thousands of articles and op-eds and speeches … that were informed by or
motivated by somebody attending one of these conferences.”10

More impressive, though left unspoken, are all the news stories that were never
published and never aired. The years leading up to the gathering had seen a
precipitous collapse of media coverage of climate change, despite a rise in extreme
weather: in 2007, the three major U.S. networks—CBS, NBC, and ABC—ran 147
stories on climate change; in 2011 the networks ran just fourteen stories on the
subject. That too is the denier strategy at work, because the goal was never just to
spread doubt but also to spread fear—to send a clear message that saying anything
at all about climate change was a surefire way to find your inbox and comment
threads jammed with a toxic strain of vitriol.

11

The Heartland Institute, a Chicago-based think tank devoted to “promoting free-
market solutions,” has been holding these confabs since 2008, sometimes twice a
year. And at the time of the gathering, the strategy appeared to be working. In his
address, Morano—whose claim to fame is having broken the Swift Boat Veterans
for Truth story that helped sink John Kerry’s 2004 presidential bid—led the
audience through a series of victory laps. Climate legislation in the U.S. Senate:
dead! The U.N. summit on climate change in Copenhagen: failure! The climate
movement: suicidal! He even projected on a screen a couple of quotes from climate
activists beating up on themselves (as progressives do so well) and exhorted the
audience to “celebrate!”12

The only things missing were balloons and confetti descending from the rafters.

———

When public opinion on the big social and political issues changes, the trends tend
to be relatively gradual. Abrupt shifts, when they come, are usually precipitated by
dramatic events. Which is why pollsters were so surprised by what had happened
to perceptions about climate change in just four years. A 2007 Harris poll found
that 71 percent of Americans believed that the continued burning of fossil fuels
would alter the climate. By 2009 the figure had dropped to 51 percent. In June
2011 the number was down to 44 percent—well under half the population. Similar
trends have been tracked in the U.K. and Australia. Scott Keeter, director of survey
research at the Pew Research Center for People &amp; the Press, described the
statistics in the United States as “among the largest shifts over a short period of
time seen in recent public opinion history.”13

The overall belief in climate change has rebounded somewhat since its 2010–11
low in the United States. (Some have hypothesized that experience with extreme
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weather events could be contributing, though “the evidence is at best very sketchy
at this point,” says Riley Dunlap, a sociologist at Oklahoma State University who
specializes in the politics of climate change.) But what remains striking is that on
the right-wing side of the political spectrum, the numbers are still way down.

14

It seems hard to believe today, but as recently as 2008, tackling climate change
still had a veneer of bipartisan support, even in the United States. That year,
Republican stalwart Newt Gingrich did a TV spot with Democratic
congresswoman Nancy Pelosi, then Speaker of the House, in which they pledged
to join forces and fight climate change together. And in 2007, Rupert Murdoch—
whose Fox News channel relentlessly amplifies the climate change denial
movement—launched an incentive program at Fox to encourage employees to buy
hybrid cars (Murdoch announced he had purchased one himself).

Those days of bipartisanship are decidedly over. Today, more than 75 percent
of self-identified Democrats and liberals believe humans are changing the
climate—a level that, despite yearly fluctuations, has risen only slightly since
2001. In sharp contrast, Republicans have overwhelmingly chosen to reject the
scientific consensus. In some regions, only about 20 percent of self-identified
Republicans accept the science. This political rift can also be found in Canada.
According to an October 2013 poll conducted by Environics, only 41 percent of
respondents who identify with the ruling Conservative Party believe that climate
change is real and human-caused, while 76 percent of supporters of the left-leaning
New Democratic Party and 69 percent of supporters of the centrist Liberal Party
believe it is real. And the same phenomenon has once again been documented in
Australia and the U.K., as well as Western Europe.

15

Ever since this political divide opened up over climate change, a great deal of
social science research has been devoted to pinpointing precisely how and why
political beliefs are shaping attitudes toward global warming. According to Yale’s
Cultural Cognition Project, for example, one’s “cultural worldview”—that would
be political leanings or ideological outlook to the rest of us—explains “individuals’
beliefs about global warming more powerfully than any other individual
characteristic.”16

More powerfully, that is, than age, ethnicity, education, or party
affiliation.

The Yale researchers explain that people with strong “egalitarian” and
“communitarian” worldviews (marked by an inclination toward collective action
and social justice, concern about inequality, and suspicion of corporate power)
overwhelmingly accept the scientific consensus on climate change. Conversely,
those with strong “hierarchical” and “individualistic” worldviews (marked by
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opposition to government assistance for the poor and minorities, strong support for
industry, and a belief that we all pretty much get what we deserve) overwhelmingly
reject the scientific consensus.

17
The evidence is striking. Among the segment of

the U.S. population that displays the strongest “hierarchical” views, only 11
percent rate climate change as a “high risk,” compared with 69 percent of the
segment displaying the strongest “egalitarian” views.18

Yale law professor Dan Kahan, the lead author on this study, attributes the tight
correlation between “worldview” and acceptance of climate science to “cultural
cognition,” the process by which all of us—regardless of political leanings—filter
new information in ways that will protect our “preferred vision of the good
society.” If new information seems to confirm that vision, we welcome it and
integrate it easily. If it poses a threat to our belief system, then our brain
immediately gets to work producing intellectual antibodies designed to repel the
unwelcome invasion.

19

As Kahan explained in Nature, “People find it disconcerting to believe that
behavior that they find noble is nevertheless detrimental to society, and behavior
that they find base is beneficial to it. Because accepting such a claim could drive a
wedge between them and their peers, they have a strong emotional predisposition
to reject it.” In other words, it is always easier to deny reality than to allow our
worldview to be shattered, a fact that was as true of die-hard Stalinists at the height
of the purges as it is of libertarian climate change deniers today. Furthermore,
leftists are equally capable of denying inconvenient scientific evidence. If
conservatives are inherent system justifiers, and therefore bridle before facts that
call the dominant economic system into question, then most leftists are inherent
system questioners, and therefore prone to skepticism about facts that come from
corporations and government. This can lapse into the kind of fact resistance we see
among those who are convinced that multinational drug companies have covered
up the link between childhood vaccines and autism. No matter what evidence is
marshaled to disprove their theories, it doesn’t matter to these crusaders—it’s just
the system covering up for itself.

This kind of defensive reasoning helps explain the rise of emotional intensity
that surrounds the climate issue today. As recently as 2007, climate change was
something most everyone acknowledged was happening—they just didn’t seem to
care very much. (When Americans are asked to rank their political concerns in
order of priority, climate change still consistently comes in last.)

21

But today there is a significant cohort of voters in many countries who care
passionately, even obsessively, about climate change. What they care about,
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however, is exposing it as a “hoax” being perpetrated by liberals to force them to
change their light bulbs, live in Soviet-style tenements, and surrender their SUVs.
For these right-wingers, opposition to climate change has become as central to
their belief system as low taxes, gun ownership, and opposition to abortion. Which
is why some climate scientists report receiving the kind of harassment that used to
be reserved for doctors who perform abortions. In the Bay Area of California, local
Tea Party activists have disrupted municipal meetings when minor sustainability
strategies are being discussed, claiming they are part of a U.N.-sponsored plot to
usher in world government. As Heather Gass of the East Bay Tea Party put it in an
open letter after one such gathering: “One day (in 2035) you will wake up in
subsidized government housing, eating government subsidized food, your kids will
be whisked off by government buses to indoctrination training centers while you
are working at your government assigned job on the bottom floor of your urban
transit center village because you have no car and who knows where your aging
parents will be but by then it will be too late! WAKE UP!!!!”22

Clearly there is something about climate change that has some people feeling
very threatened indeed.

Unthinkable Truths

Walking past the lineup of tables set up by the Heartland conference’s sponsors,
it’s not terribly hard to see what’s going on. The Heritage Foundation is hawking
reports, as are the Cato Institute and the Ayn Rand Institute. The climate change
denial movement—far from an organic convergence of “skeptical” scientists—is
entirely a creature of the ideological network on display here, the very one that
deserves the bulk of the credit for redrawing the global ideological map over the
last four decades. A 2013 study by Riley Dunlap and political scientist Peter
Jacques found that a striking 72 percent of climate denial books, mostly published
since the 1990s, were linked to right-wing think tanks, a figure that rises to 87
percent if self-published books (increasingly common) are excluded.

23

Many of these institutions were created in the late 1960s and early 1970s, when
U.S. business elites feared that public opinion was turning dangerously against
capitalism and toward, if not socialism, then an aggressive Keynesianism. In
response, they launched a counterrevolution, a richly funded intellectual
movement that argued that greed and the limitless pursuit of profit were nothing
to apologize for and offered the greatest hope for human emancipation that the
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world had ever known. Under this liberationist banner, they fought for such
policies as tax cuts, free trade deals, for the auctioning off of core state assets from
phones to energy to water—the package known in most of the world as
“neoliberalism.”

At the end of the 1980s, after a decade of Margaret Thatcher at the helm in the
U.K. and Ronald Reagan in the United States, and with communism collapsing,
these ideological warriors were ready to declare victory: history was officially over
and there was, in Thatcher’s often repeated words, “no alternative” to their market
fundamentalism. Filled with confidence, the next task was to systematically lock
in the corporate liberation project in every country that had previously held out,
which was usually best accomplished in the midst of political turmoil and large-
scale economic crises, and further entrenched through free trade agreements and
membership in the World Trade Organization.

It had all been going so well. The project had even managed to survive, more or
less, the 2008 financial collapse directly caused by a banking sector that had been
liberated of so much burdensome regulation and oversight. But to those gathered
here at the Heartland conference, climate change is a threat of a different sort. It
isn’t about the political preferences of Republicans versus Democrats; it’s about
the physical boundaries of the atmosphere and ocean. If the dire projections
coming out of the IPCC are left unchallenged, and business as usual is indeed
driving us straight toward civilization-threatening tipping points, then the
implications are obvious: the ideological crusade incubated in think tanks like
Heartland, Cato, and Heritage will have to come to a screeching halt. Nor have the
various attempts to soft-pedal climate action as compatible with market logic
(carbon trading, carbon offsets, monetizing nature’s “services”) fooled these true
believers one bit. They know very well that ours is a global economy created by,
and fully reliant upon, the burning of fossil fuels and that a dependency that
foundational cannot be changed with a few gentle market mechanisms. It requires
heavy-duty interventions: sweeping bans on polluting activities, deep subsidies for
green alternatives, pricey penalties for violations, new taxes, new public works
programs, reversals of privatizations—the list of ideological outrages goes on and
on. Everything, in short, that these think tanks—which have always been public
proxies for far more powerful corporate interests—have been busily attacking for
decades.

And there is also the matter of “global equity” that keeps coming up in the
climate negotiations. The equity debate is based on the simple scientific fact that
global warming is caused by the accumulation of greenhouse gases in the
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atmosphere over two centuries. That means that the countries that got a large head
start on industrialization have done a great deal more emitting than most others.
And yet many of the countries that have emitted least are getting hit by the impacts
of climate change first and worst (the result of geographical bad luck as well as the
particular vulnerabilities created by poverty). To address this structural inequity
sufficiently to persuade fast-growing countries like China and India not to
destabilize the global climate system, earlier emitters, like North America and
Europe, will have to take a greater share of the burden at first. And there will
obviously need to be substantial transfers of resources and technology to help
battle poverty using low carbon tools. This is what Bolivia’s climate negotiator
Angélica Navarro Llanos meant when she called for a Marshall Plan for the Earth.
And it is this sort of wealth redistribution that represents the direst of thought
crimes at a place like the Heartland Institute.

Even climate action at home looks suspiciously like socialism to them; all the
calls for high-density affordable housing and brand-new public transit are
obviously just ways to give backdoor subsidies to the undeserving poor. Never
mind what this war on carbon means to the very premise of global free trade, with
its insistence that geographical distance is a mere fiction to be collapsed by
Walmart’s diesel trucks and Maersk’s container ships.

More fundamentally than any of this, though, is their deep fear that if the free
market system really has set in motion physical and chemical processes that, if
allowed to continue unchecked, threaten large parts of humanity at an existential
level, then their entire crusade to morally redeem capitalism has been for naught.
With stakes like these, clearly greed is not so very good after all. And that is what
is behind the abrupt rise in climate change denial among hardcore conservatives:
they have come to understand that as soon as they admit that climate change is
real, they will lose the central ideological battle of our time—whether we need to
plan and manage our societies to reflect our goals and values, or whether that task
can be left to the magic of the market.

Imagine, for a moment, how all of this looks to a guy like Heartland president
Joseph Bast, a genial bearded fellow who studied economics at the University of
Chicago and who told me in a sit-down interview that his personal calling is
“freeing people from the tyranny of other people.”24

To Bast, climate action looks
like the end of the world. It’s not, or at least it doesn’t have to be, but, for all intents
and purposes, robust, science-based emission reduction is the end of his world.
Climate change detonates the ideological scaffolding on which contemporary
conservatism rests. A belief system that vilifies collective action and declares war
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on all corporate regulation and all things public simply cannot be reconciled with
a problem that demands collective action on an unprecedented scale and a dramatic
reining in of the market forces that are largely responsible for creating and
deepening the crisis.

And for many conservatives, particularly religious ones, the challenge goes
deeper still, threatening not just faith in markets but core cultural narratives about
what humans are doing here on earth. Are we masters, here to subdue and
dominate, or are we one species among many, at the mercy of powers more
complex and unpredictable than even our most powerful computers can model? As
Robert Manne, a professor of politics at La Trobe University in Melbourne, puts
it, climate science is for many conservatives “an affront to their deepest and most
cherished basic faith: the capacity and indeed the right of ‘mankind’ to subdue the
Earth and all its fruits and to establish a ‘mastery’ over Nature.” For these
conservatives, he notes, “such a thought is not merely mistaken. It is intolerable
and deeply offensive. Those preaching this doctrine have to be resisted and indeed
denounced.”25

And denounce they do, the more personal, the better—whether it’s former Vice
President Al Gore for his mansions, or famed climate scientist James Hansen for
his speaking fees. Then there is “Climategate,” a manufactured scandal in which
climate scientists’ emails were hacked and their contents distorted by the
Heartlanders and their allies, who claimed to find evidence of manipulated data
(the scientists were repeatedly vindicated of wrongdoing). In 2012, the Heartland
Institute even landed itself in hot water by running a billboard campaign that
compared people who believe in climate change (“warmists” in denialist lingo) to
murderous cult leader Charles Manson and Unabomber Ted Kaczynski. “I still
believe in Global Warming. Do you?” the first ad demanded in bold red letters
under a picture of Kaczynski. For Heartlanders, denying climate science is part of
a war, and they act like it.

26

Many deniers are quite open about the fact that their distrust of the science grew
out of a powerful fear that if climate change is real, the political implications would
be catastrophic. As British blogger and regular Heartland speaker James
Delingpole has pointed out, “Modern environmentalism successfully advances
many of the causes dear to the left: redistribution of wealth, higher taxes, greater
government intervention, regulation.” Heartland president Joseph Bast puts it even
more bluntly. For the left, “Climate change is the perfect thing.… It’s the reason
why we should do everything [the left] wanted to do anyway.”27
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Bast, who has little of the swagger common to so many denialists, is equally
honest about the fact he and his colleagues did not become engaged with climate
issues because they found flaws in the scientific facts. Rather, they became
alarmed about the economic and political implications of those facts and set out to
disprove them. “When we look at this issue, we say, This is a recipe for massive
increase in government,” Bast told me, concluding that, “Before we take this step,
let’s take another look at the science. So conservative and libertarian groups, I
think, stopped and said, Let’s not simply accept this as an article of faith; let’s
actually do our own research.”28

Nigel Lawson, Margaret Thatcher’s former chancellor of the exchequer who has
taken to declaring that “green is the new red,” has followed a similar intellectual
trajectory. Lawson takes great pride in having privatized key British assets,
lowered taxes on the wealthy, and broken the power of large unions. But climate
change creates, in his words, “a new license to intrude, to interfere and to regulate.”
It must, he concludes, be a conspiracy—the classic teleological reversal of cause
and effect.

29

The climate change denial movement is littered with characters who are twisting
themselves in similar intellectual knots. There are the old-timer physicists like S.
Fred Singer, who used to develop rocket technologies for the U.S. military and
who hears in emissions regulation a distorted echo of the communism he fought
during the Cold War (as documented compellingly by Naomi Oreskes and Erik
Conway in Merchants of Doubt). In a similar vein, there is former Czech president
Václav Klaus, who spoke at a Heartland climate conference while still head of
state. For Klaus, whose career began under communist rule, climate change
appears to have induced a full-fledged Cold War flashback. He compares attempts
to prevent global warming to “the ambitions of communist central planners to
control the entire society” and says, “For someone who spent most of his life in
the ‘noble’ era of communism this is impossible to accept.”30

And you can understand that, from their perspective, the scientific reality of
climate change must seem spectacularly unfair. After all, the people at the
Heartland conference thought they had won these ideological wars—if not fairly,
then certainly squarely. Now climate science is changing everything: how can you
win an argument against government intervention if the very habitability of the
planet depends on intervening? In the short term, you might be able to argue that
the economic costs of taking action are greater than allowing climate change to
play out for a few more decades (and some neoliberal economists, using cost-
benefit calculations and future “discounting,” are busily making those arguments).
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But most people don’t actually like it when their children’s lives are “discounted”
in someone else’s Excel sheet, and they tend to have a moral aversion to the idea
of allowing countries to disappear because saving them would be too expensive.

Which is why the ideological warriors gathered at the Marriott have concluded
that there is really only one way to beat a threat this big: by claiming that thousands
upon thousands of scientists are lying and that climate change is an elaborate hoax.
That the storms aren’t really getting bigger, it’s just our imagination. And if they
are, it’s not because of anything humans are doing—or could stop doing. They
deny reality, in other words, because the implications of that reality are, quite
simply, unthinkable. So here’s my inconvenient truth: I think these hard-core
ideologues understand the real significance of climate change better than most of
the “warmists” in the political center, the ones who are still insisting that the
response can be gradual and painless and that we don’t need to go to war with
anybody, including the fossil fuel companies. Before I go any further, let me be
absolutely clear: as 97 percent of the world’s climate scientists attest, the
Heartlanders are completely wrong about the science. But when it comes to the
political and economicconsequences of those scientific findings, specifically the
kind of deep changes required not just to our energy consumption but to the
underlying logic of our liberalized and profit-seekingeconomy, they have their
eyes wide open. The deniers get plenty of the details wrong (no, it’s not a
communist plot; authoritarian state socialism, as we will see, was terrible for the
environment and brutally extractivist), but when it comes to the scope and depth
of change required to avert catastrophe, they are right on the money.

About That Money …

When powerful ideologies are challenged by hard evidence from the real world,
they rarely die off completely. Rather, they become cultlike and marginal. A few
of the faithful always remain to tell one another that the problem wasn’t with the
ideology; it was the weakness of leaders who did not apply the rules with sufficient
rigor. (Lord knows there is still a smattering of such grouplets on the neo-Stalinist
far left.) By this point in history—after the 2008 collapse of Wall Street and in the
midst of layers of ecological crises—free market fundamentalists should, by all
rights, be exiled to a similarly irrelevant status, left to fondle their copies of Milton
Friedman’s Free to Chooseand Ayn Rand’s Atlas Shrugged in obscurity. They are
saved from this ignominious fate only because their ideas about corporate
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liberation, no matter how demonstrably at war with reality, remain so profitable to
the world’s billionaires that they are kept fed and clothed in think tanks by the likes
of Charles and David Koch, owners of the diversified dirty energy giant Koch
Industries, and ExxonMobil.

According to one recent study, for instance, the denial-espousing think tanks and
other advocacy groups making up what sociologist Robert Brulle calls the “climate
change counter-movement” are collectively pulling in more than $900 million per
year for their work on a variety of right-wing causes, most of it in the form of “dark
money”—funds from conservative foundations that cannot be fully traced.

31

This points to the limits of theories like cultural cognition that focus exclusively
on individual psychology. The deniers are doing more than protecting their
personal worldviews—they are protecting powerful political and economic
interests that have gained tremendously from the way Heartland and others have
clouded the climate debate. The ties between the deniers and those interests are
well known and well documented. Heartlandhas received more than $1 million
from ExxonMobil together with foundations linked to the Koch brothers and the
late conservative funder Richard Mellon Scaife. Just how much money the think
tank receives from companies, foundations, and individuals linked to the fossil fuel
industry remains unclear because Heartland does not publish the names of its
donors, claiming the information would distract from the “merits of our positions.”
Indeed, leaked internal documents revealed that one of Heartland’s largest donors
is anonymous—a shadowy individual who has given more than $8.6 million
specifically to support the think tank’s attacks on climate science.32

Meanwhile, scientists who present at Heartland climate conferences are almost
all so steeped in fossil fuel dollars that you can practically smell the fumes. To cite
just two examples, the Cato Institute’s Patrick Michaels, who gave the 2011
conference keynote, once told CNN that 40 percent of his consulting company’s
income comes from oil companies (Cato itself has received funding from
ExxonMobil and Koch family foundations). A Greenpeace investigation into
another conference speaker, astrophysicist Willie Soon, found that between 2002
and 2010, 100 percent of his new research grants had come from fossil fuel
interests.

33

The people paid to amplify the views of these scientists—in blogs, op-eds, and
television appearances—are bankrolled by many of the same sources. Money from
big oil funds the Committee for a Constructive Tomorrow, which houses Marc
Morano’s website, just as it funds the Competitive Enterprise Institute, one of
Chris Horner’s intellectual homes. A February 2013 report in The
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Guardian revealed that between 2002 and 2010, a network of anonymous U.S.
billionaires had donated nearly $120 million to “groups casting doubt about the
science behind climate change … the ready stream of cash set off a conservative
backlash against Barack Obama’s environmental agenda that wrecked any chance
of Congress taking action on climate change.”34

There is no way of knowing exactly how this money shapes the views of those
who receive it or whether it does at all. We do know that having a significant
economic stake in the fossil fuel economy makes one more prone to deny the
reality of climate change, regardless of political affiliation. For example, the only
parts of the U.S. where opinions about climate change are slightly less split along
political lines are regions that are highly dependent on fossil fuel extraction—such
as Appalachian coal country and the Gulf Coast. There, Republicans still
overwhelmingly deny climate change, as they do across the country, but many of
their Democratic neighbors do as well (in parts of Appalachia, just 49 percent of
Democrats believe in human-created climate change, compared with 72–77
percent in other parts of the country). Canada has the same kinds of regional splits:
in Alberta, where incomes are soaring thanks to the tar sands, only 41 percent of
residents told pollsters that humans are contributing to climate change. In Atlantic
Canada, which has seen far less extravagant benefits from fossil fuel extraction,
68 percent of respondents say that humans are warming the planet.
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A similar bias can be observed among scientists. While 97 percent of active
climate scientists believe humans are a major cause of climate change, the numbers
are radically different among “economic geologists”—scientists who study natural
formations so that they can be commercially exploited by the extractive industries.
Only 47 percent of these scientists believe in human-caused climate change. The
bottom line is that we are all inclined to denial when the truth is too costly—
whether emotionally, intellectually, or financially. As Upton Sinclair famously
observed: “It is difficult to get a man to understand something, when his salary
depends upon his not understanding it!”36

Plan B: Get Rich off a Warming World

One of the most interesting findings of the many recent studies on climate
perceptions is the clear connection between a refusal to accept the science of
climate change and social and economic privilege. Overwhelmingly, climate
change deniers are not only conservative but also white and male, a group with
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higher than average incomes. And they are more likely than other adults to be
highly confident in their views, no matter how demonstrably false. A much
discussed paper on this topic by sociologists Aaron McCright and Riley Dunlap
(memorably titled “Cool Dudes”) found that as a group, conservative white men
who expressed strong confidence in their understanding of global warming were
almost six times as likely to believe climate change “will never happen” as the rest
of the adults surveyed. McCright and Dunlap offer a simple explanation for this
discrepancy: “Conservative white males have disproportionately occupied
positions of power within our economic system. Given the expansive challenge
that climate change poses to the industrial capitalist economic system, it should
not be surprising that conservative white males’ strong system-justifying attitudes
would be triggered to deny climate change.”37

But deniers’ relative economic and social privilege doesn’t just give them more
to lose from deep social and economic change; it gives them reason to be more
sanguine about the risks of climate change should their contrarian views turn out
to be false. This occurred to me as I listened to yet another speaker at the Heartland
conference display what can only be described as an utter absence of empathy for
the victims of climate change. Larry Bell (the space architect) drew plenty of
laughs when he told the crowd that a little heat isn’t so bad: “I moved to Houston
intentionally!” (Houston was, at that time, in the midst of what would turn out to
be Texas’s worst single-year drought on record.) Australian geologist Bob Carter
offered that “the world actually does better from our human perspective in warmer
times.” And Patrick Michaels said people worried about climate change should do
what the French did after the devastating 2003 heat wave across Europe killed
nearly fifteen thousand people in France alone: “they discovered Walmart and air-
conditioning.”38

I listened to these zingers as an estimated thirteen million people in the Horn of
Africa faced starvation on parched land. What makes this callousness among
deniers possible is their firm belief that if they’re wrong about climate science, a
few degrees of warming isn’t something wealthy people in industrialized countries
have to worry much about.

* (“When it rains, we find shelter. When it’s hot, we
find shade,” Texas congressman Joe Barton explained at an energy and
environment subcommittee hearing.)
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As for everyone else, well, they should stop looking for handouts and get busy
making money. (Never mind that the World Bank warned in a 2012 report that for
poor countries, the increased cost of storms, droughts, and flooding is already so
high that it “threatens to roll back decades of sustainable development.”) When I
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asked Patrick Michaels whether rich countries have a responsibility to help poor
ones pay for costly adaptations to a warmer climate, he scoffed: There is no reason
to give resources to countries “because, for some reason, their political system is
incapable of adapting.” The real solution, he claimed, was more free trade.40

Michaels surely knows that free trade is hardly going to help islanders whose
countries are disappearing, just as he is doubtlessly aware that most people on the
planet who are hit hardest by heat and drought can’t solve their problems by putting
a new AC system on their credit cards. And this is where the intersection between
extreme ideology and climate denial gets truly dangerous. It’s not simply that these
“cool dudes” deny climate science because it threatens to upend their dominance-
based worldview. It is that their dominance-based worldview provides them with
the intellectual tools to write off huge swaths of humanity, and indeed, to
rationalize profiting from the meltdown.

Recognizing the threat posed by this empathy-exterminating mind-set—which
the cultural theorists describe as “hierarchical” and “individualistic”—is a matter
of great urgency because climate change will test our moral character like little
before. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce, in its bid to prevent the Environmental
Protection Agency from regulating carbon emissions, argued in a petition that in
the event of global warming, “populations can acclimatize to warmer climates via
a range of behavioral, physiological, and technological adaptations.”41

It is these adaptations that worry me most of all. Unless our culture goes through
some sort of fundamental shift in its governing values, how do we honestly think
we will “adapt” to the people made homeless and jobless by increasingly intense
and frequent natural disasters? How will we treat the climate refugees who arrive
on our shores in leaky boats? How will we cope as freshwater and food become
ever more scarce?

We know the answers because the process is already under way. The corporate
quest for natural resources will become more rapacious, more violent. Arable land
in Africa will continue to be seized to provide food and fuel to wealthier nations,
unleashing a new stage of neocolonial plunder layered on top of the most plundered
places on earth (as journalist Christian Parenti documents so well in Tropic of

Chaos). When heat stress and vicious storms wipe out small farms and fishing
villages, the land will be handed over to large developers for mega-ports, luxury
resorts, and industrial farms. Once self-sufficient rural residents will lose their
lands and be urged to move into increasingly crowded urban slums—for their own
protection, they will be told. Drought and famine will continue to be used as
pretexts to push genetically modified seeds, driving farmers further into debt.

42



THIS CHANGES EVERYTHING | 43

In the wealthier nations, we will protect our major cities with costly seawalls
and storm barriers while leaving vast areas of coastline that are inhabited by poor
and Indigenous people to the ravages of storms and rising seas. We may well do
the same on the planetary scale, deploying techno-fixes to lower global
temperatures that will pose far greater risks to those living in the tropics than in
the Global North (more on this later). And rather than recognizing that we owe a
debt to migrants forced to flee their lands as a result of our actions (and inactions),
our governments will build ever more high-tech fortresses and adopt even more
draconian anti-immigration laws. And, in the name of “national security,” we will
intervene in foreign conflicts over water, oil, and arable land, or start those
conflicts ourselves. In short our culture will do what it is already doing, only with
more brutality and barbarism, because that is what our system is built to do.

In recent years, quite a number of major multinational corporations have begun
to speak openly about how climate change might impact their businesses, and
insurance companies closely track and discuss the increased frequency of major
disasters. The CEO of Swiss Re Americas admitted, for instance, that “What keeps
us up at night is climate change,” while companies like Starbucks and Chipotle
have raised the alarm about how extreme weather may impact the availability of
key ingredients. In June 2014, the Risky Business project, led by billionaire and
former New York City mayor Michael Bloomberg, as well as former U.S. treasury
secretary Henry Paulson and hedge fund founder and environmental philanthropist
Tom Steyer, warned that climate change would cost the U.S. economy billions of
dollars each year as a result of rising sea levels alone, and that the corporate world
must take such climate costs seriously.

43

This kind of talk is often equated with support for strong action to prevent
warming. It shouldn’t be. Just because companies are willing to acknowledge the
probable effects of climate change does not mean they support the kinds of
aggressive measures that would significantly reduce those risks by keeping
warming below 2 degrees. In the U.S., for instance, the insurance lobby has been,
by far, the corporate sector most vocal about the mounting impacts, with the largest
companies employing teams of climate scientists to help them prepare for the
disasters to come. And yet the industry hasn’t done much to push more aggressive
climate policy—on the contrary, many companies and trade groups have provided
substantial funding to the think tanks that created the climate change denial
movement.

44
For some time, this seemingly contradictory dynamic played out

within different divisions of the Heartland Institute itself. The world’s premier
climate denial institution houses something called the Center on Finance,
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Insurance, and Real Estate. Up until May 2012, it was pretty much a mouthpiece
for the insurance industry, headed by conservative Washington insider Eli Lehrer.
What made Lehrer different from his Heartland colleagues, however, is that he is
willing to state matter-of-factly, “Climate change is obviously real and obviously
caused to a significant extent by people. I don’t really think there’s room for
serious debate on either of those points.”45

So even as his Heartland colleagues were organizing global conferences
designed specifically to manufacture the illusion of a serious scientific debate,
Lehrer’s division was working with the insurance lobby to protect their bottom
lines in a future of climate chaos. According to Lehrer, “In general there was no
enormous conflict, day-to-day” between his work and that of his climate-change-
denying colleagues.

46 That’s because what many of the insurance companies
wanted from Heartland’s advocacy was not action to prevent climate chaos but
rather policies that would safeguard or even increase their profits no matter the
weather. That means pushing government out of the subsidized insurance business,
giving companies greater freedom to raise rates and deductibles and to drop
customers in high-risk areas, as well as other “free market” measures.

Eventually, Lehrer split away from the Heartland Institute after the think tank
launched its billboard comparing people who believe in climate change to mass
murderers. Since climate change believers include the insurance companies that
were generously funding the Heartland Institute, that stunt didn’t sit at all well.
Still, in an interview, Eli Lehrer was quick to stress that the differences were over
public relations, not policy. “The public policies that Heartland supported are
generally ones I still favor,” he said.47

In truth the work was more or less
compatible. Heartland’s denier division did its best to cast so much doubt on the
science that it helped to paralyze all serious attempts to regulate greenhouse
emissions, while the insurance arm pushed policies that would allow corporations
to stay profitable regardless of the real-world results of those emissions.

And this points to what really lies behind the casual attitude about climate
change, whether it is being expressed as disaster denialism or disaster capitalism.
Those involved feel free to engage in these high-stakes gambles because they
believe that they and theirs will be protected from the ravages in question, at least
for another generation or so.

On a large scale, many regional climate models do predict that wealthy
countries—most of which are located at higher latitudes—may experience some
economic benefits from a slightly warmer climate, from longer growing seasons
to access to shorter trade routes through the melting Arctic ice. At the same time,
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the wealthy in these regions are already finding ever more elaborate ways to protect
themselves from the coming weather extremes. Sparked by events like Superstorm
Sandy, new luxury real estate developments are marketing their gold-plated private
disaster infrastructure to would-be residents—everything from emergency lighting
to natural-gas-powered pumps and generators to thirteen-foot floodgates and
watertight rooms sealed “submarine-style,” in the case of a new Manhattan
condominium. As Stephen G. Kliegerman, the executive director of development
marketing for Halstead Property, told The New York Times: “I think buyers would
happily pay to be relatively reassured they wouldn’t be terribly inconvenienced in
case of a natural disaster.”48

Many large corporations, meanwhile, have their own backup generators to keep
their lights on through mass blackouts (as Goldman Sachs did during Sandy,
despite the fact that its power never actually went out); the capacity to fortify
themselves with their own sandbags (which Goldman also did ahead of Sandy);
and their own special teams of meteorologists (FedEx). Insurance companies in
the United States have even begun dispatching teams of private firefighters to their
high-end customers when their mansions in California and Colorado are threatened
by wildfires, a “concierge” service pioneered by AIG.49

Meanwhile, the public sector continues to crumble, thanks in large part to the
hard work of the warriors here at the Heartland conference. These, after all, are the
fervent dismantlers of the state, whose ideology has eroded so many parts of the
public sphere, including disaster preparedness. These are the voices that have been
happy to pass on the federal budget crisis to the states and municipalities, which
in turn are coping with it by not repairing bridges or replacing fire trucks. The
“freedom” agenda that they are desperately trying to protect from scientific
evidence is one of the reasons that societies will be distinctly less prepared for
disasters when they come.

For a long time, environmentalists spoke of climate change as a great equalizer,
the one issue that affected everyone, rich or poor. It was supposed to bring us
together. Yet all signs are that it is doing precisely the opposite, stratifying us
further into a society of haves and have-nots, divided between those whose wealth
offers them a not insignificant measure of protection from ferocious weather, at
least for now, and those left to the mercy of increasingly dysfunctional states.
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The Meaner Side of Denial

As the effects of climate change become impossible to ignore, the crueler side of
the denial project—now lurking as subtext—will become explicit. It has already
begun. At the end of August 2011, with large parts of the world still suffering under
record high temperatures, the conservative blogger Jim Geraghty published a piece
in The Philadelphia Inquirer arguing that climate change “will help the U.S.
economy in several ways and enhance, not diminish, the United States’
geopolitical power.” He explained that since climate change will be hardest on
developing countries, “many potentially threatening states will find themselves in
much more dire circumstances.” And this, he stressed, was a good thing: “Rather
than our doom, climate change could be the centerpiece of ensuring a second
consecutive American Century.” Got that? Since people who scare Americans are
unlucky enough to live in poor, hot places, climate change will cook them, leaving
the United States to rise like a phoenix from the flames of global warming.

*50

Expect more of this monstrousness. As the world warms, the ideology so
threatened by climate science—the one that tells us it’s everyone for themselves,
that victims deserve their fate, that we can master nature—will take us to a very
cold place indeed. And it will only get colder, as theories of racial superiority,
barely under the surface in parts of the denial movement, make a raging
comeback.

†51
In the grossly unequal world this ideology has done so much to

intensify and lock in, these theories are not optional: they are necessary to justify
the hardening of hearts to the largely blameless victims of climate change in the
Global South and to the predominantly African American cities like New Orleans
that are most vulnerable in the Global North.

In a 2007 report on the security implications of climate change, copublished by
the Center for Strategic and International Studies, former CIA director R. James
Woolsey predicted that on a much warmer planet “altruism and generosity would
likely be blunted.”52

We can already see that emotional blunting on display from
Arizona to Italy. Already, climate change is changing us, coarsening us. Each
massive disaster seems to inspire less horror, fewer telethons. Media commentators
speak of “compassion fatigue,” as if empathy, and not fossil fuels, was the finite
resource.

As if to prove the point, after Hurricane Sandy devastated large parts of New
York and New Jersey, the Koch-backed organization Americans for Prosperity
(AFP) launched a campaign to block the federal aid package going to these states.
“We need to suck it up and be responsible for taking care of ourselves,” said Steve
Lonegan, then director of AFP’s New Jersey chapter.53
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And then there is Britain’s Daily Mail newspaper. In the midst of the
extraordinary 2014 winter floods, the tabloid ran a front-page headline asking its
readers to sign a petition calling on the government “to divert some of the £11
billion a year spent on overseas aid to ease the suffering of British flood
victims.”54

Within days, more than 200,000 people had signed onto the demand to
cut foreign aid in favor of local disaster relief. Of course Britain—the nation that
invented the coal-fired steam engine—has been emitting industrial levels of carbon
for longer than any nation on earth and therefore bears a particularly great
responsibility to increase, as opposed to claw back, foreign aid. But never mind
that. Screw the poor. Suck it up. Everyone for themselves.

Unless we radically change course, these are the values that will rule our stormy
future, even more than they already rule our present.

Coddling Conservatives

Some climate activists have attempted to sway deniers away from their hardened
positions, arguing that delaying climate action will only make the government
interventions required more extreme. The popular climate blogger Joe Romm, for
instance, writes that “if you hate government intrusion into people’s lives, you’d
better stop catastrophic global warming, because nothing drives a country more
towards activist government than scarcity and deprivation.… Only Big
Government—which conservatives say they don’t want—can relocate millions of
citizens, build massive levees, ration crucial resources like water and arable land,
mandate harsh and rapid reductions in certain kinds of energy—all of which will
be inevitable if we don’t act now.”55

It’s true that catastrophic climate change would inflate the role of government
to levels that would likely disturb most thinking people, whether left or right. And
there are legitimate fears too of what some call “green fascism”—an
environmental crisis so severe that it becomes the pretext for authoritarian forces
to seize control in the name of restoring some kind of climate order. But it’s also
the case that there is no way to get cuts in emissions steep or rapid enough to avoid
those catastrophic scenarios without levels of government intervention that will
never be acceptable to right-wing ideologues.

This was not always so. If governments, including in the U.S., had started cutting
emissions back when the scientific consensus first solidified, the measures for
avoiding catastrophic warming would not have been nearly so jarring to the
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reigning economic model. For instance, the first major international gathering to
set specific targets for emission reductions was the World Conference on the
Changing Atmosphere, held in Toronto in 1988, with more than three hundred
scientists and policymakers from forty-six countries represented. The conference,
which set the groundwork for the Rio Earth Summit, was a breakthrough,
recommending that governments cut emissions by 20 percent below 1988 levels
by 2005. “If we choose to take on this challenge,” remarked one scientist in
attendance, “it appears that we can slow the rate of change substantially, giving us
time to develop mechanisms so that the cost to society and the damage to
ecosystems can be minimized. We could alternatively close our eyes, hope for the
best, and pay the cost when the bill comes due.”56

If we had heeded this advice and got serious about meeting that goal
immediately after the 1992 signing of the U.N. climate convention in Rio, the
world would have needed to reduce its carbon emissions by about 2 percent per
year until 2005.
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At that rate, wealthy countries could have much more

comfortably started rolling out the technologies to replace fossil fuels, cutting
carbon at home while helping to launch an ambitious green transition throughout
the world. Since this was before the globalization juggernaut took hold, it would
have created an opportunity for China and India and other fast-growing economies
to battle poverty on low-carbon pathways. (Which was the stated goal of
“sustainable development” as championed in Rio.)

Indeed this vision could have been built into the global trade architecture that
would rise up in the early to mid-1990s. If we had continued to reduce our
emissions at that pace we would have been on track for a completely de-carbonized
global economy by mid-century.

But we didn’t do any of those things. And as the famed climate scientist Michael
Mann, director of the Penn State Earth System Science Center, puts it, “There’s a
huge procrastination penalty when it comes to emitting carbon into the
atmosphere”: the longer we wait, the more it builds up, the more dramatically we
must change to reduce the risks of catastrophic warming. Kevin Anderson, deputy
director of the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research, further explains:
“Perhaps at the time of the 1992 Earth Summit, or even at the turn of the
millennium, 2°C levels of mitigation could have been achieved through significant
evolutionary changes within the political and economic hegemony. But climate
change is a cumulative issue! Now, in 2013, we in high-emitting (post)industrial
nations face a very different prospect. Our ongoing and collective carbon
profligacy has squandered any opportunity for the ‘evolutionary change’ afforded
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by our earlier (and larger) 2°C carbon budget. Today, after two decades of bluff
and lies, the remaining 2°C budget demands revolutionary change to the political
and economic hegemony.”58

Put a little more simply: for more than two decades, we kicked the can down the
road. During that time, we also expanded the road from a two-lane carbon-spewing
highway to a six-lane superhighway. That feat was accomplished in large part
thanks to the radical and aggressive vision that called for the creation of a single
global economy based on the rules of free market fundamentalism, the very rules
incubated in the right-wing think tanks now at the forefront of climate change
denial. There is a certain irony at work: it is the success of their own revolution
that makes revolutionary levels of transformation to the market system now our
best hope of avoiding climate chaos.

———

Some are advancing a different strategy to bring right-wingers back into the
climate fold. Rather than trying to scare them with scenarios of interventionist
governments if we procrastinate further, this camp argues that we need approaches
to emission reduction that are less offensive to conservative values.

Yale’s Dan Kahan points out that while those who poll as highly “hierarchical”
and “individualist” bridle at any mention of regulation, they tend to like big,
centralized technologies that do not challenge their belief that humans can
dominate nature. In one of his studies, Kahan and his colleagues polled subjects
on their views about climate change after showing some of them fake news stories.
Some of the subjects were given a story about how global warming could be solved
through “anti-pollution” measures. Others were given a story that held up nuclear
power as the solution. Some were shown no story at all. The scientific facts about
global warming were identical in all news stories. The researchers discovered that
hard-core conservatives who received the nuclear solution story were more open
to the scientific facts proving that humans are changing the climate. However,
those who received the story about fighting pollution “were even more skeptical
about these facts than were hierarchs and individualists in a control group that
received no newspaper story.”59

It’s not hard to figure out why. Nuclear is a heavy industrial technology, based
on extraction, run in a corporatist manner, with long ties to the military-industrial
complex. And as renowned psychiatrist and author Robert Jay Lifton has noted,
no technology does more to confirm the notion that man has tamed nature than the
ability to split the atom.

60



THIS CHANGES EVERYTHING | 50

Based on this research, Kahan and others argue, environmentalists should sell
climate action by playing up concerns about national security and emphasizing
responses such as nuclear power and “geoengineering”—global-scale
technological interventions that would attempt to reverse rapid warming by, for
instance, blocking a portion of the sun’s rays, or by “fertilizing” the oceans so that
they trap more carbon, among other untested, extraordinarily high-risk schemes.
Kahan reasons that since climate change is perceived by many on the right as a
gateway to dreaded anti-industry policies, the solution is “to remove what makes
it threatening.” In a similar vein, Irina Feygina and John T. Jost, who have
conducted parallel research at NYU, advise policymakers to package
environmental action as being about protecting “our way of life” and a form of
patriotism, something they revealingly call “system-sanctioned change.”61

This kind of advice has been enormously influential. For instance, the
Breakthrough Institute—a think tank that specialized in attacking grassroots
environmentalism for its supposed lack of “modernity”—is forever charting this
self-styled middle path, pushing nuclear power, fracked natural gas, and
genetically modified crops as climate solutions, while attacking renewable energy
programs. And as we will see later on, some greens are even warming up to
geoengineering.
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Moreover, in the name of reaching across the aisle, green groups

are constantly “reframing” climate action so that it is about pretty much anything
other than preventing catastrophic warming to protect life on earth. Instead climate
action is about all the things conservatives are supposed to care about more than
that, from cutting off revenues to Arab states to reasserting American economic
dominance over China.

The first problem with this strategy is that it doesn’t work: this has been the core
messaging for many large U.S. green groups for five years (“Forget about climate
change,” counsels Jonathan Foley, director of the Institute on the Environment at
the University of Minnesota. “Do you love America?”63

) And as we have seen,
conservative opposition to climate action has only hardened in this period.

The far more troubling problem with this approach is that rather than challenging
the warped values fueling both disaster denialism and disaster capitalism, it
actively reinforces those values. Nuclear power and geoengineering are not
solutions to the ecological crisis; they are a doubling down on exactly the kind of
reckless, short-term thinking that got us into this mess. Just as we spewed
greenhouse gases into the atmosphere thinking that tomorrow would never come,
both of these hugely high-risk technologies would create even more dangerous
forms of waste, and neither has a discernible exit strategy (subjects that I will be
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exploring in greater depth later on). Hyper-patriotism, similarly, is an active barrier
to coming up with any kind of global climate agreement, since it further pits
countries against one another rather than encouraging them to cooperate. As for
pitching climate action as a way to protect America’s high-consumerist “way of
life”—that is either dishonest or delusional because a way of life based on the
promise of infinite growth cannot be protected, least of all exported to every corner
of the globe.

The Battle of Worldviews

I am well aware that all of this raises the question of whether I am doing the same
thing as the deniers—rejecting possible solutions because they threaten my
ideological worldview. As I outlined earlier, I have long been greatly concerned
about the science of global warming—but I was propelled into a deeper
engagement with it partly because I realized it could be a catalyst for forms of
social and economic justice in which I already believed.

But there are a few important differences to note. First, I am not asking anyone
to take my word on the science; I think that all of us should take the word of 97
percent of climate scientists and their countless peer-reviewed articles, as well as
every national academy of science in the world, not to mention establishment
institutions like the World Bank and the International Energy Agency, all of which
are telling us we are headed toward catastrophic levels of warming. Nor am I
suggesting that the kind of equity-based responses to climate change that I favor
are inevitable results of the science.

What I am saying is that the science forces us to choose how we want to respond.
If we stay on the road we are on, we will get the big corporate, big military, big
engineering responses to climate change—the world of a tiny group of big
corporate winners and armies of locked-out losers that we have imagined in
virtually every fictional account of our dystopic future, fromMad Max to The

Children of Men to The Hunger Games to Elysium.Or we can choose to heed
climate change’s planetary wake-up call and change course, steer away not just
from the emissions cliff but from the logic that brought us careening to that
precipice. Because what the “moderates” constantly trying to reframe climate
action as something more palatable are really asking is: How can we create change
so that the people responsible for the crisis do not feel threatened by the solutions?
How, they ask, do you reassure members of a panicked, megalomaniacal elite that
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they are still masters of the universe, despite the overwhelming evidence to the
contrary? The answer is: you don’t. You make sure you have enough people on
your side to change the balance of power and take on those responsible, knowing
that true populist movements always draw from both the left and the right. And
rather than twisting yourself in knots trying to appease a lethal worldview, you set
out to deliberately strengthen those values (“egalitarian” and “communitarian” as
the cultural cognition studies cited here describe them) that are currently being
vindicated, rather than refuted, by the laws of nature.

Culture, after all, is fluid. It has changed many times before and can change
again. The delegates at the Heartland conference understand this, which is why
they are so determined to suppress the mountain of evidence proving that their
worldview is a threat to life on earth. The task for the rest of us is to believe, based
on that same evidence, that a very different worldview can be our salvation.

The Heartlanders understand that culture can shift quickly because they are part
of a movement that did just that. “Economics are the method,” Margaret Thatcher
said, “the object is to change the heart and soul.” It was a mission largely
accomplished. To cite just one example, in 1966, a survey of U.S. college freshmen
found that only about 44 percent of them said that making a lot of money was “very
important” or “essential.” By 2013, the figure had jumped to 82 percent.
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It’s enormously telling that as far back as 1998, when the American Geophysical
Union (AGU) convened a series of focus groups designed to gauge attitudes
toward global warming, it discovered that “Many respondents in our focus groups
were convinced that the underlying cause of environmental problems (such as
pollution and toxic waste) is a pervasive climate of rampant selfishness and greed,
and since they see this moral deterioration to be irreversible, they feel that
environmental problems are unsolvable.”65

Moreover, a growing body of
psychological and sociological research shows that the AGU respondents were
exactly right: there is a direct and compelling relationship between the dominance
of the values that are intimately tied to triumphant capitalism and the presence of
anti-environment views and behaviors. While a great deal of research has
demonstrated that having politically conservative or “hierarchical” views and a
pro-industry slant makes one particularly likely to deny climate change, there is an
even larger number of studies connecting materialistic values (and even free
market ideology) to carelessness not just about climate change, but to a great many
environmental risks. At Knox College in Illinois, psychologist Tim Kasser has
been at the forefront of this work. “To the extent people prioritize values and goals
such as achievement, money, power, status and image, they tend to hold more
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negative attitudes towards the environment, are less likely to engage in positive
environmental behaviors, and are more likely to use natural resources
unsustainably,” write Kasser and British environmental strategist Tom Crompton
in their 2009 book, Meeting Environmental Challenges: The Role of Human

Identity.
66

In other words, the culture that triumphed in our corporate age pits us against
the natural world. This could easily be a cause only for despair. But if there is a
reason for social movements to exist, it is not to accept dominant values as fixed
and unchangeable but to offer other ways to live—to wage, and win, a battle of
cultural worldviews. That means laying out a vision of the world that competes
directly with the one on harrowing display at the Heartland conference and in so
many other parts of our culture, one that resonates with the majority of people on
the planet because it is true: That we are not apart from nature but of it. That acting
collectively for a greater good is not suspect, and that such common projects of
mutual aid are responsible for our species’ greatest accomplishments. That greed
must be disciplined and tempered by both rule and example. That poverty amidst
plenty is unconscionable.

It also means defending those parts of our societies that already express these
values outside of capitalism, whether it’s an embattled library, a public park, a
student movement demanding free university tuition, or an immigrant rights
movement fighting for dignity and more open borders. And most of all, it means
continually drawing connections among these seemingly disparate struggles—
asserting, for instance, that the logic that would cut pensions, food stamps, and
health care before increasing taxes on the rich is the same logic that would blast
the bedrock of the earth to get the last vapors of gas and the last drops of oil before
making the shift to renewable energy.

Many are attempting to draw these connections and are expressing these
alternative values in myriad ways. And yet a robust movement responding to the
climate crisis is not emerging fast enough. Why? Why aren’t we, as a species,
rising to our historical moment? Why are we so far letting “decade zero” slip
away?

It’s rational for right-wing ideologues to deny climate change—to recognize it
would be intellectually cataclysmic. But what is stopping so many who reject that
ideology from demanding the kinds of powerful measures that the Heartlanders
fear? Why aren’t liberal and left political parties around the world calling for an
end to extreme energy extraction and full transitions to renewal and regeneration-
based economies? Why isn’t climate change at the center of the progressive
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agenda, the burning basis for demanding a robust and reinvented commons, rather
than an often forgotten footnote? Why do liberal media outlets still segregate
stories about melting ice sheets in their “green” sections—next to viral videos of
cuddly animals making unlikely friendships? Why are so many of us not doing the
things that must be done to keep warming below catastrophic levels?

The short answer is that the deniers won, at least the first round. Not the battle
over climate science—their influence in that arena is already waning. But the
deniers, and the ideological movement from which they sprang, won the battle
over which values would govern our societies. Their vision—that greed should
guide us, that, to quote the late economist Milton Friedman, “the major error” was
“to believe that it is possible to do good with other people’s money”—has
dramatically remade our world over the last four decades, decimating virtually
every countervailing power.

67
Extreme free-market ideology was locked in

through the harsh policy conditions attached to much-needed loans issued by the
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. It shaped the model of export-
led development that dotted the developing world with free trade zones. It was
written into countless trade agreements. Not everyone was convinced by these
arguments, not by a long shot. But too many tacitly accepted Thatcher’s dictum
that there is no alternative.

Meanwhile, denigration of collective action and veneration of the profit motive
have infiltrated virtually every government on the planet, every major media
organization, every university, our very souls. As that American Geophysical
Union survey indicated, somewhere inside each of us dwells a belief in their central
lie—that we are nothing but selfish, greedy, self-gratification machines. And if we
are that, then what hope do we have of taking on the grand, often difficult,
collective work that will be required to save ourselves in time? This, without a
doubt, is neoliberalism’s single most damaging legacy: the realization of its bleak
vision has isolated us enough from one another that it became possible to convince
us that we are not just incapable of self-preservation but fundamentally not worth

saving.

Yet at the same time, many of us know the mirror that has been held up to us is
profoundly distorted—that we are, in fact, a mess of contradictions, with our desire
for self-gratification coexisting with deep compassion, our greed with empathy and
solidarity. And as Rebecca Solnit vividly documents in her 2009 book, A Paradise

Built in Hell, it is precisely when humanitariancrises hit that these other, neglected
values leap to the fore, whether it’s the incredible displays of international
generosity after a massive earthquake or tsunami, or the way New Yorkers
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gathered to spontaneously meet and comfort one another after the 9/11 attacks.
Just as the Heartlanders fear, the existential crisis that is climate change has the
power to release these suppressed values on a global and sustained scale, to provide
us with a chance for a mass jailbreak from the house that their ideology built—a
structure already showing significant cracks and fissures.

68

But before that can happen, we need to take a much closer look at precisely how
the legacy of market fundamentalism, and the much deeper cultural narratives on
which it rests, still block critical, life-saving climate action on virtually every front.
The green movement’s mantra that climate is not about left and right but “right
and wrong” has gotten us nowhere. The traditional political left does not hold all
the answers to this crisis. But there can be no question that the contemporary
political right, and the triumphant ideology it represents, is a formidable barrier to
progress.

As the next four chapters will show, the real reason we are failing to rise to the
climate moment is because the actions required directly challenge our reigning
economic paradigm (deregulated capitalism combined with public austerity), the
stories on which Western cultures are founded (that we stand apart from nature and
can outsmart its limits), as well as many of the activities that form our identities
and define our communities (shopping, living virtually, shopping some more).
They also spell extinction for the richest and most powerful industry the world has
ever known—the oil and gas industry, which cannot survive in anything like its
current form if we humans are to avoid our own extinction. In short, we have not
responded to this challenge because we are locked in—politically, physically, and
culturally. Only when we identify these chains do we have a chance of breaking
free.

____________
*

Much of this confidence is based on fantasy. Though the ultra-rich may be able to buy a measure of
protection for a while, even the wealthiest nation on the planet can fall apart in the face of a major shock
(as Hurricane Katrina showed). And no society, no matter how well financed or managed, can truly adapt
to massive natural disasters when one comes fast and furious on the heels of the last.
*

In early 2011, Joe Read, a newly elected representative to the Montana state legislature, made history by
introducing the first bill to officially declare climate change a good thing. “Global warming is beneficial to
the welfare and business climate of Montana,” the bill stated. Read explained, “Even if it does get warmer,
we’re going to have a longer growing season. It could be very beneficial to the state of Montana. Why are
we going to stop this progress?” The bill did not pass.
†

In a telling development, the American Freedom Alliance hosted its own conference challenging the
reality of climate change in Los Angeles in June 2011. Part of the Alliance’s stated mission is “to identify
threats to Western civilization,” and it is known for its fearmongering about “the Islamic penetration of
Europe” and similar supposed designs in the U.S. Meanwhile, one of the books on sale at the Heartland
conference wasGoing Green by Chris Skates, a fictional “thriller” in which climate activists plot with
Islamic terrorists to destroy America’s electricity grid.
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2

HOT MONEY

How Free Market Fundamentalism Helped Overheat the Planet

“We always had hope that next year was gonna be better. And even this
year was gonna be better. We learned slowly, and what didn’t work, you
tried it harder the next time. You didn’t try something different. You just
tried harder, the same thing that didn’t work.”

–Wayne Lewis, Dust Bowl survivor, 2012
1

“As leaders we have a responsibility to fully articulate the risks our
people face. If the politics are not favorable to speaking truthfully, then
clearly we must devote more energy to changing the politics.”

–Marlene Moses, Ambassador to the United Nations for Nauru, 2012
2

During the globalization wars of the late nineties and early 2000s, I used to follow
international trade law extremely closely. But I admit that as I immersed myself in
the science and politics of climate change, I stopped paying attention to trade. I
told myself that there was only so much abstract, bureaucratic jargon one person
could be expected to absorb, and my quota was filled up with emission mitigation
targets, feed-in tariffs, and the United Nations’ alphabet soup of UNFCCCs and
IPCCs.

Then about three years ago, I started to notice that green energy programs—the
strong ones that are needed to lower global emissions fast—were increasingly
being challenged under international trade agreements, particularly the World
Trade Organization’s rules.

In 2010, for instance, the United States challenged one of China’s wind power
subsidy programs on the grounds that it contained supports for local industry
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considered protectionist. China, in turn, filed a complaint in 2012 targeting various
renewable energy programs in the European Union, singling out Italy and Greece
(it has also threatened to bring a dispute against renewables subsidies in five U.S.
states). Washington, meanwhile, has launched a World Trade Organization attack
on India’s ambitious Jawaharlal Nehru National Solar Mission, a large, multiphase
solar support program—once again, for containing provisions, designed to
encourage local industry, considered to be protectionist. As a result, brand-new
factories that should be producing solar panels are now contemplating closure. Not
to be outdone, India has signaled that it might take aim at state renewable energy
programs in the U.S.

3

This is distinctly bizarre behavior to exhibit in the midst of a climate emergency.
Especially because these same governments can be counted upon to angrily
denounce each other at United Nations climate summits for not doing enough to
cut emissions, blaming their own failures on the other’s lack of commitment. Yet
rather than compete for the best, most effective supports for green energy, the
biggest emitters in the world are rushing to the WTO to knock down each other’s
windmills.

As one case piled on top of another, it seemed to me that it was time to delve
back into the trade wars. And as I explored the issue further, I discovered that one
of the key, precedent-setting cases pitting “free trade” against climate action was
playing out in Ontario, Canada—my own backyard. Suddenly, trade law became
a whole lot less abstract.

———

Sitting at the long conference table overlooking his factory floor, Paolo Maccario,
an elegant Italian businessman who moved to Toronto to open a solar factory, has
the proud, resigned air of a captain determined to go down with his ship. He makes
an effort to put on a brave face: True, “the Ontario market is pretty much gone,”
but the company will find new customers for its solar panels, he tells me, maybe
in Europe, or the United States. Their products are good, best in class, and “the
cost is competitive enough.”4

As chief operating officer of Silfab Ontario, Maccario has to say these things;
anything else would be a breach of fiduciary duty. But he is also frank that the last
few months have been almost absurdly bad. Old customers are convinced the
factory is going to close down and won’t be able to honor the twenty-five-year
warranty on the solar panels they purchased. New customers aren’t placing orders
over the same concerns, opting to go with Chinese companies that are selling less
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efficient but cheaper modules.
*

Suppliers who had been planning to set up their
own factories nearby to cut down on transport costs are now keeping their distance.

Even his own board back home in Italy (Silfab is owned by Silfab SpA, whose
founder was a pioneer in Italian photovoltaic manufacturing) seemed to be
jumping ship. The parent company had committed to invest around $7 million on
a custom piece of machinery that, according to Maccario, would have created solar
modules that “have an efficiency that has not been reached by any manufacturer in
China and in the Western world.” But at the last minute, and after all the research
and design for the machinery was complete, “It was decided that we cannot spend
the money to bring the technology here,” Maccario explains. We put on hair nets
and lab coats and he shows me an empty rectangle in the middle of the factory
floor, the space set aside for equipment that is not coming.

What are the chances he would choose to open this factory here today, given all
that has happened, I ask. At this, all attempts at PR drop away and he replies, “I
would say below zero if such a number exists.”

With his finely tailored wool suit and trim salt and pepper goatee, Maccario
looks as if he should be sipping espresso in a piazza in Turin, working for Fiat
perhaps—not stuck in this concrete box with an unopened yogurt on his desk,
across the street from Imperial Chilled Juice and down the road from the ass end
of an AMC multiplex.

And yet in 2010, the decision to locate the company’s first North American solar
manufacturing plant in Ontario seemed to make a great deal of sense. Back then
the mood in Ontario’s renewable sector was positively giddy. One year earlier, at
the peak of the Wall Street financial crisis, the province had unveiled its climate
action plan, the Green Energy and Green Economy Act, centered on a bold pledge
to wean Canada’s most populous province completely off coal by 2014.5

The plan was lauded by energy experts around the world, particularly in the U.S.,
where such ambition was lagging. On a visit to Toronto, Al Gore offered his
highest blessing, proclaiming it “widely recognized now as the single best green
energy [program] on the North American continent.” And Michael T. Eckhart, then
president of the American Council on Renewable Energy, described it as “the most
comprehensive renewable energy policy entered anywhere around the world.”6

The legislation created what is known as a feed-in tariff program, which allowed
renewable energy providers to sell power back to the grid, offering long-term
contracts with guaranteed premium prices. It also contained a variety of provisions
to ensure that the developers weren’t all big players but that local municipalities,
co-ops, and Indigenous communities could all get into the renewable energy
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market and benefit from those premium rates. The catch was that in order for most
of the energy providers to qualify, they had to ensure that a minimum percentage
of their workforces and materials were local to Ontario. And the province set the
bar high: solar energy developers had to source at least 40–60 percent of their
content from within the province.

7

The provision was an attempt to revive Ontario’s moribund manufacturing
sector, which had long been centered on the Big Three U.S. automakers (Chrysler,
Ford, and General Motors) and was, at that time, reeling from the near bankruptcy
of General Motors and Chrysler. Compounding these challenges was the fact that
Alberta’s tar sands oil boom had sent the Canadian dollar soaring, making Ontario
a much costlier place to build anything.

8

In the years that followed the announcement, Ontario’s efforts to get off coal
were plagued by political blunders. Large natural gas and wind developers ran
roughshod over local communities, while the government wasted hundreds of
millions (at least) trying to clean up the unnecessary messes. Yet even with all
these screwups, the core of the program was an undeniable success. By 2012,
Ontario was the largest solar producer in Canada and by 2013, it had only one
working coal-fired power plant left. The local content requirements—as the “buy
local” and “hire local” provisions are called—were also proving to be a significant
boost to the ailing manufacturing sector: by 2014, more than 31,000 jobs had been
created and a wave of solar and wind manufacturers had set up shop.

9

Silfab is a great example of how it worked. The Italian owners had already
decided to open a solar panel plant in North America. The company had considered
Mexico but was leaning toward the United States. The obvious choices, Maccario
told me, were California, Hawaii, and Texas, all of which offered lots of sunshine
and corporate incentives, as well as large and growing markets for their product.
Ontario—overcast and cold a lot of the year—wasn’t “on the radar screen,” he
admitted. That changed when the province introduced the green energy plan with
its local-content provisions, which Maccario described as a “very gutsy and very
well intended program.” The provisions meant that in communities that switched
to renewable energy, companies like his could count on a stable market for their
products, one that was protected from having to compete head-to-head with
cheaper solar panels from China. So Silfab chose Toronto for its first North
American solar plant.

Ontario’s politicians loved Silfab. It helped that the building the company
purchased to produce its panels was an abandoned auto parts factory, then sitting
idle like so many others. And many of the workers the company hired also came
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from the auto sector—men and women from Chrysler and the autoparts giant
Magna, who had years of experience working with the kind of robotic arms that
are used to assemble Silfab’s high-tech panels. When the plant opened, Wayne
Wright, a laid-off autoworker who landed a job as a production operator on the
Silfab line, spoke movingly about his seventeen-year-old son, who told him that
“finally” his dad’s new job would be “creating a better future for all the younger
kids.”10

And then things started to go very wrong. Just as the U.S. has acted against local
renewable supports in China and India, so Japan and then the European Union let
it be known that they considered Ontario’s local-content requirement to be a
violation of World Trade Organization rules. Specifically, they claimed that the
requirement that a fixed percentage of renewable energy equipment be made in
Ontario would “discriminate against equipment for renewable energy generation
facilities produced outside Ontario.”11

The WTO ruled against Canada, determining that Ontario’s buy-local provisions
were indeed illegal. And the province wasted little time in nixing the local-content
rules that had been so central to its program.

12
It was this, Maccario said, that led

his foreign investors to pull their support for factory expansion. “Seeing all those,
for lack of a better term, mixed messages … was the straw that broke the camel’s
back.”

It was also why many plants like his could well close, and others have decided
not to open in the first place.

Trade Trumps Climate

From a climate perspective, the WTO ruling was an outrage: if there is to be any
hope of meeting the agreed-upon 2 degree Celsius target, wealthy economies like
Canada must make getting off fossil fuels their top priority. It is a moral duty, one
that the federal government undertook when it signed the Kyoto Protocol in 1997.
Ontario was putting real policies in place to honor that commitment (unlike the
Canadian government as a whole, which has allowed emissions to balloon, leading
it to withdraw from the Kyoto Protocol rather than face international censure).
Most importantly, the program was working. How absurd, then, for the WTO to
interfere with that success—to let trade trump the planet itself.

And yet from a strictly legal standpoint, Japan and the EU were perfectly correct.
One of the key provisions in almost all free trade agreements involves something
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called “national treatment,” which requires governments to make no distinction
between goods produced by local companies and goods produced by foreign firms
outside their borders. Indeed, favoring local industry constitutes illegal
“discrimination.” This was a flashpoint in the free trade wars back in the 1990s,
precisely because these restrictions effectively prevent governments from doing
what Ontario was trying to do: create jobs by requiring the sourcing of local goods
as a condition of government support. This was just one of the many fateful battles
that progressives lost in those years.

Defenders of these trade deals argue that protections like Ontario’s buy-local
provisions distort the free market and should be eliminated. Some green energy
entrepreneurs (usually those that purchase their products from China) have made
similar arguments, insisting that it doesn’t matter where solar panel and wind
turbines are produced: the goal should be to get the cheapest products to the
consumer so that the green transition can happen as quickly as possible.

The biggest problem with these arguments is the notion that there is any free
market in energy to be protected from distortion. Not only do fossil fuel companies
receive $775 billion to $1 trillion in annual global subsidies, but they pay nothing
for the privilege of treating our shared atmosphere as a free waste dump—a fact
that has been described by the Stern Review on the Economics of Climate

Change as “the greatest market failure the world has ever seen.” That freebie is the
real distortion, that theft of the sky the real subsidy.

13

In order to cope with these distortions (which the WTO has made no attempt to
correct), governments need to take a range of aggressive steps—from price
guarantees to straight subsidies—so that green energy has a fair shot at competing.
We know from experience that this works: Denmark has among the most
successful renewable energy programs in the world, with 40 percent of its
electricity coming from renewables, mostly wind. But it’s significant that the
program was rolled out in the 1980s, before the free trade era began, when there
was no one to argue with the Danish government’s generous subsidies to the
community-controlled energy projects putting up wind turbines (in 1980, new
installations were subsidized by up to 30 percent).

14

As Scott Sinclair of the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives has pointed out,
“many of the policies Denmark used to launch its renewable energy industry would
have been inconsistent with … international trade and investment agreements,”
since favoring “locally owned cooperatives would conflict with non-
discrimination rules requiring that foreign companies be treated no less favourably
than domestic suppliers.”15
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And Aaron Cosbey, a development economist and trade and climate expert who
is generally supportive of the WTO, rightly notes that the promise of local job
creation has been key to the political success of renewable energy programs. “In
many cases the green jobs argument is the deciding factor that convinces
governments to dole out support. And such requirements, if attached to subsidies
or investment privileges, violate WTO obligations.”16

Which is why governments adopting these tried-and-tested policies—of which
there have been far too few—are the ones getting dragged into trade court, whether
China, India, Ontario, or the European Union.

Worse, it’s not only critical supports for renewable energy that are at risk of
these attacks. Any attempt by a government to regulate the sale or extraction of
particularly dirty kinds of fossil fuels is also vulnerable to similar trade challenges.
The European Union, for instance, is considering new fuel quality standards that
would effectively restrict the sales of oil derived from such high-carbon sources as
the Alberta tar sands. It’s excellent climate policy, of the kind we need much more,
but the effort has been slowed down by Canada’s not so subtle threats of trade
retaliation. Meanwhile, the European Union is using bilateral trade talks to try to
circumvent longstanding U.S. restrictions on oil and gas exports, including a
decades-old export ban on crude oil. In July 2014, a leaked negotiating document
revealed that Europe is pushing for a “legally binding commitment” that would
guarantee its ability to import fracked gas and oil from North Dakota’s Bakken
formation and elsewhere.

17

Almost a decade ago, a WTO official claimed that the organization enables
challenges against “almost any measure to reduce greenhouse gas emissions”—
there was little public reaction at the time, but clearly there should have been. And
the WTO is far from the only trade weapon that can be used in such battles—so
too can countless bilateral and regional free trade and investment agreements.

18

As we will see later on, these trade deals may even give multinationals the power
to overturn landmark grassroots victories against highly controversial extractive
activities like natural gas fracking: in 2012, an oil company began taking steps to
use NAFTA to challenge Quebec’s hard-won fracking moratorium, claiming it
robbed the company of its right to drill for gas in the province.

19
(The case is

ongoing.) As more activist victories are won, more such legal challenges should
be expected.

In some of these cases, governments may successfully defend their emission-
reducing activities in trade court. But in too many others, they can be relied upon
to cave in early, not wanting to appear anti–free trade (which is likely what is
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behind Ontario’s quiet acceptance of the WTO’s ruling against its green energy
plan). These challenges aren’t killing renewable energy; in the U.S. and China, for
instance, the solar market continues to grow impressively. But it is not happening
fast enough. And the legal uncertainty that now surrounds some of the most
significant green energy programs in the world is bogging us down at the very
moment when science is telling us we need to leap ahead. To allow arcane trade
law, which has been negotiated with scant public scrutiny, to have this kind of
power over an issue so critical to humanity’s future is a special kind of madness.
As Nobel Prize–winning economist Joseph Stiglitz puts it, “Should you let a group
of foolish lawyers, who put together something before they understood these
issues, interfere with saving the planet?”20

Clearly not. Steven Shrybman, an international trade and public interest lawyer
who has worked with a broad range of civil society groups to defend against these
trade challenges, says that the problem is structural. “If the trade rules don’t permit
all kinds of important measures to deal with climate change—and they don’t—
then the trade rules obviously have to be rewritten. Because there is no way in the
world that we can have a sustainable economy and maintain international trade
rules as they are. There’s no way at all.”21

This is exactly the sort of commonsense conclusion that has the Heartlanders so
very scared of climate change. Because when people wake up to the fact that our
governments have locked us into dozens of agreements that make important parts
of a robust climate change response illegal, they will have an awfully powerful
argument to oppose any such new deals until the small matter of our planet’s
habitability is satisfactorily resolved.

The same goes for all kinds of free market orthodoxies that threaten our capacity
to respond boldly to this crisis, from the suffocating logic of austerity that prevents
governments from making the necessary investments in low-carbon infrastructure
(not to mention firefighting and flood response), to the auctioning off of electric
utilities to private corporations that, in many cases, refuse to switch over to less
profitable renewables.

Indeed the three policy pillars of the neoliberal age—privatization of the public
sphere, deregulation of the corporate sector, and the lowering of income and
corporate taxes, paid for with cuts to public spending—are each incompatible with
many of the actions we must take to bring our emissions to safe levels. And
together these pillars form an ideological wall that has blocked a serious response
to climate change for decades. Before delving more deeply into the ways the
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climate crisis calls for dismantling that wall, it’s helpful to look a little more closely
at the epic case of bad timing that landed us where we are today.

A Wall Comes Down, Emissions Go Up

If the climate movement had a birthday, a moment when the issue pierced the
public consciousness and could no longer be ignored, it would have to be June 23,
1988. Global warming had been on the political and scientific radar long before
that, however. The basic insights central to our current understanding date back to
the beginning of the second half of the nineteenth century, and the first scientific
breakthroughs demonstrating that burning carbon could be warming the planet
were made in the late 1950s. In 1965, the concept was so widely accepted among
specialists that U.S. president Lyndon B. Johnson was given a report from his
Science Advisory Committee warning that, “Through his worldwide industrial
civilization, Man is unwittingly conducting a vast geophysical experiment.… The
climatic changes that may be produced by the increased CO2content could be
deleterious from the point of view of human beings.”22

But it wasn’t until James Hansen, then director of NASA’s Goddard Institute for
Space Studies, testified before a packed congressional hearing on June 23, 1988,
that global warming became the stuff of chat shows and political speeches. With
temperatures in Washington, D.C., a sweltering 98 degrees Fahrenheit (still a
record for that day), and the building’s air conditioning on the fritz, Hansen told a
room filled with sweaty lawmakers that he had “99 percent confidence” in “a real
warming trend” linked to human activity. In a comment to The New York Times he
added that it was “time to stop waffling” about the science. Later that same month,
hundreds of scientists and policymakers held the historic World Conference on the
Changing Atmosphere in Toronto where the first emission reductions were
discussed. The United Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC), the premier scientific body advising governments on the climate threat,
held its first session that November. By the following year, 79 percent of
Americans had heard of the greenhouse effect—a leap from just 38 percent in
1981.

23

The issue was so prominent that when the editors of Timemagazine announced
their 1988 “Man of the Year,” they went for an unconventional choice: “Planet of
the Year: Endangered Earth,” read the magazine’s cover line, over an image of the
globe held together with twine, the sun setting ominously in the background. “No
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single individual, no event, no movement captured imaginations or dominated
headlines more,” journalist Thomas Sancton explained, “than the clump of rock
and soil and water and air that is our common home.”24

More striking than the image was Sancton’s accompanying essay. “This year the
earth spoke, like God warning Noah of the deluge. Its message was loud and clear,
and suddenly people began to listen, to ponder what portents the message held.”
That message was so profound, so fundamental, he argued, that it called into
question the founding myths of modern Western culture. Here it is worth quoting
Sancton at length as he described the roots of the crisis:

In many pagan societies, the earth was seen as a mother, a fertile giver of life.
Nature—the soil, forest, sea—was endowed with divinity, and mortals were
subordinate to it. The Judeo-Christian tradition introduced a radically
different concept. The earth was the creation of a monotheistic God, who,
after shaping it, ordered its inhabitants, in the words of Genesis: “Be fruitful
and multiply, and replenish the earth and subdue it: and have dominion over
the fish of the sea and over the fowl of the air and over every living thing that
moveth upon the earth.” The idea of dominion could be interpreted as an
invitation to use nature as a convenience.

25

The diagnosis wasn’t original—indeed it was a synthesis of the founding
principles of ecological thought. But to read these words in America’s most
studiously centrist magazine was nothing short of remarkable. For this reason and
others, the start of 1989 felt to many in the environmental movement like a
momentous juncture, as if the thawing of the Cold War and the warming of the
planet were together helping to birth a new consciousness, one in which
cooperation would triumph over domination, and humility before nature’s
complexity would challenge technological hubris.

As governments came together to debate responses to climate change, strong
voices from developing countries spoke up, insisting that the core of the problem
was the high-consumption lifestyle that dominated in the West. In a speech in
1989, for instance, India’s President R. Venkataraman argued that the global
environmental crisis was the result of developed countries’ “excessive
consumption of all materials and through large-scale industrialization intended to
support their styles of life.”26

If wealthy countries consumed less, then everyone
would be safer.

But if that was the way 1989 began, it would end very differently. In the months
that followed, popular uprisings would spread across the Soviet-controlled Eastern
Bloc, from Poland to Hungary and finally to East Germany where, in November
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1989, the Berlin Wall collapsed. Under the banner “the End of History,” right-
wing ideologues in Washington seized on this moment of global flux to crush all
political competition, whether socialism, Keynesianism, or deep ecology. They
waged a frontal attack on political experimentation, on the idea that there might be
viable ways of organizing societies other than deregulated capitalism.

Within a decade, all that would be left standing would be their own extreme,
pro-corporate ideology. Not only would the Western consumer lifestyle survive
intact, it would grow significantly more lavish, with U.S. credit card debt per
household increasing fourfold between 1980 and 2010.

27
Simultaneously, that

voracious lifestyle would be exported to the middle and upper classes in every
corner of the globe—including, despite earlier protestations, India, where it would
wreak environmental damage on a scale difficult to fathom. The victories in the
new era would be faster and bigger than almost anyone predicted; and the armies
of losers would be left to pick through the ever-growing mountains of methane-
spewing waste.

Trade and Climate: Two Solitudes

Throughout this period of rapid change, the climate and trade negotiations closely
paralleled one another, each winning landmark agreements within a couple of
years of each other. In 1992, governments met for the first United Nations Earth
Summit in Rio, where they signed the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC), the document that formed the basis for all future
climate negotiations. That same year, the North American Free Trade Agreement
was signed, going into effect two years later. Also in 1994, negotiations
establishing the World Trade Organization concluded, and the new global trade
body made its debut the next year. In 1997, the Kyoto Protocol was adopted,
containing the first binding emission reduction targets. In 2001, China gained full
membership in the WTO, the culmination of a trade and investment liberalization
process that had begun decades earlier.

What is most remarkable about these parallel processes—trade on the one hand,
climate on the other—is the extent to which they functioned as two solitudes.
Indeed, each seemed to actively pretend that the other did not exist, ignoring the
most glaring questions about how one would impact the other. Like, for example:
How would the vastly increased distances that basic goods would now travel—by
carbon-spewing container ships and jumbo jets, as well as diesel trucks—impact
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the carbon emissions that the climate negotiations were aiming to reduce? How
would the aggressive protections for technology patents enshrined under the WTO
impact the demands being made by developing nations in the climate negotiations
for free transfers of green technologies to help them develop on a low-carbon path?
And perhaps most critically, how would provisions that allowed private companies
to sue national governments over laws that impinged on their profits dissuade
governments from adopting tough antipollution regulations, for fear of getting
sued?

These questions were not debated by government negotiators, nor was any
attempt made to resolve their obvious contradictions. Not that there was ever any
question about which side would win should any of the competing pledges to cut
emissions and knock down commercial barriers ever come into direct conflict: the
commitments made in the climate negotiations all effectively functioned on the
honor system, with a weak and unthreatening mechanism to penalize countries that
failed to keep their promises. The commitments made under trade agreements,
however, were enforced by a dispute settlement system with real teeth, and
failure to comply would land governments in trade court, often facing harsh
penalties.

In fact, the hierarchy was so clear that the climate negotiators formally declared
their subservience to the trading system from the start. When the U.N. climate
agreement was signed at the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, it made clear that
“measures taken to combat climate change, including unilateral ones, should not
constitute … a disguised restriction on international trade.” (Similar language
appears in the Kyoto Protocol.) As Australian political scientist Robyn Eckersley
puts it, this was “the pivotal moment that set the shape of the relationship between
the climate and trade regimes” because, “Rather than push for the recalibration of
the international trade rules to conform with the requirements of climate
protection … the Parties to the climate regime have ensured that liberalized trade
and an expanding global economy have been protected against trade-restrictive
climate policies.” This practically guaranteed that the negotiating process would
be unable to reckon with the kinds of bold but “trade-restrictive” policy options
that could have been coordinated internationally—from buy-local renewable
energy programs to restrictions on trade in goods produced with particularly high
carbon footprints.

28

A few isolated voices were well aware that the modest gains being made in the
negotiations over “sustainable development” were being actively unmade by the
new trade and investment architecture. One of those voices belonged to Martin
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Khor, then director of the Third World Network, which has been a key advisor to
developing country governments in both trade and climate talks. At the end of the
1992 Rio Earth Summit, Khor cautioned that there was a “general feeling among
Southern country delegates … that events outside the [summit] process were
threatening to weaken the South further and to endanger whatever positive
elements exist in” the Rio agenda. The examples he cited were the austerity
policies being pushed at the time by the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund, as well as the trade negotiations that would soon result in the
creation of the WTO.
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Another early warning was sounded by Steven Shrybman, who observed a
decade and a half ago that the global export of industrial agriculture had already
dealt a devastating blow to any possible progress on emissions. In a paper
published in 2000, Shrybman argued that “the globalization of agricultural systems
over recent decades is likely to have been one of the most important causes of
overall increases in greenhouse gas emissions.”30

This had far less to do with current debates about the “food miles” associated
with imported versus local produce than with the way in which the trade system,
by granting companies like Monsanto and Cargill their regulatory wish list—from
unfettered market access to aggressive patent protection to the maintenance of their
rich subsidies—has helped to entrench and expand the energy-intensive, higher-
emissions model of industrial agriculture around the world. This, in turn, is a major
explanation for why the global food system now accounts for between 19 and 29
percent of world greenhouse gas emissions. “Trade policy and rules actually drive
climate change in a very structural way in respect of food systems,” Shrybman
stressed in an interview.

31

The habit of willfully erasing the climate crisis from trade agreements continues
to this day: for instance, in early 2014, several negotiating documents for the
proposed Trans-Pacific Partnership, a controversial new NAFTA-style trade deal
spanning twelve countries, were released to the public via WikiLeaks and the
Peruvian human rights group RedGE. A draft of the environment chapter had
contained language stating that countries “acknowledge climate change as a global
concern that requires collective action and recognize the importance of
implementation of their respective commitments under the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).” The language was vague
and nonbinding, but at least it was a tool that governments could use to defend
themselves should their climate policies be challenged in a trade tribunal, as
Ontario’s plan was. But a later document showed that U.S. negotiators had
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proposed an edit: take out all the stuff about climate change and UNFCCC
commitments. In other words, while trade has repeatedly been allowed to trump
climate, under no circumstances would climate be permitted to trump trade.
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Nor was it only the trade negotiators who blocked out the climate crisis as they
negotiated agreements that would send emissions soaring and make many
solutions to this problem illegal. The climate negotiations exhibited their own
special form of denial. In the early and mid-1990s, while the first climate protocol
was being drafted, these negotiators, along with the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change, hashed out the details of precisely how countries should measure
and monitor how much carbon they were emitting—a necessary process since
governments were on the verge of pledging their first round of emission
reductions, which would need to be reported and monitored.

The emissions accounting system on which they settled was an odd relic of the
pre–free trade era that took absolutely no account of the revolutionary changes
unfolding right under their noses regarding how (and where) the world’s goods
were being manufactured. For instance, emissions from the transportation of goods
across borders—all those container ships, whose traffic has increased by nearly
400 percent over the last twenty years—are not formally attributed to any nation-
state and therefore no one country is responsible for reducing their polluting
impact. (And there remains little momentum at the U.N. for changing that, despite
the reality that shipping emissions are set to double or even triple by 2050.)
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And fatefully, countries are responsible only for the pollution they create inside
their own borders—not for the pollution produced in the manufacturing of goods
that are shipped to their shores; those are attributed to the countries where the
goods were produced.
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This means that the emissions that went into producing,

say, the television in my living room, appear nowhere on Canada’s emissions
ledger, but rather are attributed entirely to China’s ledger, because that is where
the set was made. And the international emissions from the container ship that
carried my TV across the ocean (and then sailed back again) aren’t entered into
anyone’s account book.

This deeply flawed system has created a vastly distorted picture of the drivers
of global emissions. It has allowed rapidly de-industrializing wealthy states to
claim that their emissions have stabilized or even gone down when, in fact, the
emissions embedded in their consumption have soared during the free trade era.
For instance, in 2011, the Proceedings of the National Academy of

Sciences published a study of the emissions from industrialized countries that
signed the Kyoto Protocol. It found that while their emissions had stopped
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growing, that was partly because international trade had allowed these countries to
move their dirty production overseas. The researchers concluded that the rise in
emissions from goods produced in developingcountries but consumed in
industrialized ones was six timesgreater than the emissions savings of
industrialized countries.

35

Cheap Labor, Dirty Energy: A Package Deal

As the free trade system was put in place and producing offshore became the rule,
emissions did more than move—they multiplied. As mentioned earlier, before the
neoliberal era, emissions growth had been slowing, from 4.5 percent annual
increases in the 1960s to about 1 percent a year in the 1990s. But the new
millennium was a watershed: between 2000 and 2008, the growth rate reached 3.4
percent a year, shooting past the highest IPCC projections of the day. In 2009, it
dipped due to the financial crisis, but made up for lost time with the historic 5.9
percent increase in 2010 that left climate watchers reeling. (In mid-2014, two
decades after the creation of the WTO, the IPCC finally acknowledged the reality
of globalization and noted in its Fifth Assessment Report, “A growing share of
total anthropogenic CO2 emissions is released in the manufacture of products that
are traded across international borders.”)36

The reason for what Andreas Malm—a Swedish expert on the history of coal—
describes as “the early 21st Century emissions explosion” is straightforward
enough. When China became the “workshop of the world” it also became the coal-
spewing “chimney of the world.” By 2007, China was responsible for two thirds
of the annual increase in global emissions. Some of that was the result of China’s
own internal development—bringing electricity to rural areas, and building roads.
But a lot of it was directly tied to foreign trade: according to one study, between
2002 and 2008, 48 percent of China’s total emissions was related to producing
goods for export.

37

“One of the reasons why we’re in the climate crisis is because of this model of
globalization,” says Margrete Strand Rangnes, executive vice president at Public
Citizen, a Washington-based policy institute that has been at the forefront of the
fight against free trade. And that, she says, is a problem that requires “a pretty
fundamental re-formation of our economy, if we’re going to do this right.”38

International trade deals were only one of the reasons that
governments embraced this particular model of fast-and-dirty, export-led
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development, and every country had its own peculiarities. In many cases (though
not China’s), the conditions attached to loans from the International Monetary
Fund and World Bank were a major factor, so was the economic orthodoxy
imparted to elite students at schools like Harvard and the University of Chicago.
All of these and other factors played a role in shaping what was (never ironically)
referred to as the Washington Consensus. Underneath it all is the constant drive
for endless economic growth, a drive that, as will be explored later on, goes much
deeper than the trade history of the past few decades. But there is no question that
the trade architecture and the economic ideology embedded within it played a
central role in sending emissions into hyperdrive.

That’s because one of the primary driving forces of the particular trade system
designed in the 1980s and 1990s was always to allow multinationals the freedom
to scour the globe in search of the cheapest and most exploitable labor force. It was
a journey that passed through Mexico and Central America’s sweatshop
maquiladoras and had a long stopover in South Korea. But by the end of the 1990s,
virtually all roads led to China, a country where wages were extraordinarily low,
trade unions were brutally suppressed, and the state was willing to spend
seemingly limitless funds on massive infrastructure projects—modern ports,
sprawling highway systems, endless numbers of coal-fired power plants, massive
dams—all to ensure that the lights stayed on in the factories and the goods made it
from the assembly lines onto the container ships on time. A free trader’s dream, in
other words—and a climate nightmare.

A nightmare because there is a close correlation between low wages and high
emissions, or as Malm puts it, “a causal link between the quest for cheap and
disciplined labor power and rising CO2 emissions.” And why wouldn’t there be?
The same logic that is willing to work laborers to the bone for pennies a day will
burn mountains of dirty coal while spending next to nothing on pollution controls
because it’s the cheapest way to produce. So when the factories moved to China,
they also got markedly dirtier. As Malm points out, Chinese coal use was declining
slightly between 1995 and 2000, only for the explosion in manufacturing to send
it soaring once again. It’s not that the companies moving their production to
China wanted to drive up emissions: they were after the cheap labor, but exploited
workers and an exploited planet are, it turns out, a package deal. A destabilized
climate is the cost of deregulated, global capitalism, its unintended, yet
unavoidable consequence.
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This connection between pollution and labor exploitation has been true since the
earliest days of the Industrial Revolution. But in the past, when workers organized
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to demand better wages, and when city dwellers organized to demand cleaner air,
the companies were pretty much forced to improve both working and
environmental standards. That changed with the advent of free trade: thanks to the
removal of virtually all barriers to capital flows, corporations could pick up and
leave every time labor costs started rising. That’s why many large manufacturers
left South Korea for China in the late 1990s, and it’s why many are now leaving
China, where wages are climbing, for Bangladesh, where they are significantly
lower. So while our clothes, electronics, and furniture may be made in China, the
economic model was primarily made in the U.S.A.

And yet when the subject of climate change comes up in discussion in wealthy,
industrialized countries, the instant response, very often, is that it’s all China’s
fault (and India’s fault and Brazil’s fault and so on). Why bother cutting our own
emissions when everyone knows that the fast developing economies are the real
problem, opening more coal plants every month than we could ever close?

40
This

argument is made as if we in the West are mere spectators to this reckless and dirty
model of economic growth. As if it was not our governments and our
multinationals that pushed a model of export-led development that made all of this
possible. It is said as if it were not our own corporations who, with single-minded
determination (and with full participation from China’s autocratic rulers), turned
the Pearl River Delta into their carbon-spewing special economic zone, with the
goods going straight onto container ships headed to our superstores. All in the
name of feeding the god of economic growth (via the altar of hyper-consumption)
in every country in the world.

The victims in all this are regular people: the workers who lose their factory jobs
in Juárez and Windsor; the workers who get the factory jobs in Shenzhen and
Dhaka, jobs that are by this point so degraded that some employers install nets
along the perimeters of roofs to catch employees when they jump, or where safety
codes are so lax that workers are killed in the hundreds when buildings collapse.
The victims are also the toddlers mouthing lead-laden toys; the Walmart employee
expected to work over the Thanksgiving holiday only to be trampled by a stampede
of frenzied customers, while still not earning a living wage. And the Chinese
villagers whose water is contaminated by one of those coal plants we use as our
excuse for inaction, as well as the middle class of Beijing and Shanghai whose kids
are forced to play inside because the air is so foul.

41
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A Movement Digs Its Own Grave

The greatest tragedy of all is that so much of this was eminently avoidable. We
knew about the climate crisis when the rules of the new trade system were being
written. After all, NAFTA was signed just one year after governments, including
the United States, signed the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change in Rio. And it was by no means inevitable that these deals would go
through. A strong coalition of North American labor and environmental groups
opposed NAFTA precisely because they knew it would drive down labor and
environmental standards. For a time it even looked as if they would win.

Public opinion in all three countries was deeply divided, so much so that when
Bill Clinton ran for president in 1992, he pledged that he would not sign NAFTA
until it substantively reflected those concerns. In Canada, Jean Chrétien
campaigned for prime minister against the deal in the election of 1993. Once both
were in office, however, the deal was left intact and two toothless side agreements
were tacked on, one for labor and one for environmental standards. The labor
movement knew better than to fall for this ploy and continued to forcefully oppose
the deal, as did many Democrats in the U.S. But for a complex set of reasons that
will be explored later, having to do with a combination of reflexive political
centrism and the growing influence of corporate “partners” and donors, the
leadership of many large environmental organizations decided to play ball. “One
by one, former NAFTA opponents and skeptics became enthusiastic supporters,
and said so publicly,” writes journalist Mark Dowie in his critical history of the
U.S. environmental movement, Losing Ground. These Big Green groups even
created their own pro-NAFTA organization, the Environmental Coalition for
NAFTA—which included the National Wildlife Federation, the Environmental
Defense Fund, Conservation International, the National Audubon Society, the
Natural Resources Defense Council, and the World Wildlife Fund—which,
according to Dowie provided its “unequivocal support to the agreement.” Jay Hair,
then head of the National Wildlife Federation, even flew to Mexico on an official
U.S. trade mission to lobby his Mexican counterparts, while attacking his critics
for “putting their protectionist polemics ahead of concern for the environment.”42

Not everyone in the green movement hopped on the pro-trade bandwagon:
Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth, and the Sierra Club, as well as many small
organizations, continued to oppose NAFTA. But that didn’t matter to the Clinton
administration, which had what it wanted—the ability to tell a skeptical public that
“groups representing 80 percent of national [environmental] group membership
have endorsed NAFTA.” And that was important, because Clinton faced an uphill
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battle getting NAFTA through Congress, with many in his own party pledging to
vote against the deal. John Adams, then director of the Natural Resources Defense
Council, succinctly described the extraordinarily helpful role played by groups like
his: “We broke the back of the environmental opposition to NAFTA. After we
established our position Clinton only had labor to fight. We did him a big favor.”43

Indeed when the president signed NAFTA into law in 1993, he made a special
point of thanking “the environmental people who came out and worked through
this—many of them at great criticism, particularly in the environmental
movement.” Clinton also made it clear that this victory was about more than one
agreement. “Today we have the chance to do what our parents did before us. We
have the opportunity to remake the world.” He explained that, “We are on the verge
of a global economic expansion.… Already the confidence we’ve displayed by
ratifying NAFTA has begun to bear fruit. We are now making real progress toward
a worldwide trade agreement so significant that it could make the material gains
of NAFTA for our country look small by comparison.” He was referring to the
World Trade Organization. And just in case anyone was still worried about the
environmental consequences, Clinton offered his personal assurance. “We will
seek new institutional arrangements to ensure that trade leaves the world cleaner
than before.”44

Standing by the president’s side was his vice president, Al Gore, who had been
largely responsible for getting so many Big Green groups on board. Given this
history, it should hardly come as a surprise that the mainstream environmental
movement has been in no rush to draw attention to the disastrous climate impacts
of the free trade era. To do so would only highlight their own active role in helping
the U.S. government to, in Clinton’s words, “remake the world.” Much better, as
we will see later on, to talk about light bulbs and fuel efficiency.

The significance of the NAFTA signing was indeed historic, tragically so.
Because if the environmental movement had not been so agreeable, NAFTA might
have been blocked or renegotiated to set a different kind of precedent. A new trade
architecture could have been built that did not actively sabotage the fragile global
climate change consensus. Instead—as had been the promise and hope of the 1992
Rio Earth Summit—this new architecture could have been grounded in the need to
fight poverty and reduce emissions at the same time. So for example, trade access
to developing countries could have been tied to transfers of resources and green
technology so that critical new electricity and transit infrastructure was low carbon
from the outset. And the deals could have been written to ensure that any measures
taken to support renewable energy would not be penalized and, in fact, could be
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rewarded. The global economy might not have grown as quickly as it did, but it
also would not be headed rapidly off the climate cliff.

The errors of this period cannot be undone, but it is not too late for a new kind
of climate movement to take up the fight against so-called free trade and build this
needed architecture now. That doesn’t—and never did—mean an end to economic
exchange across borders. It does, however, mean a far more thoughtful and
deliberate approach to why we trade and whom it serves. Encouraging the frenetic
and indiscriminate consumption of essentially disposable products can no longer
be the system’s goal. Goods must once again be made to last, and the use of energy-
intensive long-haul transport will need to be rationed—reserved for those cases
where goods cannot be produced locally or where local production is more carbon-
intensive. (For example, growing food in greenhouses in cold parts of the United
States is often more energy intensive than growing it in warmer regions and
shipping it by light rail.)
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According to Ilana Solomon, trade analyst for the Sierra Club, this is not a fight
that the climate movement can avoid. “In order to combat climate change, there’s
a real need to start localizing our economies again, and thinking about how and
what we’re purchasing and how it’s produced. And the most basic rule of trade law
is you can’t privilege domestic over foreign. So how do you tackle the idea of
needing to incentivize local economies, tying together local green jobs policies
with clean energy policies, when that is just a no-go in trade policy? … If we don’t
think about how the economy is structured, then we’re actually never going to the
real root of the problem.”46

These kinds of economic reforms would be good news—for unemployed
workers, for farmers unable to compete with cheap imports, for communities that
have seen their manufacturers move offshore and their local businesses replaced
with big box stores. And all of these constituencies would be needed to fight for
these policies, since they represent the reversal of the thirty-year trend of removing
every possible limit on corporate power.

From Frenetic Expansion to Steady States

Challenging free trade orthodoxy is a heavy lift in our political culture; anything
that has been in place for that long takes on an air of inevitability. But, critical as
these shifts are, they are not enough to lower emissions in time. To do that, we will
need to confront a logic even more entrenched than free trade—the logic of
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indiscriminate economic growth. This idea has understandably inspired a good
deal of resistance among more liberal climate watchers, who insist that the task is
merely to paint our current growth-based economic model green, so it’s worth
examining the numbers behind the claim.

It is Kevin Anderson of the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research, and
one of Britain’s top climate experts, who has most forcefully built the case that our
growth-based economic logic is now in fundamental conflict with atmospheric
limits. Addressing everyone from the U.K. Department for International
Development to the Manchester City Council, Anderson has spent more than a
decade patiently translating the implications of the latest climate science to
politicians, economists, and campaigners. In clear and understandable language,
the spiky-haired former mechanical engineer (who used to work in the
petrochemical sector) lays out a rigorous road map for cutting our emissions down
to a level that provides a decent shot at keeping global temperature rise below 2
degrees Celsius.

But in recent years Anderson’s papers and slide shows have become more
alarming. Under titles such as “Climate Change: Going Beyond
Dangerous … Brutal Numbers and Tenuous Hope,” he points out that the chances
of staying within anything like safe temperature levels are diminishing fast. With
his colleague Alice Bows-Larkin, an atmospheric physicist and climate change
mitigation expert at the Tyndall Centre, Anderson argues that we have lost so much
time to political stalling and weak climate policies—all while emissions
ballooned—that we are now facing cuts so drastic that they challenge the core
expansionist logic at the heart of our economic system.
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They argue that, if the governments of developed countries want a fifty-fifty
chance of hitting the agreed-upon international target of keeping warming below
2 degrees Celsius, and if reductions are to respect any kind of equity principle
between rich and poor nations, then wealthy countries need to start cutting their
greenhouse gas emissions by something like 8 to 10 percent a year—and they need
to start right now. The idea that such deep cuts are required used to be controversial
in the mainstream climate community, where the deadlines for steep reductions
always seemed to be far off in the future (an 80 percent cut by 2050, for instance).
But as emissions have soared and as tipping points loom, that is changing rapidly.
Even Yvo de Boer, who held the U.N.’s top climate position until 2009, remarked
recently that “the only way” negotiators “can achieve a 2-degree goal is to shut
down the whole global economy.”48
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That is a severe overstatement, yet it underlines Anderson and Bows-Larkin’s
point that we cannot achieve 8 to 10 percent annual cuts with the array of modest
carbon-pricing or green tech solutions usually advocated by Big Green. These
measures will certainly help, but they are simply not enough. That’s because an 8
to 10 percent drop in emissions, year after year, is virtually unprecedented since
we started powering our economies with coal. In fact, cuts above 1 percent per
year “have historically been associated only with economic recession or
upheaval,” as the economist Nicholas Stern put it in his 2006 report for the British
government.
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Even after the Soviet Union collapsed, reductions of this duration and depth did
not happen (the former Soviet countries experienced average annual reductions of
roughly 5 percent over a period of ten years). Nor did this level of reduction happen
beyond a single-year blip after Wall Street crashed in 2008. Only in the immediate
aftermath of the great market crash of 1929 did the United States see emissions
drop for several consecutive years by more than 10 percent annually, but that was
the worst economic crisis of modern times.
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If we are to avoid that kind of carnage while meeting our science-based
emissions targets, carbon reduction must be managed carefully through what
Anderson and Bows-Larkin describe as “radical and immediate de-growth
strategies in the US, EU and other wealthy nations.”*51

Now, I realize that this can all sound apocalyptic—as if reducing emissions
requires economic crises that result in mass suffering. But that seems so only
because we have an economic system that fetishizes GDP growth above all else,
regardless of the human or ecological consequences, while failing to place value
on those things that most of us cherish above all—a decent standard of living, a
measure of future security, and our relationships with one another. So what
Anderson and Bows-Larkin are really saying is that there is still time to avoid
catastrophic warming, but not within the rules of capitalism as they are currently
constructed. Which is surely the best argument there has ever been for changing
those rules.
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Rather than pretending that we can solve the climate crisis without rocking the
economic boat, Anderson and Bows-Larkin argue, the time has come to tell the
truth, to “liberate the science from the economics, finance and astrology, stand by
the conclusions however uncomfortable … we need to have the audacity to think
differently and conceive of alternative futures.”53

Interestingly, Anderson says that when he presents his radical findings in climate
circles, the core facts are rarely disputed. What he hears most often are confessions
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from colleagues that they have simply given up hope of meeting the 2 degree
temperature target, precisely because reaching it would require such a profound
challenge to economic growth. “This position is shared by many senior scientists
and economists advising government,” Anderson reports.54

In other words, changing the earth’s climate in ways that will be chaotic and
disastrous is easier to accept than the prospect of changing the fundamental,
growth-based, profit-seeking logic of capitalism. We probably shouldn’t be
surprised that some climate scientists are a little spooked by the radical
implications of their own research. Most of them were quietly measuring ice cores,
running global climate models, and studying ocean acidification, only to discover,
as Australian climate expert and author Clive Hamilton puts it, that in breaking the
news of the depth of our collective climate failure, they “were unwittingly
destabilizing the political and social order.”55

Nonetheless, that order has now been destabilized, which means that the rest of
us are going to have to quickly figure out how to turn “managed degrowth” into
something that looks a lot less like the Great Depression and a lot more like what
some innovative economic thinkers have taken to calling “The Great Transition.”56

———

Over the past decade, many boosters of green capitalism have tried to gloss over
the clashes between market logic and ecological limits by touting the wonders of
green tech, or the “decoupling” of environmental impacts from economic activity.
They paint a picture of a world that can continue to function pretty much as it does
now, but in which our power will come from renewable energy and all of our
various gadgets and vehicles will become so much more energy-efficient that we
can consume away without worrying about the impact.

If only humanity’s relationship with natural resources was that simple. While it
is true that renewable technologies hold tremendous promise to lower emissions,
the kinds of measures that would do so on the scale we need involve building vast
new electricity grids and transportation systems, often from the ground up. Even
if we started construction tomorrow, it would realistically take many years,
perhaps decades, before the new systems were up and running. Moreover, since
we don’t yet have economies powered by clean energy, all that green construction
would have to burn a lot of fossil fuels in the interim—a necessary process, but
one that wouldn’t lower our emissions fast enough. Deep emission cuts in the
wealthy nations have to start immediately. That means that if we wait for what
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Bows-Larkin describes as the “whiz-bang technologies” to come online “it will be
too little too late.”57

So what to do in the meantime? Well, we do what we can. And what we can
do—what doesn’t require a technological and infrastructure revolution—is to
consume less, right away. Policies based on encouraging people to consume less
are far more difficult for our current political class to embrace than policies that
are about encouraging people to consume green. Consuming green just means
substituting one power source for another, or one model of consumer goods for a
more efficient one. The reason we have placed all of our eggs in the green tech and
green efficiency basket is precisely because these changes are safely within market
logic—indeed, they encourage us to go out and buy more new, efficient, green cars
and washing machines.

Consuming less, however, means changing how much energy we actually use:
how often we drive, how often we fly, whether our food has to be flown to get to
us, whether the goods we buy are built to last or to be replaced in two years, how
large our homes are. And these are the sorts of policies that have been neglected
so far. For instance, as researchers Rebecca Willis and Nick Eyre argue in a report
for the U.K.’s Green Alliance, despite the fact that groceries represent roughly 12
percent of greenhouse gas emissions in Britain, “there is virtually no government
policy which is aimed at changing the way we produce, incentivising farmers for
low energy farming, or how we consume, incentivising consumption of local and
seasonal food.” Similarly, “there are incentives to drive more efficient cars, but
very little is done to discourage car dependent settlement patterns.”58

Plenty of people are attempting to change their daily lives in ways that do reduce
their consumption. But if these sorts of demand-side emission reductions are to
take place on anything like the scale required, they cannot be left to the lifestyle
decisions of earnest urbanites who like going to farmers’ markets on Saturday
afternoons and wearing up-cycled clothing. We will need comprehensive policies
and programs that make low-carbon choices easy and convenient for everyone.
Most of all, these policies need to be fair, so that the people already struggling to
cover the basics are not being asked to make additional sacrifice to offset the
excess consumption of the rich. That means cheap public transit and clean light
rail accessible to all; affordable, energy-efficient housing along those transit lines;
cities planned for high-density living; bike lanes in which riders aren’t asked to
risk their lives to get to work; land management that discourages sprawl and
encourages local, low-energy forms of agriculture; urban design that clusters
essential services like schools and health care along transit routes and in
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pedestrian-friendly areas; programs that require manufacturers to be responsible
for the electronic waste they produce, and to radically reduce built-in redundancies
and obsolescences.

*59

And as hundreds of millions gain access to modern energy for the first time,
those who are consuming far more energy than they need would have to consume
less. How much less? Climate change deniers like to claim that environmentalists
want to return us to the Stone Age. The truth is that if we want to live within
ecological limits, we would need to return to a lifestyle similar to the one we had
in the 1970s, before consumption levels went crazy in the 1980s. Not exactly the
various forms of hardship and deprivation evoked at Heartland conferences. As
Kevin Anderson explains: “We need to give newly industrializing countries in the
world the space to develop and improve the welfare and well-being of their people.
This means more cuts in energy use by the developed world. It also means lifestyle
changes which will have most impact on the wealthy.… We’ve done this in the
past. In the 1960s and 1970s we enjoyed a healthy and moderate lifestyle and we
need to return to this to keep emissions under control. It is a matter of the well-off
20 percent in a population taking the largest cuts. A more even society might result
and we would certainly benefit from a lower carbon and more sustainable way of
life.”60

There is no doubt that these types of policies have countless benefits besides
lower emissions. They encourage civic space, physical activity, community
building, as well as cleaner air and water. They also do a huge amount to reduce
inequality, since it is low-income people, often people of color, who benefit most
from improvements in public housing and public transit. And if strong living-wage
and hire-local provisions were included in transition plans, they could also benefit
most from the jobs building and running those expanded services, while becoming
less dependent on jobs in dirty industries that have been disproportionately
concentrated in low-income communities of color.

As Phaedra Ellis-Lamkins of the environmental justice organization Green for
All puts it, “The tools we use to combat climate change are the same tools we can
use to change the game for low-income Americans and people of color.… We need
Congress to make the investments necessary to upgrade and repair our crumbling
infrastructure—from building seawalls that protect shoreline communities to
fixing our storm-water systems. Doing so will create family-sustaining, local jobs.
Improving our storm-water infrastructure alone would put 2 million Americans to
work. We need to make sure that people of color are a part of the business
community and workforce building these new systems.”61
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Another way of thinking about this is that what is needed is a fundamental
reordering of the component parts of Gross Domestic Product. GDP is traditionally
understood to consist ofconsumption plus investment plus government

spending plus net exports. The free market capitalism of the past three decades has
put the emphasis particularly on consumption and trade. But as we remake our
economies to stay within our global carbon budget, we need to see less
consumption (except among the poor), less trade (as we relocalize our economies),
and less private investment in producing for excessive consumption. These
reductions would be offset by increased government spending, and increased
public and private investment in the infrastructure and alternatives needed to
reduce our emissions to zero. Implicit in all of this is a great deal more
redistribution, so that more of us can live comfortably within the planet’s capacity.

Which is precisely why, when climate change deniers claim that global warming
is a plot to redistribute wealth, it’s not (only) because they are paranoid. It’s also
because they are paying attention.

Growing the Caring Economy, Shrinking the Careless One

A great deal of thought in recent years has gone into how reducing our use of
material resources could be managed in ways that actually improve quality of life
overall—what the French call “selective degrowth.”*

Policies like luxury taxes
could be put in place to discourage wasteful consumption.

62
The money raised

could be used to support those parts of our economies that are already low-carbon
and therefore do not need to contract. Obviously a huge number of jobs would be
created in the sectors that are part of the green transition—in mass transit,
renewable energy, weatherization, and ecosystem restoration. And those sectors
that are not governed by the drive for increased yearly profit (the public sector, co-
ops, local businesses, nonprofits) would expand their share of overall economic
activity, as would those sectors with minimal ecological impact (such as the
caregiving professions, which tend to be occupied by women and people of color
and therefore underpaid). “Expanding our economies in these directions has all
sorts of advantages,” Tim Jackson, an economist at the University of Surrey and
author of Prosperity Without Growth, has written. “In the first place, the time spent
by these professions directly improves the quality of our lives. Making them more
and more efficient is not, after a certain point, actually desirable. What sense does
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it make to ask our teachers to teach ever bigger classes? Our doctors to treat more
and more patients per hour?”63

There could be other benefits too, like shorter work hours, in part to create more
jobs, but also because overworked people have less time to engage in low-
consumption activities like gardening and cooking (because they are just too busy).
Indeed, a number of researchers have analyzed the very concrete climate benefits
of working less. John Stutz, a senior fellow at the Boston-based Tellus Institute,
envisions that “hours of paid work and income could converge worldwide at
substantially lower levels than is seen in the developed countries today.” If
countries aimed for somewhere around three to four days a week, introduced
gradually over a period of decades, he argues, it could offset much of the emissions
growth projected through 2030 while improving quality of life.

64

Many degrowth and economic justice thinkers also call for the introduction of a
basic annual income, a wage given to every person, regardless of income, as a
recognition that the system cannot provide jobs for everyone and that it is
counterproductive to force people to work in jobs that simply fuel consumption.
As Alyssa Battistoni, an editor at the journalJacobin, writes, “While making
people work shitty jobs to ‘earn’ a living has always been spiteful, it’s now starting
to seem suicidal.”65

A basic income that discourages shitty work (and wasteful consumption) would
also have the benefit of providing much-needed economic security in the front-line
communities that are being asked to sacrifice their health so that oil companies can
refine tar sands oil or gas companies can drill another fracking well. Nobody wants
to have their water contaminated or have their kids suffer from asthma. But
desperate people can be counted on to do desperate things—which is why we all
have a vested interest in taking care of one another so that many fewer
communities are faced with those impossible choices. That means rescuing the
idea of a safety net that ensures that everyone has the basics covered: health care,
education, food, and clean water. Indeed, fighting inequality on every front and
through multiple means must be understood as a central strategy in the battle
against climate change.

This kind of carefully planned economy holds out the possibility of much more
humane, fulfilling lifestyles than the vast majority of us are experiencing under our
current system, which is what makes the idea of a massive social movement
coalescing behind such demands a real possibility. But these policies are also the
most politically challenging.
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Unlike encouraging energy efficiency, the measures we must take to secure a
just, equitable, and inspiring transition away from fossil fuels clash directly with
our reigning economic orthodoxy at every level. As we will see, such a shift breaks
all the ideological rules—it requires visionary long-term planning, tough
regulation of business, higher levels of taxation for the affluent, big public sector
expenditure, and in many cases reversals of core privatizations in order to give
communities the power to make the changes they desire. In short, it means
changing everything about how we think about the economy so that our pollution
doesn’t change everything about our physical world.

_______________
* China has of course emerged as the world’s dominant supplier of inexpensive modules, and in that role
has helped to drive dramatic drops in solar prices. It has also flooded the market with cheap panels in recent
years, contributing to a global oversupply that has outpaced demand.
* And they don’t let developing countries like China and India off the hook. According to their projections,
developing countries can have just one more decade to continue to increase their emissions to aid their
efforts to pull themselves out of poverty while switching over to green energy sources. By 2025, they would
need to be cutting emissions “at an unprecedented 7 per cent” a year as well.
*

A law passed by the European Parliament that would require that all cell phone manufacturers offer a
common battery charger is a small step in the right direction. Similarly, requiring that electronics
manufacturers use recycled metals like copper could save a great many communities from one of the most
toxic mining processes in the world.
* In French, “decroissance” has the double meaning of challenging both growth, croissance, and croire, to
believe—invoking the idea of choosing not to believe in the fiction of perpetual growth on a finite planet.
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3

PUBLIC AND PAID FOR

Overcoming the Ideological Blocks to the Next Economy

“We have no option but to reinvent mobility … much of India still takes
the bus, walks or cycles—in many cities as much as 20 percent of the
population bikes. We do this because we are poor. Now the challenge is
to reinvent city planning so that we can do this as we become rich.”

—Sunita Narain, director general, Centre for Science and Environment, 2013
1

“The lady in the Rolls-Royce car is more damaging to morale than a fleet
of Göring’s bombing-planes.”

–George Orwell, The Lion and the Unicorn, 1941
2

It was a tight vote but on September 22, 2013, residents of Germany’s second
largest city decided to take their power back. On that day, 50.9 percent of
Hamburg’s voters cast their ballots in favor of putting their electricity, gas, and
heating grids under the control of the city, reversing a wave of corporate sell-offs
that took place over a decade earlier.

3

It’s a process that has been given a few clunky names, including “re-
municipalization” and “re-communalization.” But the people involved tend to
simply refer to their desire for “local power.”

The Our Hamburg–Our Grid coalition made a series of persuasive arguments in
favor of taking back the utilities. A locally controlled energy system would be
concerned with public interests, not profits. Residents would have greater
democratic say in their energy system, they argued, rather than having the
decisions that affect them made in distant boardrooms. Andmoney earned in the
sale of energy would be returned to the city, rather than lost to the shareholders of
multinationals that had control over the grids at the time—a definite plus during a
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time of relentless public austerity. “For people it’s self-evident that goods on which
everybody is dependent should belong to the public,” campaign organizer Wiebke
Hansen explained in an interview.

4

There was something else driving the campaign as well. Many of Hamburg’s
residents wanted to be part of Energiewende: the fast-spreading transition to green,
renewable energy that was sweeping the country, with nearly 25 percent of
Germany’s electricity in 2013 coming from renewables, dominated by wind and
solar but also including some biogas and hydro—up from around 6 percent in
2000. In comparison, wind and solar made up just 4 percent of total U.S. electricity
generation in 2013. The cities of Frankfurt and Munich, which had never sold off
their energy grids, had already joined the transition and pledged to move to 100
percent renewable energy by 2050 and 2025, respectively. But Hamburg and
Berlin, which had both gone the privatization route, were lagging behind. And this
was a central argument for proponents of taking back Hamburg’s grid: it would
allow them to get off coal and nuclear and go green.

5

Much has been written about Germany’s renewable energy transition—
particularly the speed at which it is being achieved, as well as the ambition of its
future targets (the country is aiming for 55–60 percent renewables by 2035).

6
The

weaknesses of the program have also been hotly debated, particularly the question
of whether the decision to phase out nuclear energy has led to a resurgence of coal
(more on that next chapter).

In all of this analysis, however, scarce attention has been paid to one key factor
that has made possible what may be the world’s most rapid shift to wind and solar
power: the fact that in hundreds of cities and towns across the country, citizens
have voted to take their energy grids back from the private corporations that
purchased them. As Anna Leidreiter, a climate campaigner with the World Future
Council, observed after the Hamburg vote, “This marks a clear reversal to the
neoliberal policies of the 1990s, when large numbers of German municipalities
sold their public services to large corporations as money was needed to prop up
city budgets.”7

Nor is this some small trend. According to a Bloomberg report, “More than 70
new municipal utilities have started up since 2007, and public operators have taken
over more than 200 concessions to run energy grids from private companies in that
time.” And though there are no national statistics, the German Association of Local
Utilities believes many more cities and towns than that have taken back control
over their grids from outside corporations.

8
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Most surprising has been the force with which large parts of the German public
have turned against energy privatization. In 2013 in Berlin 83 percent of
participating voters cast their ballots in favor of switching to a publicly owned
power utility based eventually on 100 percent renewable energy. Not enough
people turned out to vote for the decision to be binding (though the campaign came
very close), but the referendum made public opinion so clear that campaigners are
still pushing for a nonprofit cooperative to take over the grid when the current
contract ends.

9

Energy privatization reversals—linked specifically to a desire for renewable
energy—have started to spread beyond Germany in recent years, including to the
United States. For instance, in the mid-2000s, residents and local officials in the
liberal city of Boulder, Colorado, began lobbying their privatized power utility to
move away from coal and toward renewable energy. The company, the
Minneapolis-based Xcel Energy, wasn’t particularly interested, so a coalition of
environmentalists and an energetic youth group called New Era Colorado came to
the same conclusion as the voters in Germany: they had to take their grid back.
Steve Fenberg of New Era explains, “We have one of the most carbon-intensive
energy supplies in the country, and [Boulder] is an environmentally minded
community, and we wanted to change that. We realized that we had no control
over that unless we controlled the energy supply.”10

In 2011, despite being outspent by Xcel by ten to one, the pro-renewables
coalition narrowly won two ballot measures that called on the city of Boulder to
consider buying back its power system.

11
The vote did not immediately put the

power utility under public control, but it gave the city the authority and financing
to seriously consider the option (which it is currently doing). The coalition won
another crucial vote in 2013 against an Xcel-supported initiative that would have
blocked the formation of a new public utility, this time by a wide majority.

These were historic votes: other cities had reversed earlier privatizations because
they were unhappy with the quality of the service or the pricing under the private
operator. But this was the first time a U.S. city was taking these steps “for the sole
purpose of reducing its impact on the planet,” according to Tim Hillman, a
Boulder-based environmental engineer. Indeed the pro–public forces had put
fighting climate change front and center in their campaigns, accusing Xcel of being
just another fossil fuel company standing in the way of much needed climate
action. And according to Fenberg, their vision reaches beyond Boulder. “We want
to show the world that you can actually power a city responsibly and not pay a lot
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for it,” he now says. “We want this to be a model, not just do this one cool thing
for ourselves in our community.”12

What stands out about Boulder’s experience is that, unlike some of the German
campaigns, it did not begin with opposition to privatization. Boulder’s local power
movement began with the desire to switch to clean energy, regardless of who was
providing it. Yet in the process of trying to achieve that goal, these residents
discovered that they had no choice but to knock down one of the core ideological
pillars of the free market era: that privately run services are always superior to
public ones. It was an accidental discovery very similar to the one Ontario residents
made when it became clear that their green energy transition was being
undermined by free trade commitments signed long ago.

Though rarely mentioned in climate policy discussions, there is a clear and
compelling relationship between public ownership and the ability of communities
to get off dirty energy. Many of the countries with the highest commitments to
renewable energy are ones that have managed to keep large parts of their electricity
sectors in public (and often local) hands, including the Netherlands, Austria, and
Norway. In the U.S., some of the cities that have set the most ambitious green
energy targets also happen to have public utilities. Austin, Texas, for instance, is
ahead of schedule for meeting its target of 35 percent renewable power by 2020,
and Sacramento, California’s, utility is gearing up to beat a similar target and has
set a pioneering goal of reducing emissions by 90 percent by mid-century. On the
other hand, according to John Farrell, senior researcher at the Minneapolis-based
Institute for Local Self-Reliance, the attitude of most private players has been,
“we’re going to take the money that we make from selling fossil fuels, and use it
to lobby as hard as we can against any change to the way that we do business.”13

This does not mean that private power monopolies will not offer their customers
the option of purchasing power from renewables as part of a mix that includes
fossil fuels: many do offer that choice, usually at a premium price. And some offer
renewable power exclusively, though this is invariably from large-scale
hydropower. Nor is it the case that public power will always willingly go green—
there are plenty of publicly owned power utilities that remain hooked on coal and
are highly resistant to change.

However, many communities are discovering that while public utilities often
need to be pressured hard to make emission reductions a priority (a process that
may require fundamental reform to make them more democratic and accountable
to their constituents) private energy monopolies offer no such option. Answerable
chiefly to their shareholders and driven by the need for high quarterly profits,
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private companies will voluntarily embrace renewables only if it won’t impact
their earnings or if they are forced to by law. If renewables are seen as less
profitable, at least in the short term, these bottom-line companies simply won’t
make the switch. Which is why, as German antinuclear activist Ralf Gauger puts
it, more and more people are coming to the conclusion that, “Energy supply and
environmental issues should not be left in the hands of private for-profit
interests.”14

This does not mean that the private sector should be excluded from a transition
to renewables: solar and wind companies are already bringing clean energy to
many millions of consumers around the world, including through innovative
leasing models that allow customers to avoid the up-front costs of purchasing their
own rooftop solar panels. But despite these recent successes, the market has proved
extremely volatile and according to projections from the International Energy
Agency, investment levels in clean energy need to quadruple by 2030 if we are to
meet emission targets aimed at staying below 2 degrees Celsius of warming.

15

It’s easy to mistake a thriving private market in green energy for a credible
climate action plan, but, though related, they are not the same thing. It’s entirely
possible to have a booming market in renewables, with a whole new generation of
solar and wind entrepreneurs growing very wealthy—and for our countries to still
fall far short of lowering emissions in line with science in the brief time we have
left. To be sure of hitting those tough targets, we need systems that are more
reliable than boom-and-bust private markets. And as a 2013 paper produced by a
research team at the University of Greenwich explains, “Historically, the private
sector has played little role in investing in renewable energy generation.
Governments have been responsible for nearly all such investments. Current
experience from around the world, including the markets of Europe, also shows
that private companies and electricity markets cannot deliver investments in
renewables on the scale required.”16

Citing various instances of governments turning to the public sector to drive
their transitions (including the German experience), as well as examples of large
corporate-driven renewable projects that were abandoned by their investors
midstream, the Greenwich research team concludes, “An active role for
government and public sector utilities is thus a far more important condition for
developing renewable energy than any expensive system of public subsidies for
markets or private investors.”17

Sorting out what mechanisms have the best chance of pulling off a dramatic and
enormously high-stakes energy transition has become particularly pressing of late.
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That’s because it is now clear that—at least from a technical perspective—it is
entirely possible to rapidly switch our energy systems to 100 percent renewables.
In 2009, Mark Z. Jacobson, a professor of civil and environmental engineering at
Stanford University, and Mark A. Delucchi, a research scientist at the Institute of
Transportation Studies at the University of California, Davis, authored a
groundbreaking, detailed road map for “how 100 percent of the world’s energy,
for all purposes, could be supplied by wind, water and solar resources, by as early
as 2030.” The plan includes not only power generation but also transportation as
well as heating and cooling. Later published in the journalEnergy Policy, the road
map is one of several credible studies that have come out in recent years that show
how wealthy countries and regions can shift all, or almost all, of their energy
infrastructure to renewables within a twenty-to-forty-year time frame.

18
Those

studies demonstrating the potential for rapid progress include:

• In Australia, the University of Melbourne’s Energy Institute and the nonprofit
Beyond Zero Emissions have published a blueprint for achieving a 60 percent
solar and 40 percent wind electricity system in an astonishing ten years.

19

• By 2014, the U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)
had concluded from its own extensive research into weather patterns that cost-
effective wind and solar could constitute nearly 60 percent of the U.S. electricity
system by 2030.

20

• Among more conservative projections, a major 2012 study by the U.S.
Department of Energy’s National Renewable Energy Laboratory argues that
wind, solar, and other currently available green technologies could meet 80
percent of Americans’ electricity needs by 2050.21

Most promising of all is new work by a team of researchers at Stanford, led by
Mark Jacobson (who coauthored the 2009 global plan). In March 2013, they
published a study in Energy Policy showing that New York state could meet all of
its power needs with renewables by 2030. Jacobson and his colleagues are
developing similar plans for every U.S. state, and have already published numbers
for the country as a whole. “It’s absolutely not true that we need natural gas, coal
or oil—we think it’s a myth,” he told The New York Times.

22

“This really involves a large scale transformation,” he says. “It would require an
effort comparable to the Apollo moon project or constructing the interstate
highway system. But it is possible, without even having to go to new technologies.
We really need to just decide collectively that this is the direction we want to head
as a society.” And he is clear on what stands in the way: “The biggest obstacles
are social and political—what you need is the will to do it.”23
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In fact it takes more than will: it requires the profound ideological shift already
discussed. Because our governments have changed dramatically since the days
when ambitious national projects were conceived and implemented. And the
imperatives created by the climate crisis are colliding with the dominant logic of
our time on many other fronts.

Indeed every time a new, record-breaking natural disaster fills our screens with
human horror, we have more reminders of how climate change demands that we
invest in the publicly owned bones of our societies, made brittle by decades of
neglect.

Rebuilding, and Reinventing, the Public Sphere

When I first spotted Nastaran Mohit, she was bundled in a long puffy black coat,
a white toque pulled halfway over her eyes, barking orders to volunteers gathered
in an unheated warehouse. “Take a sticky pad and write down what the needs are,”
the fast-talking thirty-year-old was telling a group newly designated as Team 1.
“Okay, head on out. Who is Team 2?”24

It was ten days after Superstorm Sandy made landfall and we were in one of the
hardest-hit neighborhoods in the Rockaways, a long, narrow strip of seaside
communities in Queens, New York. The storm waters had receded but hundreds
of basements were still flooded and power and cell phone service were still out.
The National Guard patrolled the streets in trucks and Humvees, making sure
curfew was observed, but when it came to offering help to those stranded in the
cold and dark, the state and the big aid agencies were largely missing in action.
(Or, more accurately, they were at the other, wealthier end of the Rockaway
peninsula, where these organizations and agencies were a strong and helpful
presence.)

25

Seeing this abandonment, thousands of mostly young volunteers had organized
themselves under the banner “Occupy Sandy” (many were veterans of Occupy
Wall Street) and were distributing clothes, blankets, and hot food to residents of
neglected areas. They set up recovery hubs in community centers and churches,
and went door-to-door in the area’s notorious, towering brick housing projects,
some as high as twenty-three stories. “Muck” had become a ubiquitous verb, as in
“Do you need us to come muck out your basement?” If the answer was yes, a team
of eager twenty-somethings would show up on the doorstep with mops, gloves,
shovels, and bleach, ready to get the job done.
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Mohit had arrived in the Rockaways to help distribute basic supplies but quickly
noticed a more pressing need: in some areas, absolutely no one was providing
health care. And the need was so great, it scared her. Since the 1950s, the
Rockaways—once a desirable resort destination—had become a dumping ground
for New York’s poor and unwanted: welfare recipients, the elderly, discharged
mental patients. They were crammed into high-rises, many in a part of the
peninsula known locally as the “Baghdad of Queens.”26

As in so many places like it, public services in the Rockaways had been cut to
the bone, and then cut some more. Just six months before the storm, Peninsula
Hospital Center—one of only two hospitals in the area, which served a low-income
and elderly population—had shut down after the state Department of Health
refused to step in. Walk-in clinics had attempted to fill the gap but they had flooded
during the storm and, along with the pharmacies, had not yet reopened. “This is
just a dead-zone,” Mohit sighed.27

So she and friends in Occupy Sandy called all the doctors and nurses they knew
and asked them to bring in whatever supplies they could. Next, they convinced the
owner of an old furrier, damaged in the storm, to let them convert his storefront on
the neighborhood’s main drag into a makeshift MASH unit. There, amidst the
animal pelts hanging from the ceiling, volunteer doctors and nurses began to see
patients, treat wounds, write prescriptions, and provide trauma counseling.

There was no shortage of patients; in its first two weeks, Mohit estimated that
the clinic helped hundreds of people. But on the day I visited, worries were
mounting about the people still stuck in the high-rises. As volunteers went door-
to-door distributing supplies in the darkened projects, flashlights strapped to their
foreheads, they were finding alarming numbers of sick people. Cancer and
HIV/AIDS meds had run out, oxygen tanks were empty, diabetics were out of
insulin, and addicts were in withdrawal. Some people were too sick to brave the
dark stairwells and multiple flights of stairs to get help; some didn’t leave because
they had nowhere to go and no way to get off the peninsula (subways and buses
were not operating); others feared that if they left their apartments, their homes
would be burglarized. And without cell service or power for their TVs, many had
no idea what was going on outside.

Most shockingly, residents reported that until Occupy Sandy showed up, no one
had knocked on their doors since the storm. Not from the Health Department, nor
the city Housing Authority (responsible for running the projects), nor the big relief
agencies like the Red Cross. “I was like ‘Holy crap,’ “Mohit told me. “There was
just no medical attention at all.”*28

Referring to the legendary abandonment of New
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Orleans’s poor residents when the city flooded in 2005, she said: “This is Katrina
2.0.”29

The most frustrating part was that even when a pressing health need was
identified, and even when the volunteer doctors wrote the required prescriptions,
“we bring it to the pharmacy and the pharmacy is sending it back to us because
they need insurance information. And then we get as much information as we can
and we bring it back and they say, ‘Now we need their Social Security number.’ ”30

According to a 2009 Harvard Medical School study, as many as 45,000 people
die annually in the United States because they lack health insurance. As one of the
study’s coauthors pointed out, this works out to about one death every twelve
minutes. It’s unclear how President Obama’s stunted 2010 health care law will
change those numbers, but watching the insurance companies continue to put
money before human health in the midst of the worst storm in New York’s history
cast this preexisting injustice in a new, more urgent light. “We need universal
health care,” Mohit declared. “There is no other way around it. There is absolutely
no other way around it.” Anyone who disagreed should come to the disaster zone,
she said, because this “is a perfect situation for people to really examine how
nonsensical, inhumane, and barbaric this system is.”31

The word “apocalypse” derives from the Greek apokalypsis, which means
“something uncovered” or revealed. Besides the need for a dramatically better
health care system, there was much else uncovered and revealed when the
floodwaters retreated in New York that October. The disaster revealed how
dangerous it is to be dependent on centralized forms of energy that can be knocked
out in one blow. It revealed the life-and-death cost of social isolation, since it was
the people who did not know their neighbors, or who were frightened of them, who
were most at risk. Meanwhile, it was the tightest-knit communities, where
neighbors took responsibility for one another’s safety, that were best able to
literally weather the storm.

The disaster also revealed the huge risks that come with deep inequality, since
the people who were already the most vulnerable—undocumented workers, the
formerly incarcerated, people in public housing—suffered most and longest. In
low-income neighborhoods, homes filled not only with water but with heavy
chemicals and detergents—the legacy of systemic environmental racism that
allowed toxic industries to build in areas inhabited mostly by people of color.
Public housing projects that had been left to decay—while the city bided its time
before selling them off to developers—turned into death traps, their ancient
plumbing and electrical systems giving way completely. As Aria Doe, executive
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director of the Action Center for Education and Community Development in the
Rockaways, put it, the peninsula’s poorest residents “were six feet under” before
the storm even hit. “Right now, they’re seven or eight feet under.”32

———

All around the world, the hard realities of a warming world are crashing up against
the brutal logic of austerity, revealing just how untenable it is to starve the public
sphere at the very moment we need it most. The floods that hit the U.K. in the
winter of 2013–2014, for instance, would have been trying for any government:
thousands of homes and workplaces were inundated, hundreds of thousands of
houses and other buildings lost power, farmland was submerged, several rail lines
were down for weeks, all combining to create what one top official called an
“almost unparalleled natural disaster.” This as the country was still reeling from a
previous devastating storm that had struck just two months before.
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But the floods were particularly awkward for the coalition government led by
Conservative prime minister David Cameron because, in the three years prior, it
had gutted the Environment Agency (EA), which was responsible for dealing with
flooding. Since 2009, at least 1,150 jobs had been lost at the agency, with as many
as 1,700 more on the chopping block, adding up to approximately a quarter of its
total workforce. In 2012 The Guardian had revealed that “nearly 300 flood defence
schemes across England [had] been left unbuilt due to government budget cuts.”
The head of the Environment Agency had stated plainly during the most recent
round of cuts that “Flood risk maintenance will be impacted.”34

Cameron is no climate change denier, which is what made it all the more
incredible that he had hobbled the agency responsible for protecting the public
from rising waters and more ferocious storms, two well-understood impacts of
climate change. And his praise of the good works of the staff that had survived his
axe provided cold comfort. “It is a disgrace that the Government is happy to put
cost cutting before public safety and protecting family homes,” announced the
trade union representing EA workers in a scathing statement. “They can’t have it
both ways, praising the sterling work of members in the Agency in one breath, and
in the next breath announcing further damaging cuts.”35

During good times, it’s easy to deride “big government” and talk about the
inevitability of cutbacks. But during disasters, most everyone loses their free
market religion and wants to know that their government has their backs. And if
there is one thing we can be sure of, it’s that extreme weather events like
Superstorm Sandy, Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines, and the British floods—
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disasters that, combined, pummeled coastlines beyond recognition, ravaged
millions of homes, and killed many thousands—are going to keep coming.

Over the course of the 1970s, there were 660 reported disasters around the world,
including droughts, floods, extreme temperature events, wildfires, and storms. In
the 2000s, there were 3,322—a fivefold boost. That is a staggering increase in just
over thirty years, and clearly global warming cannot be said to have “caused” all
of it. But the climate signal is also clear. “There’s no question that climate change
has increased the frequency of certain types of extreme weather events,” climate
scientist Michael Mann told me in an interview, “including drought, intense
hurricanes, and super typhoons, the frequency and intensity and duration of heat
waves, and potentially other types of extreme weather though the details are still
being debated within the scientific community.”36

Yet these are the same three decades in which almost every government in the
world has been steadily chipping away at the health and resilience of the public
sphere. And it is this neglect that, over and over again, turns natural disasters into
unnatural catastrophes. Storms burst through neglected levees. Heavy rain causes
decrepit sewer systems to back up and overflow. Wildfires rage out of control for
lack of workers and equipment to fight them (in Greece, fire departments can’t
afford spare tires for their trucks driving into forest blazes). Emergency responders
are missing in action for days after a major hurricane. Bridges and tunnels, left in
a state of disrepair, collapse under the added pressure.

The costs of coping with increasing weather extremes are astronomical. In the
United States, each major disaster seems to cost taxpayers upward of a billion
dollars. The cost of Superstorm Sandy is estimated at $65 billion. And that was
just one year after Hurricane Irene caused around $10 billion in damage, just one
episode in a year that saw fourteen billion-dollar disasters in the U.S. alone.
Globally, 2011 holds the title as the costliest year ever for disasters, with total
damages reaching at least $380 billion. And with policymakers still locked in the
vise grip of austerity logic, these rising emergency expenditures are being offset
with cuts to everyday public spending, which will make societies even more
vulnerable during the next disaster—a classic vicious cycle.
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It was never a good idea to neglect the foundations of our societies in this way.
In the context of climate change, however, that decision looks suicidal. There are
many important debates to be had about the best way to respond to climate
change—storm walls or ecosystem restoration? Decentralized renewables,
industrial scale wind power combined with natural gas, or nuclear power? Small-
scale organic farms or industrial food systems? There is, however, no scenario in
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which we can avoid wartime levels of spending in the public sector—not if we are
serious about preventing catastrophic levels of warming, and minimizing the
destructive potential of the coming storms.

It’s no mystery where that public money needs to be spent. Much of it should go
to the kinds of ambitious emission-reducing projects already discussed—the smart
grids, the light rail, the citywide composting systems, the building retrofits, the
visionary transit systems, the urban redesigns to keep us from spending half our
lives in traffic jams. The private sector is ill suited to taking on most of these large
infrastructure investments: if the services are to be accessible, which they must be
in order to be effective, the profit margins that attract private players simply aren’t
there.

Transit is a good example. In March 2014, when air pollution in French cities
reached dangerously high levels, officials in Paris made a snap decision to
discourage car use by making public transit free for three days. Obviously private
operators would strenuously resist such measures. And yet by all rights, our transit
systems should be responding with the same kind of urgency to dangerously high
levels of atmospheric carbon. Rather than allowing subway and bus fares to rise
while service erodes, we need to be lowering prices and expanding services—
regardless of the costs.

Public dollars also need to go to the equally important, though less glamorous
projects and services that will help us prepare for the coming heavy weather. That
includes things like hiring more firefighters and improving storm barriers. And it
means coming up with new, nonprofit disaster insurance programs so that people
who have lost everything to a hurricane or a forest fire are not left at the mercy of
a private insurance industry that is already adapting to climate change by avoiding
payouts and slapping victims with massive rate increases. According to Amy Bach,
cofounder of the San Francisco–based advocacy group United Policyholders,
disaster insurance is becoming “very much like health insurance. We’re going to
have to increasingly take the profit motive out of the system so that it operates
efficiently and effectively, but without generating obscene executive salaries and
bonuses and shareholder returns. Because it’s not going to be a sustainable model.
A publicly traded insurance company in the face of climate change is not a
sustainable business model for the end user, the consumer.”38 It’s that or a disaster
capitalism free-for-all; those are the choices.

These types of improvements are of course in far greater demand in developing
countries like the Philippines, Kenya, and Bangladesh that are already facing some
of the most severe climate impacts. Hundreds of billions of dollars are urgently
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needed to build seawalls; storage and distribution networks for food, water, and
medicine; early warning systems and shelters for hurricanes, cyclones, and
tsunamis—as well as public health systems able to cope with increases in climate-
related diseases like malaria.

39
Though mechanisms to protect against government

corruption are needed, these countries should not have to spend their health care
and education budgets on costly disaster insurance plans purchased from
transnational corporations, as is happening right now. Their people should be
receiving direct compensation from the countries (and companies) most
responsible for warming the planet.

The Polluter Pays

About now a sensible reader would be asking: how on earth are we going to pay
for all this? It’s the essential question. A 2011 survey by the U.N. Department of
Economic and Social Affairs looked at how much it would cost for humanity to
“overcome poverty, increase food production to eradicate hunger without
degrading land and water resources, and avert the climate change catastrophe.”
The price tag was $1.9 trillion a year for the next forty years—and “at least one
half of the required investments would have to be realized in developing
countries.”40

As we all know, public spending is going in the opposite direction almost
everywhere except for a handful of fast-growing so-called emerging economies.
In North America and Europe, the economic crisis that began in 2008 is still being
used as a pretext to slash aid abroad and cut climate programs at home. All over
Southern Europe, environmental policies and regulations have been clawed back,
most tragically in Spain, which, facing fierce austerity pressure, drastically cut
subsidies for renewables projects, sending solar projects and wind farms spiraling
toward default and closure. The U.K. under David Cameron has also cut supports
for renewable energy.

So if we accept that governments are broke, and they’re not likely to introduce
“quantitative easing” (aka printing money) for the climate system as they have for
the banks, where is the money supposed to come from? Since we have only a few
short years to dramatically lower our emissions, the only rational way forward is
to fully embrace the principle already well established in Western law: the polluter
pays.
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The fossil fuel companies have known for decades that their core product was
warming the planet, and yet they have not only failed to adapt to that reality, they
have actively blocked progress at every turn. Meanwhile, oil and gas companies
remain some of the most profitable corporations in history, with the top five oil
companies pulling in $900 billion in profits from 2001 to 2010. ExxonMobil still
holds the record for the highest corporate profits ever reported in the United States,
earning $41 billion in 2011 and $45 billion in 2012. These companies are rich,
quite simply, because they have dumped the cost of cleaning up their mess onto
regular people around the world. It is this situation that, most fundamentally, needs
to change.
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And it will not change without strong action. For well over a decade, several of
the oil majors have claimed to be voluntarily using their profits to invest in a shift
to renewable energy. In 2000, BP rebranded itself “Beyond Petroleum” and even
changed its logo to a sunburst, called “the Helios mark after the sun god of ancient
Greece.” (“We are not an oil company,” then-chief executive Sir John Browne said
at the time, explaining that, “We are aware the world wants less carbon-intensive
fuels. What we want to do is create options.”) Chevron, for its part, ran a high-
profile advertising campaign declaring, “It’s time oil companies get behind
renewables.… We agree.” But according to a study by the Center for American
Progress, just 4 percent of the Big Five’s $100 billion in combined profits in 2008
went to “renewable and alternative energy ventures.” Instead, they continue to
pour their profits into shareholder pockets, outrageous executive pay (Exxon CEO
Rex Tillerson makes more than $100,000 a day), and new technologies designed
to extract even dirtier and more dangerous fossil fuels.

42

And even as the demand for renewables increases, the percentage the fossil fuel
companies spend on them keeps shrinking—by 2011, most of the majors were
spending less than 1 percent of their overall expenditures on alternative energy,
with Chevron and Shell spending a deeply unimpressive 2.5 percent. In 2014,
Chevron pulled back even further. According to Bloomberg Businessweek, the
staff of a renewables division that had almost doubled its target profits was told
“that funding for the effort would dry up” and was urged “to find jobs elsewhere.”
Chevron also moved to sell off businesses that had developed green projects for
governments and school districts.As oil industry watcher Antonia Juhasz has
observed, “You wouldn’t know it from their advertising, but the world’s major oil
companies have either entirely divested from alternative energy or significantly
reduced their investments in favor of doubling down on ever-more risky and
destructive sources of oil and natural gas.”43
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Given this track record, it’s safe to assume that if fossil fuel companies are going
to help pay for the shift to renewable energy, and for the broader costs of a climate
destabilized by their pollution, it will be because they are forced to do so by law.
Just as tobacco companies have been obliged to pay the costs of helping people to
quit smoking, and BP has had to pay for much of the cleanup of its oil spill in the
Gulf of Mexico, it is high time for the industry to at least split the bill for the
climate crisis. And there is mounting evidence that the financial world understands
that this is coming. In its 2013 annual report on “Global Risks,” the World
Economic Forum (host of the annual superelite gathering in Davos), stated plainly,
“Although the Alaskan village of Kivalina—which faces being ‘wiped out’ by the
changing climate—was unsuccessful in its attempts to file a US$ 400 million
lawsuit against oil and coal companies, future plaintiffs may be more successful.
Five decades ago, the U.S. tobacco industry would not have suspected that in 1997
it would agree to pay $368 billion in health-related damages.” But it did.44

The question is: how do we stop fossil fuel profits from continuing to
hemorrhage into executive paychecks and shareholder pockets—and how do we
do it soon, before the companies are significantly less profitable or out of business
because we have moved to a new energy system? As the Global Risks report
suggests, communities severely impacted by climate change have made several
attempts to use the courts to sue for damages, but so far they have been
unsuccessful. A steep carbon tax would be a straightforward way to get a piece of
the profits, as long as it contained a generous redistributive mechanism—a tax cut
or income credit—that compensated poor and middle-class consumers for
increased fuel and heating prices. As Canadian economist Marc Lee points out,
designed properly, “It is possible to have a progressive carbon tax system that
reduces inequality as it raises the price of emitting greenhouse gases.”45

An even
more direct route to getting a piece of those pollution profits would be for
governments to negotiate much higher royalty rates on oil, gas, and coal extraction,
with the revenues going to “heritage trust funds” that would be dedicated to
building the post–fossil fuel future, as well as to helping communities and workers
adapt to these new realities.

Fossil fuel corporations can be counted on to resist any new rules that cut into
their profits, so harsh penalties, including revoking corporate charters, would need
to be on the table. Companies would threaten to pull out of certain operations, to
be sure, but once a multinational like Shell has spent billions to build the mines
and drilling platforms needed to extract fossil fuels, it is unlikely to abandon that
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infrastructure because royalties go up. (Though it will bitterly complain and may
well seek damages at an investment tribunal.)

But the extractive industries shouldn’t be the only targets of the “polluter pays”
principle. The U.S. military is by some accounts the largest single consumer of
petroleum in the world. In 2011, the Department of Defense released, at minimum,
56.6 million metric tons of CO2 equivalent into the atmosphere, more than the
U.S.-based operations of ExxonMobil and Shell combined.
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So surely the arms

companies should pay their share. The car companies have plenty to answer for
too, as do the shipping industry and the airlines.

Moreover, there is a simple, direct correlation between wealth and emissions—
more money generally means more flying, driving, boating, and powering of
multiple homes. One case study of German consumers indicates that the travel
habits of the most affluent class have an impact on climate 250 percent greater than
that of their lowest-earning neighbors.
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That means any attempt to tax the extraordinary concentration of wealth at the
very top of the economic pyramid, as documented so persuasively by Thomas
Piketty among many others, would—if partially channeled into climate
financing—effectively make the polluters pay. As journalist and climate and
energy policy expert Gar Lipow puts it, “We should tax the rich more because it is
the fair thing to do, and because it will provide a better life for most of us, and a
more prosperous economy. However, providing money to save civilization and
reduce the risk of human extinction is another good reason to bill the rich for their
fair share of taxes.” But it must be said that a “polluter pays” principle would have
to reach beyond the super rich. According to Stephen Pacala, director of the
Princeton Environmental Institute and codirector of Princeton’s Carbon Mitigation
Initiative, the roughly 500 million richest of us on the planet are responsible for
about half of all global emissions. That would include the rich in every country in
the world, notably in countries like China and India, as well significant parts of the
middle classes in North America and Europe.

*48

Taken together, there is no shortage of options for equitably coming up with the
cash to prepare for the coming storms while radically lowering our emissions to
prevent catastrophic warming.

Consider the following list, by no means complete:

• A “low-rate” financial transaction tax—which would hit trades of stocks,
derivatives, and other financial instruments—could bring in nearly $650 billion
at the global level each year, according to a 2011 resolution of the European
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Parliament (and it would have the added bonus of slowing down financial
speculation).
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• Closing tax havens would yield another windfall. The U.K.-based Tax Justice
Network estimates that in 2010, the private financial wealth of individuals
stowed unreported in tax havens around the globe was somewhere between $21
trillion and $32 trillion. If that money were brought into the light and its earnings
taxed at a 30 percent rate, it would yield at least $190 billion in income tax
revenue each year.
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• A 1 percent “billionaire’s tax,” floated by the U.N., could raise $46 billion
annually.
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• Slashing the military budgets of each of the top ten military spenders by 25
percent could free up another $325 billion, using 2012 numbers reported by the
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute. (Granted, probably the
toughest sell of all, particularly in the U.S.)
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• A $50 tax per metric ton of CO2 emitted in developed countries would raise an
estimated $450 billion annually, while a more modest $25 carbon tax would still
yield $250 billion per year, according to a 2011 report by the World Bank, the
International Monetary Fund, and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD), among others.
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• Phasing out fossil fuel subsidies globally would conservatively save governments
a total $775 billion in a single year, according to a 2012 estimate by Oil Change
International and the Natural Resources Defense Council.
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If these various measures were taken together, they would raise more than $2
trillion annually.
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Certainly enough for a very healthy start to finance a Great

Transition (and avoid a Great Depression). And that doesn’t count any royalty
increases on fossil fuel extraction. Of course, for any of these tax crackdowns to
work, key governments would have to coordinate their responses so that
corporations had nowhere to hide—a difficult task, though far from impossible,
and one frequently bandied about at G20 summits.

In addition to the simple fact that the money is badly needed, there are practical
political reasons why “polluter pays” should guide climate financing. As we have
seen, responding to the climate crisis can offer real benefits to a majority of people,
but real solutions will also, by definition, require short- and medium-term
sacrifices and inconveniences. And what we know from past sacrifices made in the
name of a crisis—most notably via rationing, conservation, and price controls
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during both world wars—is that success depends entirely on a perception of
fairness.

In Britain and North America during World War II, for instance, every strata of
society was required to make do with less, even the very rich. And in fact, though
overall consumption in the U.K. dropped by 16 percent, caloric intake for the poor
increased during the war, because the rations provided low-income people with
more than they could otherwise afford.
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There was plenty of cheating and black

market profiteering, of course, but these programs enjoyed broad-based support
because they were, at least in theory, fair. The theme of equality pervaded
government campaigns about these wartime programs: “Fair Shares for All” was
a key slogan in the U.K, while the U.S. went with “Share and Share Alike” and
“Produce, Conserve, Share and Play Square.”57

An Office of Price
Administration pamphlet from 1942 argued that rationing was part of the
American tradition. “What Is Rationing?” it asked.

First, let’s be sure what rationing is not. It is not starvation, long bread lines,
shoddy goods. Rather, it is a community plan for dividing fairly the supplies
we have among all who need them. Second, it is not “un-American.” The
earliest settlers of this country, facing scarcities of food and clothing, pooled
their precious supplies and apportioned them out to everyone on an equal
basis. It was an American idea then, and it is an American idea now, to share
and share alike—to sacrifice, when necessary, but sacrifice together, when
the country’s welfare demands it.58

Governments also made sure that there were very public crackdowns on wealthy
and well-connected individuals who broke the rules, sending the message that no
one was exempt. In the U.K., movie stars, as well as corporations like Woolworth
and Sainsbury, faced prosecution for rations violations. In the United States, cases
were brought against some of the largest corporations in the country. It was no
secret that many large U.S. manufacturers disliked the entire rationing system; they
lobbied against it, because they believed it eroded their brand value. Yet they were
forced to accept it all the same.
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This perception of fairness—that one set of rules applies to players big and
small—has been entirely missing from our collective responses to climate change
thus far. For decades, regular people have been asked to turn off their lights, put
on sweaters, and pay premium prices for nontoxic cleaning products and renewable
energy—and then watched as the biggest polluters have been allowed to expand
their emissions without penalty. This has been the pattern ever since President
Jimmy Carter addressed the American public in July 1979 about the fact that “too
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many of us now tend to worship self-indulgence and consumption. Human identity
is no longer defined by what one does, but by what one owns.” He urged
Americans “for your good and for your nation’s security to take no unnecessary
trips, to use carpools or public transportation whenever you can, to park your car
one extra day per week, to obey the speed limit, and to set your thermostats to save
fuel. Every act of energy conservation like this is more than just common sense—
I tell you it is an act of patriotism.”60

The address was initially well received but came to be derided as the “malaise”
speech and is frequently cited as one of the reasons Carter lost his reelection bid
to Ronald Reagan. And though he was not talking about climate change but rather
a broad “crisis of confidence” against a backdrop of energy scarcity, the speech is
still invoked as proof that any politician who asks voters to sacrifice to solve an
environmental crisis is on a suicide mission. Indeed this assessment has shaped the
win-win messaging of environmentalists ever since.

So it’s interesting to note that the late intellectual Christopher Lasch, who was
one of Carter’s key advisors on the infamous speech, was also one of its most
pointed critics. The author ofThe Culture of Narcissism had strongly urged the
president to temper his message of personal austerity with assurances of
fundamental fairness and social justice. As Lasch revealed to an interviewer years
later, he had told Carter to “put a more populist construction in his indictment of
American consumerism.… What was needed was a program that called for
sacrifices all right, but made it clear that the sacrifices would be distributed in an
equitable fashion.” And that, Lasch said, “would mean that those most able to
make sacrifices would be the ones on whom the sacrifices fell. That’s what I mean
by populism.”61

We cannot know if the reaction might have differed had Carter listened to that
advice and presented a plan for conservation that began with those pushing and
profiting most from wasteful consumption. We do know that responses to climate
change that continue to put the entire burden on individual consumers are doomed
to fail. For instance, the annual “British Social Attitudes” survey, conducted by the
independent NatCen Social Research, asked a set of questions about climate
policies in the year 2000, and then again in 2010. It found that, “Whereas, 43 per
cent a decade ago said they would be willing to pay higher prices to protect the
environment, this is nowadays only true of 26 per cent. There has been a similar
fall in the proportion prepared to pay higher taxes (31 to 22 per cent), but a smaller
decline in relation to cuts in the standard of living (26 per cent to 20 per cent).”62
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These results, and others like them, have been cited as proof that during times
of economic hardship, people’s environmental concerns go out the window. But
that is not what these polls prove. Yes, there has been a drop in the willingness of
individuals to bear the financial burden of responding to climate change, but not
simply because economic times are hard. Western governments have responded to
these hard times—which have been created by rampant greed and corruption
among their wealthiest citizens—by asking those least responsible for the current
conditions to bear the burden. After paying for the crisis of the bankers with cuts
to education, health care, and social safety nets, is it any wonder that a beleaguered
public is in no mood to bail out the fossil fuel companies from the crisis that they
not only created but continue to actively worsen?

Most of these surveys, notably, don’t ask respondents how they feel about
raising taxes on the rich and removing fossil fuel subsidies, yet these are some of
the most reliably popular policies around. And it’s worth noting that a U.S. poll
conducted in 2010—with the country still reeling from economic crisis—asked
voters whether they would support a plan that “would make oil and coal companies
pay for the pollution they cause. It would encourage the creation of new jobs and
new technologies in cleaner energy like wind, solar, and nuclear power. The
proposal also aims to protect working families, so it refunds almost all of the
money it collects directly to the American people, like a tax refund, and most
families end up better off.” The poll found that three quarters of voters, including
the vast majority of Republicans, supported the ideas as outlined, and only 11
percent strongly opposed it. The plan was similar to a proposal, known as “cap and
dividend,” being floated by a pair of senators at the time, but it was never seriously
considered by the U.S. Senate.
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And when, in June 2014, Obama finally introduced plans to use the
Environmental Protection Agency to limit greenhouse gas emissions from existing
power plants, the coal lobby howled with indignation but public opinion was
solidly supportive. According to one poll, 64 percent of Americans, including a
great many Republicans, backed such a policy even though it would likely mean
paying more for energy every month.
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The lesson from all this is not that people won’t sacrifice in the face of the
climate crisis. It’s that they have had it with our culture of lopsided sacrifice, in
which individuals are asked to pay higher prices for supposedly green choices
while large corporations dodge regulation and not only refuse to change their
behavior, but charge ahead with ever more polluting activities. Witnessing this, it
is perfectly sensible for people to shed much of the keener enthusiasm that marked
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the early days of the climate movement, and to make it clear that no more sacrifice
will be made until the policy solutions on the table are perceived as just. This does
not mean the middle class is off the hook. To fund the kind of social programs that
will make a just transition possible, taxes will have to rise for everyone but the
poor. But if the funds raised go toward social programs and services that reduce
inequality and make lives far less insecure and precarious, then public attitudes
toward taxation would very likely shift as well.

———

To state the obvious: it would be incredibly difficult to persuade governments in
almost every country in the world to implement the kinds of redistributive climate
mechanisms I have outlined. But we should be clear about the nature of the
challenge: it is not that “we” are broke or that we lack options. It is that our political
class is utterly unwilling to go where the money is (unless it’s for a campaign
contribution), and the corporate class is dead set against paying its fair share.

Seen in this light, it’s hardly surprising that our leaders have so far failed to act
to avert climate chaos. Indeed even if aggressive “polluter pays” measures were
introduced, it isn’t at all clear that the current political class would know what to
do with the money. After all, changing the building blocks of our societies—the
energy that powers our economies, how we move around, the designs of our major
cities—is not about writing a few checks. It requires bold long-term planning at
every level of government, and a willingness to stand up to polluters whose actions
put us all in danger. And that won’t happen until the corporate liberation project
that has shaped our political culture for three and a half decades is buried for good.

Just as the climate change deniers I met at the Heartland Institute fear, there is a
direct relationship between breaking fossilized free market rules and making swift
progress on climate change. Which is why, if we are to collectively meet the
enormous challenges of this crisis, a robust social movement will need to demand
(and create) political leadership that is not only committed to making polluters pay
for a climate-ready public sphere, but willing to revive two lost arts: long-term
public planning, and saying no to powerful corporations.

______________
*

This was the situation not only in the Rockaways but seemingly wherever public housing was in the path
of the storm. In Red Hook, Brooklyn, many residents were left without power for three weeks, during which
time the Housing Authority never went systematically door-to-door. As sixty-year-old Wally Bazemore put
it at an angry residents meeting: “We were literally in the dark and we were completely in the dark.”
*

This is why the persistent positing of population control as a solution to climate change is a distraction
and moral dead end. As this research makes clear, the most significant cause of rising emissions is not the
reproductive behavior of the poor but the consumer behaviors of the rich.
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4

PLANNING AND BANNING

Slapping the Invisible Hand, Building a Movement

“Post-modernism has cut off the present from all futures. The daily
media adds to this by cutting off the past. Which means that critical
opinion is often orphaned in the present.”

–John Berger, Keeping a Rendezvous, 1991
1

“A reliably green company is one that is required to be green by law.”

–Gus Speth, former dean of the Yale School of Forestry and Environmental
Studies, 2008

2

To understand how free market ideology continues to suffocate the potential for
climate action, it’s useful to look back on the most recent moment when
transformative change of the scope required actually seemed like a real possibility,
even in the United States. That time was 2009, the peak of the world financial crisis
and the first year of the Obama presidency.

Hindsight is easy, granted, but bear with me: imagining what might have been
can help clarify what the future might still create.

This was a moment when history was unfolding in fast-forward, when almost
anything seemed possible, for better and worse. A large part of what made better
scenarios seem possible was the decisive democratic mandate that Obama had just
earned. He had been elected on a platform promising to rebuild the “Main Street”
economy and to treat climate change as, in his words, “an opportunity, because if
we create a new energy economy, we can create five million new jobs.… It can be
an engine that drives us into the future the same way the computer was the engine
for economic growth over the last couple of decades.”3

Both the fossil fuel
companies and the environmental movement took it as a given that the new
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president would introduce a bold piece of climate legislation early in his
presidency.

The financial crisis, meanwhile, had just shattered public faith in laissez-faire
economics around the world—so much so that there was tremendous support even
in the U.S. for breaking long-standing ideological taboos against intervening
directly in the market to create good jobs. That gave Obama the leverage to design
a stimulus program worth about $800 billion (and he probably could have asked
for more) to get the economy moving again.

The other extraordinary factor in this moment was the weak state of the banks:
in 2009, they were still on their knees, dependent on trillions in bailout funds and
loan guarantees. And there was a live debate unfolding about how those banks
should be restructured in exchange for all that taxpayer generosity (there was even
serious discussion of nationalization). The other factor worth remembering is that
starting in 2008, two of the Big Three automakers—companies at the very heart of
the fossil fuel economy—had so badly mismanaged their affairs that they too had
landed in the hands of the government, which had been tasked with securing their
viability.

All told, three huge economic engines—the banks, the auto companies, and the
stimulus bill—were in a state of play, placing more economic power in the hands
of Obama and his party than any U.S. government since the administration of
Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Imagine, for a moment, if his administration had been
willing to invoke its newly minted democratic mandate to build the new economy
promised on the campaign trail—to treat the stimulus bill, the broken banks, and
the shattered car companies as the building blocks of that green future. Imagine if
there had been a powerful social movement—a robust coalition of trade unions,
immigrants, students, environmentalists, and everyone else whose dreams were
getting crushed by the crashing economic model—demanding that Obama do no
less.

The stimulus package could have been used to build the best public transit
systems and smart grids in the world. The auto industry could have been
dramatically reengineered so that its factories built the machinery to power that
transition—not just a few token electric cars (though those too) but also vast
streetcar and high-speed rail systems across an underserved nation. Just as a
shuttered auto parts factory in Ontario had reopened as the Silfab solar plant,
similar transitions could have been made in closed and closing factories across the
continent. This transformation was proposed at the time by one of the most
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important intellectuals of the North American labor movement, Sam Gindin, who
served for many years as research director for the Canadian Auto Workers Union:

If we are serious about incorporating environmental needs into the economy,
this means changing everything about how we produce and consume and how
we travel and live. The potential work to be done in this regard—in the tool
and die shops that are closing, the component plants that have the capacity to
make more than a specific component, and by a workforce anxious to do
useful work—is limitless.

The equipment and skills can be used to not only build different cars, and
different car components, but to expand public transit and develop new
transportation systems. They can participate in altering, in line with
environmental demands, the machinery in every workplace and the motors
that run the machinery. They can be applied to new systems of production
that recycle used materials and final products (such as cars). Homes will have
to be retrofitted and appliances modified. The use of solar panels and wind
turbines will spread, new electricity grids will have to be developed, and
urban infrastructure will have to be reinvented to accommodate the changes
in transportation and energy use.

What better time to launch such a project than now, in the face of having
to overcome both the immediate economic crisis and the looming
environmental crisis? And what greater opportunity to insist that we cannot
lose valuable facilities and equipment, nor squander the creativity, knowledge
and abilities of engineers, skilled trades and production workers?

4

Retrofitting factories on that scale is expensive, to be sure, and that’s where the
bailed-out banks could have come in. A government unafraid to use its newfound
power could have used the leverage it had over the banks (having just pulled them
from the precipice) to enlist them—kicking and screaming if necessary—in this
great transformation. As every banker knows, when you loan someone money, you
acquire a fair bit of power over them. Does a factory need some capital to make
the transition from dirty to clean? If it has a credible business plan, especially one
that supports the stimulus vision, then the bailed-out banks could have been
mandated by the state as part of the bailout to give that factory a loan. If one
refused, it could have been nationalized, as several major banks were around the
world in the period.

Many of the previous factory owners would not have been interested in sticking
around for this kind of transition, since the profit margins, at least at first, would
have been small. But that is no reason to allow useful machines to be sold off as
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scrap. The workers at these plants, as Gindin suggested, could have been given the
chance to run their old factories as cooperatives, as happened in several hundred
abandoned factories in Argentina after that country’s economic crisis in 2001. I
lived in Buenos Aires for two years while making a documentary film about those
factories, called The Take. One of the stories we told was about a group of workers
who took over their shuttered auto-parts plant and turned it into a thriving co-op.
It was a highly emotional journey, as workers took big risks and discovered new
skills they had not known they possessed. And over a decade later, we still receive
reports about how well things are going at the factory. Most of Argentina’s
“recovered factories”—as the hundreds of worker-run co-ops are called—are still
in production, churning out everything from kitchen tiles to men’s suits.*

This
decentralized ownership model has the added benefit of pushing against the trend
toward utterly unsustainable wealth inequality; rather than simply propping up the
current global system in which eighty-five people control as much wealth as half
the world’s population, the ability to create wealth is gradually dispersed to the
workers themselves, and the communities sustained by the presence of well-paying
jobs.

5

If that kind of coherent and sweeping vision had emerged in the United States
in that moment of flux as the Obama presidency began, right-wing attempts to
paint climate action as an economy killer would have fallen flat. It would have
been clear to all that climate action is, in fact, a massive job creator, as well as a
community rebuilder, and a source of hope in moments when hope is a scarce
commodity indeed. But all of this would have required a government that was
unafraid of bold long-term economic planning, as well as social movements that
were able to move masses of people to demand the realization of that kind of
vision. (The mainstream climate organizations in the U.S., in this crucial period,
were instead narrowly focused on a failed attempt to get a piece of carbon-trading
energy legislation through Congress, not on helping to build a broad movement.)

In the absence of those factors, that rarest of historical moments—so pregnant
with potential—slipped away. Obama let the failed banks do what they liked,
despite the fact that their gross mismanagement had put the entire economy at risk.
The fundamentals of the car industry were also left intact, with little more than a
fresh wave of downsizing to show for the crisis. The industry lost nearly 115,000
manufacturing jobs between 2008 and 2014.

6

To be fair, there was significant support for wind and solar and for green
initiatives like energy efficient building upgrades in the stimulus bill; without
question, as journalist Michael Grunwald shows in The New New Deal, the funding
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amounted to “the biggest and most transformative energy bill in U.S. history.” But
public transit was still inexplicably shortchanged and the biggest infrastructure
winner was the national highway system, precisely the wrong direction from a
climate perspective. This failure was not only Obama’s; as University of Leeds
ecological economist Julia Steinberger observes, it was global. The financial crisis
that began in 2008 “should have been an opportunity to invest in low-carbon
infrastructure for the 21st century. Instead, we fostered a lose-lose situation:
carbon emissions rocketing to unprecedented levels, alongside increases in
joblessness, energy costs, and income disparities.”7

What stopped Obama from seizing his historical moment to stabilize the
economy and the climate at the same time was not lack of resources, or a lack of
power. He had plenty of both. What stopped him was the invisible confinement of
a powerful ideology that had convinced him—as it has convinced virtually all of
his political counterparts—that there is something wrong with telling large
corporations how to run their businesses even when they are running them into the
ground, and that there is something sinister, indeed vaguely communist, about
having a plan to build the kind of economy we need, even in the face of an
existential crisis.

This is, of course, yet another legacy bequeathed to us by the free market
counterrevolution. As recently as the early 1970s, a Republican president—
Richard Nixon—was willing to impose wage and price controls to rescue the U.S.
economy from crisis, popularizing the notion that “We are all Keynesians
now.”8

But by the 1980s, the battle of ideas waged out of the same Washington
think tanks that now deny climate change had successfully managed to equate the
very idea of industrial planning with Stalin’s five-year plans. Real capitalists don’t
plan, these ideological warriors insisted—they unleash the power of the profit
motive and let the market, in its infinite wisdom, create the best possible society
for all.

Obama, obviously, does not share this extreme vision: as his health care and
other social policies suggest, he believes government should nudge business in the
right direction. And yet he is still sufficiently a product of his anti-planning era
that when he had the banks, the auto companies, and the stimulus in his hands, he
saw them as burdens to be rid of as soon as possible, rather than as a rare chance
to build an exciting new future.

If there is a lesson in this tremendous missed opportunity, it is this: if we are
going to see climate action of the scale and speed required, the left is going to have
to quickly learn from the right. Conservatives have managed to stall and roll back
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climate action amidst economic crisis by making climate about economics—about
the pressing need to protect growth and jobs during difficult times (and they are
always difficult). Progressives can easily do the same: by showing that the real
solutions to the climate crisis are also our best hope of building a much more stable
and equitable economic system, one that strengthens and transforms the public
sphere, generates plentiful, dignified work, and radically reins in corporate greed.

But before that can happen, it’s clear that a core battle of ideas must be fought
about the right of citizens to democratically determine what kind of economy they
need. Policies that simply try to harness the power of the market—by minimally
taxing or capping carbon and then getting out of the way—won’t be enough. If we
are to rise to a challenge that involves altering the very foundation of our economy,
we will need every policy tool in the democratic arsenal.

Planning for Jobs

Some policymakers already understand this, which is why so many of the climate
disputes being dragged in front of WTO tribunals hinge on attempts by
governments, whether in Ontario or India, to reintroduce some measure of
industrial planning to their economies. These governments are saying to industry:
we will support you, but only if you support the communities from which you
profit, by providing well-paying local jobs, and sourcing your products locally.

The reason governments turn to buy-local or hire-local policies such as these is
because they make political sense. Any response to the climate crisis that has a
chance of success will create not just winners but also a significant number of
losers—industries that can no longer exist in their current form and workers whose
jobs will disappear. There is little hope of bringing the fossil fuel companies onside
to a green transition; the profits they stand to lose are simply too great. That is not
the case, however, for the workers whose salaries are currently tied to fossil fuel
extraction and combustion.

What we know is this: trade unions can be counted on to fiercely protect jobs,
however dirty, if these are the only jobs on offer. On the other hand, when workers
in dirty sectors are offered good jobs in clean sectors (like the former autoworkers
at the Silfab factory in Toronto), and are enlisted as active participants in a green
transition, then progress can happen at lightning speed.

The potential job creation is huge. For instance, a plan put forward by the U.S.
BlueGreen Alliance, a body that brings together unions and environmentalists,
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estimated that a $40 billion annual investment in public transit and high-speed rail
for six years would produce more than 3.7 million jobs during that period. And we
know that investments in public transit pay off: a 2011 study by research and policy
organization Smart Growth America found they create 31 percent more jobs per
dollar than investment in new road and bridge construction. Investing in the
maintenance and repair of roads and bridges creates 16 percent more jobs per dollar
than investment in new road and bridge construction.

9
All of which means that

making existing transportation infrastructure work better for more people is a
smarter investment from both a climate and an economic perspective than covering
more land with asphalt.

Renewable energy is equally promising, in part because it creates more jobs per
unit of energy delivered than fossil fuels. In 2012, the International Labour
Organization estimated that about five million jobs had already been created in the
sector worldwide—and that is with only the most scattershot and inadequate levels
of government commitment to emission reduction.

10
If industrial policy were

brought in line with climate science, the supply of energy through wind, solar, and
other forms of renewable energy (geothermal and tidal power, for example) would
generate huge numbers of jobs in every country—in manufacturing, construction,
installation, maintenance, and operation.

Similar research in Canada has found that an investment of $1.3 billion (the
amount the Canadian government spends on subsidies to oil and gas companies)
could create seventeen to twenty thousand jobs in renewable energy, public transit,
or energy efficiency—six to eight times as many jobs as that money generates in
the oil and gas sector. And according to a 2011 report for the European Transport
Workers Federation, comprehensive policies to reduce emissions in the transport
sector by 80 percent would create seven million new jobs across the continent,
while another five million clean energy jobs in Europe could slash electricity
emissions by 90 percent. A bold coalition in South Africa, meanwhile, going under
the banner of One Million Climate Jobs, is calling for mass job creation programs
in areas ranging from renewable energy to public transit to ecosystem restoration
to small-scale sustainable farming. “By placing the interests of workers and the
poor at the forefront of strategies to combat climate change we can simultaneously
halt climate change and address our jobs bloodbath,” the campaign states.11

These are not, however, the kinds of jobs that the market will create on its own.
They will be created on this scale only by thoughtful policy and planning. And in
some cases, having the tools to make those plans will require citizens doing what
the residents of so many German cities and towns have done: taking back control
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over electricity generation so that the switch to renewables can be made without
delay, while any profits generated go not to shareholders but back into supporting
hungry public services.

And it’s not only power generation that should receive this treatment. If the
private companies that took over the national railways are cutting back and eroding
services at a time when the climate crisis demands expanded low-carbon
transportation alternatives to keep more of us out of planes, then these services too
must be reclaimed. And after more than two decades of hard experience with
privatizations—which has too often involved diminished services combined with
higher prices—a great many people are ready to consider that option. For instance,
a British poll released in November 2013 found “voters of all politics united in
their support for nationalisation of energy and rail. 68 per cent of the public say
the energy companies should be run in the public sector, while only 21 per cent
say they should remain in private hands. 66 per cent support nationalising the
railway companies while 23 per cent think they should be run privately.” One of
the most surprising aspects of the poll was the amount of support for
nationalization among self-described Conservative voters: 52 percent favored
taking back both the energy companies and the rails.

12

Planning for Power

The climate case for rethinking private ownership is particularly strong when it
comes to natural gas, which is currently being touted by many governments as a
“bridge fuel.” The theory is that, in the time it takes for us to make a full switch to
zero carbon sources of energy, gas can serve as an alternative to dirtier fossil fuels
like coal and oil. It is far from clear that this bridge is necessary, given the speed
of the shift to renewables in countries like Germany. And there are many problems,
as we will see, with the whole idea of natural gas being clean. But from a planning
perspective, the most immediate problem is that for the bridge concept to work,
ways would have to be found to ensure that natural gas was being used only as a
replacement for coal and oil—and not to undercut renewable energy. And this is a
very real concern: in the U.S., the deluge of cheap natural gas thanks to fracking
has already hurt the country’s wind market, with wind power’s share of the new
electricity coming online plummeting from at least 42 percent in 2009 to 25 percent
in 2010 and 32 percent in 2011—the key years that fracking
skyrocketed.

13 Moreover, once the “bridge” to a renewable future has been built,
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there would have to be a way to phase out gas extraction completely, since it is a
major emitter of greenhouse gases.

There are various ways to design a system that would meet these specific goals.
Governments could mandate “combined-cycle” plants that are better at ramping
up and down to support wind and solar when available, for example, and they could
firmly link any new gas plants to coal plants taken off the grid. Also crucial, says
the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives’ Ben Parfitt, an expert on fracking
impacts, would be “regulations in place at the state and the national levels that
made the link between where the gas is being produced and how it is being
produced, and the ultimate production of the power,” meaning that power plants
could only source gas that was proven to have lower life-cycle emissions than
coal.

14
And that could well rule out fracked gas completely. Barriers would also

need to be placed on the ability of companies to export their gas, in order to prevent
it from being burned in countries that place no such restrictions. These measures
would limit many, though by no means all, of the risks associated with natural gas,
but they would also seriously eat into the profitability of the sector.

Which raises the question: why would notoriously ruthless for-profit companies
accept a business model that relies on them not competing with large parts of the
energy sector (wind and solar), requires that they submit to a huge range of costly
regulation, all with the eventual goal of putting themselves out of business? The
answer is that they would not. Treating natural gas as a truly temporary transition
fuel is anathema to the profit-seeking imperative that drives these corporations.
After all, who is doing the fracking? It’s companies like BP and Chevron, with
their long track records of safety violations and fending off tough regulation. These
are companies whose business model requires that they replace the oil and gas they
have in production with new reserves of fossil fuels or face a shareholder rebellion.
That same growth-above-all model demands that they occupy as much of the
energy market as possible—which means competing not just with coal but with
every player in the energy market, including vulnerable renewables. To quote John
Browne when he was chief executive of BP (he now heads the gas giant Cuadrilla):
“Corporations have to be responsive to price signals. We are not public
service.”15

True enough—but that was neither always the case with our energy
companies, nor must it remain so.

The bottom line is simple. No private company in the world wants to put itself
out of business; its goal is to expand its market. Which is why, if natural gas is to
serve as a short-term transition fuel, that transition must be tightly managed by—
and for—the public, so that the profits from current sales are reinvested in
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renewable technologies for the future, and the sector is constrained from indulging
in the kind of exponential growth it is currently enjoying amidst the shale gas
boom.

16

The solution is most emphatically not energy nationalization on existing models.
The big publicly owned oil companies—from Brazil’s Petrobras to Norway’s
Statoil to PetroChina—are just as voracious in pursuing high-risk pools of carbon
as their private sector counterparts.

17
And in the absence of a credible transition

plan to harness the profits for a switch to renewable energy, having the state as the
major shareholder in these companies has profoundly corrupting effects, creating
an addiction to easy petrodollars that makes it even less likely that policymakers
will introduce measures that hurt fossil fuel profits in any way. In short, these
centralized monsters are fossils in every sense of the word, and need to be broken
up and phased out whether they are held in public or private hands.

A better model would be a new kind of utility—run democratically, by the
communities that use them, as co-ops or as a “commons,” as author and activist
David Bollier and others have outlined.

18
This kind of structure would enable

citizens to demand far more from their energy companies than they are able to
now—for example, that they direct their profits away from new fossil fuel
exploration and obscene executive compensation and shareholder returns and into
building the network of complementary renewables that we now know has the
potential to power our economies in our lifetimes.

The rapid rise of renewables in Germany makes a powerful case for this model.
The transition has occurred, first of all, within the context of a sweeping, national
feed-in tariff program that includes a mix of incentives designed to ensure that
anyone who wants to get into renewable power generation can do so in a way that
is simple, stable, and profitable. Providers are guaranteed priority access to the
grid, and offered a guaranteed price so the risk of losing money is low.

This has encouraged small, noncorporate players to become renewable energy
providers—farms, municipalities, and hundreds of newly formed co-ops. That has
decentralized not just electrical power, but also political power and wealth: roughly
half of Germany’s renewable energy facilities are in the hands of farmers, citizen
groups, and almost nine hundred energy cooperatives. Not only are they generating
power but they also have the chance to generate revenue for their communities by
selling back to the grid. Over all, there are now 1.4 million photovoltaic
installations and about 25,000 windmills. Nearly 400,000 jobs have been created.

19

Each one of these measures represents a departure from neoliberal orthodoxy:
the government is engaging in long-term national planning; it is deliberately
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picking winners in the market (renewables over nuclear power, which it is
simultaneously closing down); it is fixing prices (a clear market interference); and
creating a fair playing field for any potential renewable energy producer—big or
small—to enter the market. And yet despite—or rather because of—these
ideological heresies, Germany’s transition is among the fastest in the world.
According to Hans Thie, the advisor on economic policy for the Left Party in the
German parliament, who has been intensely involved in the transition, “Virtually
all expansion estimates have been surpassed. The speed of expansion is
considerably higher than had been expected.”20

Nor can this success be dismissed as a one-off. Germany’s program mirrors one
implemented in Denmark in the 1970s and 1980s, which helped switch more than
40 percent of the country’s electricity consumption to renewables, mostly wind.
Up to around 2000, roughly 85 percent of Danish wind turbines were owned by
small players like farmers and co-ops. Though large offshore wind operators have
entered the market in recent years, this remains a striking commonality between
Denmark and Germany: it’s neither big nationally owned monopolies nor large
corporate-owned wind and solar operators that have the best track record for
spurring renewable energy turnarounds—it’s communities, co-ops, and farmers,
working within the context of an ambitious, well-designed national
framework.

21
Though often derided as the impractical fantasy of small-is-beautiful

dreamers, decentralization delivers, and not on a small scale but on the largest scale
of any model attempted thus far, and in highly developed postindustrial nations.

It is also surely no coincidence that Denmark, a deeply social democratic
country, introduced these policies well before it began its halfhearted embrace of
neoliberalism, or that Germany—while prescribing brutal austerity to debtor
countries like Greece and Spain—has never fully followed these prescriptions at
home. These examples make clear that when governments are willing to introduce
bold programs and put goals other than profit making at the forefront of their
policymaking, change can happen with astonishing speed.

Decentralized control over energy is also important for very practical reasons.
There are plenty of examples of large-scale, privately owned renewable energy
projects that fell apart because they were imposed from the outside without local
input or profit sharing. Indeed, when communities are excluded in this way, there
is a very good chance that they will rebel against the noise and “unsightliness” of
wind turbines, or the threats—some real, some imagined—to wildlife and
ecosystems posed by solar arrays. These objections are often dismissed as
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NIMBY-ism (Not in My Backyard) and are used as more evidence of humanity’s
tendency toward selfishness and shortsightedness.

But in several regions, these objections have been entirely neutralized with
thoughtful planning. As Preben Maegaard, former president of the World Wind
Energy Association, once put it, “When local people own the wind farms, and
share in the benefits, they will support them. It won’t be NIMBY (Not In My Back
Yard), it will be POOL (Please On Our Land).”22

This is particularly true in times of unending public austerity. “The future is
something that is not relevant at the moment for some people because they’re
surviving for the present,” Dimitra Spatharidou, a Greek climate change activist
engaged in that country’s broader anti-austerity movement, told me. “It’s difficult
to understand the concept of sustainability when people are fighting for food and
to have energy to heat their homes.” Because of these pressing concerns, her work
is “not about preaching about what happens when climate change hits Greece, it’s
about what’s happening now and how we can change our economies and our
societies into something better, to something more equitable and to something
fair.”23

For Spatharidou, that has meant showing how community-controlled
renewable energy can be cheaper than dirtier alternatives, and can even be a source
of income when energy is fed back into the grid. It has also meant resisting a
government push to privatize municipal water supplies, pushing instead for
community ownership, an idea with broad support in Greece. The key, she says, is
to offer people something the current system doesn’t: the tools and the power to
build a better life for themselves.

This relationship between power decentralization and successful climate action
points to how the planning required by this moment differs markedly from the
more centralized versions of the past. There is a reason, after all, why it was so
easy for the right to vilify state enterprises and national planning: many state-
owned companies were bureaucratic, cumbersome, and unresponsive; the five-
year plans cooked up under state socialist governments were indeed top-down and
remote, utterly disconnected from local needs and experiences, just as the plans
issued by the Communist Party of China’s Central Committee are today.

The climate planning we need is of a different sort entirely. There is a clear and
essential role for national plans and policies—to set overall emission targets that
keep each country safely within its carbon budget, and to introduce policies like
the feed-in tariffs employed in Germany, Ontario, and elsewhere, that make
renewable energy affordable. Some programs, like national energy grids and
effective rail services, must be planned, at least in part, at the national level. But if



THIS CHANGES EVERYTHING | 117

these transitions are to happen as quickly as required, then the best way to win
widespread buy-in is for the actual implementation of a great many of the plans to
be as decentralized as possible. Communities should be given new tools and
powers to design the methods that work best for them—much as worker-run co-
ops have the capacity to play a huge role in an industrial transformation. And what
is true for energy and manufacturing can be true for many other sectors: transit
systems accountable to their riders, water systems overseen by their users,
neighborhoods planned democratically by their residents, and so on.

Most critically, farming—a major source of greenhouse gas emissions—can also
become an expanded sector of decentralized self-sufficiency and poverty
reduction, as well as a key tool for emission reduction. Currently, much of the
debate about agriculture and climate change focuses on contrasting the pros and
cons of industrial agriculture versus local and organic farming, with one side
emphasizing higher yields and the other emphasizing lower chemical inputs and
often (though not always) shorter supply lines. Coming up through the middle is
“agroecology,” a less understood practice in which small-scale farmers use
sustainable methods based on a combination of modern science and local
knowledge.

Based on the principle that farming should maximize species diversity and
enhance natural systems of soil protection and pest control, agroecology looks
different wherever its holistic techniques are practiced. But a report in National

Geographicprovides a helpful overview of how these principles translate in a few
different contexts: the integration of “trees and shrubs into crop and livestock
fields; solar-powered drip irrigation, which delivers water directly to plant roots;
intercropping, which involves planting two or more crops near each other to
maximize the use of light, water, and nutrients; and the use of green manures,
which are quick-growing plants that help prevent erosion and replace nutrients in
the soil.”24

These methods and many others maintain healthy soil while producing nutritious
food—more than industrial agriculture does, per unit area—and limit the need for
farmers to buy expensive products like chemical pesticides, fertilizers, and
patented seeds. But many farmers who have long used these methods have realized
that they also have a triple climate benefit: they sequester carbon in the soil, avoid
fossil fuel–based fertilizers, and often use less carbon for transportation to market,
in addition to better withstanding extreme weather and other climate impacts. And
communities that can feed themselves are far less vulnerable to price shocks within
the broader globalized food system. Which is why La Via Campesina, a global
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network of small farmers with 200 million members, often declares, “Agroecology
is the solution to solve the climate crisis.” Or “small farmers cool the planet.”25

In recent years, a phalanx of high-level food experts has come to similar
conclusions. “A large segment of the scientific community now acknowledges the
positive impacts of agroecology on food production, poverty alleviation and
climate change mitigation—and this is what is needed in a world of limited
resources,” says Olivier De Schutter, who served as the UN Special Rapporteur on
the Right to Food from 2008 to 2014.

26

Just as they dismiss decentralized energy as too small, defenders of Big
Agribusiness maintain that local organic agriculture simply cannot feed a world of
7 billion and growing—but those claims are generally based on comparisons
between yields from industrial, often genetically engineered monocrops, and
organic monocrops. Agroecology is left out of the picture. That’s a problem
because as De Schutter notes, “Today’s scientific evidence demonstrates that
agroecological methods outperform the use of chemical fertilizers in boosting food
production where the hungry live—especially in unfavorable environments.” He
cites the example of Malawi, where a recent turn to agroecology has led to a
doubling or tripling of maize yields in some areas, and adds that “to date,
agroecological projects have shown an average crop yield increase of 80% in 57
developing countries, with an average increase of 116% for all African projects.
Recent projects conducted in 20 African countries demonstrated a doubling of crop
yields over a period of 3–10 years.”27

All this amounts to a compelling case against the claim, frequently voiced by
powerful philanthropists like Bill Gates, that the developing world, particularly
Africa, needs a “New Green Revolution”—a reference to philanthropic and
government efforts in the mid-twentieth century to introduce industrial agriculture
in Asia and Latin America. “It’s often claimed, particularly by those who’d like to
see it rebooted, that the Green Revolution saved the world from hunger,”
sociologist Raj Patel, author of Stuffed and Starved, told me. “The problem is that
even with the Green Revolution, starvation continues—particularly in India, where
the revolution was most intense. Hunger isn’t about the amount of food around—
it’s about being able to afford and control that food. After all, the U.S. has more
food than it knows what to do with, and still 50 million people are food insecure.”28

And he adds, “The tragedy here is that there are thousands of successful
experiments, worldwide, showing how climate-smart agriculture can work.
They’re characterized not by expensive fertilizer from Yara and proprietary seeds
from Monsanto, but knowledge developed and shared by peasants freely and
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equitably.” And, Patel says, “In its finest moments, agroecologygets combined
with ‘food sovereignty,’ with democratic control of the food system, so that not
only is more food produced, but it’s distributed so that everyone gets to eat it too.”29

About That German Miracle …

We now have a few models to point to that demonstrate how to get far-reaching
decentralized climate solutions off the ground with remarkable speed, while
fighting poverty, hunger, and joblessness at the same time. But it’s also clear that,
however robust, these tools and incentives are not enough to lower emissions in
time. And this brings us to what has most definitelynot worked about the German
energy transition.

In 2012—with its renewable sector soaring to new heights—German emissions
actually went up from the previous year. Preliminary data suggest that the same
thing happened in 2013. The country’s emissions are still 24 percent below what
they were in 1990, so these two years may turn out to have been a short-term blip,
but the fact that the dramatic rise of renewables is not corresponding to an equally
dramatic drop in greenhouse gas emissions is cause for great concern.

30
It also tells

us something critical about the limits of economic plans based on incentives and
market mechanisms alone.

Many have attributed the emissions rise to Germany’s decision to phase out
nuclear power, but the facts are not nearly so simple. It’s true that in 2011, in the
wake of the Fukushima disaster, the government of Chancellor Angela Merkel—
under intense pressure from the country’s powerful antinuclear movement—
announced that it would phase out nuclear power by 2022, and took aggressive
action to begin the process. But at the same time, the government took no similar
action to phase out coal and even allowed coal companies to export power to other
countries. So even though Germans have indeed been moving in ever greater
numbers to renewable energy, coal power continued to grow, with some of it
displacing nuclear power, some of it displacing gas, and some of it being exported.
And much of the coal in Germany is lignite, often referred to as brown coal, a low-
grade variety with particularly high emissions.

31

As we have already seen, the latest research on renewable energy, most notably
by Mark Jacobson’s team at Stanford, shows that a global transition to 100 percent
renewable energy—“wind, water and solar”—is both technically and
economically feasible “by as early as 2030.” That means lowering greenhouse
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emissions in line with science-based targets does not have to involve building a
global network of new nuclear plants. In fact that could well slow down the
transition, since renewable energy is faster and cheaper to roll out than nuclear,
critical factors given the tightness of the timeframe. Moreover, says Jacobson, in
the near-term nuclear is “not carbon-free, no matter what the advocates tell you.
Vast amounts of fossil fuels must be burned to mine, transport and enrich uranium
and to build the nuclear plant. And all that dirty power will be released during the
10 to 19 years that it takes to plan and build a nuclear plant. (A wind farm typically
takes two to five years.)” He concludes that “if we invest in nuclear versus true
renewables, you can bet that the glaciers and polar ice caps will keep melting while
we wait, and wait, for the nuclear age to arrive. We will also guarantee a riskier
future for us all.” Indeed, renewable installations present dramatically lower risks
than either fossil fuels or nuclear energy to those who live and work next to them.
As comedian Bill Maher once observed, “You know what happens when windmills
collapse into the sea? A splash.”*32

That said, about 12 percent of the world’s power is currently supplied by nuclear
energy, much of it coming from reactors that are old and obsolete.

33
From a climate

perspective, it would certainly be preferable if governments staggered their
transitions away from high-risk energy sources like nuclear,prioritizing fossil fuels
for cuts because the next decade is so critical for getting us off our current
trajectory toward 4–6 degrees Celsius of warming. That would be compatible with
a moratorium on new nuclear facilities, a decommissioning of the oldest plants and
then a full nuclear phase-out once renewables had decisively displaced fossil fuels.

And yet it must also be acknowledged that it was the power of Germany’s
antinuclear movement that created the conditions for the renewables revolution in
the first place (as was the case in Denmark in the 1980s), so there might have been
no energy transition to debate without that widespread desire to get off nuclear due
to its many hazards. Moreover, many German energy experts are convinced that
the speed of the transition so far proves that it is possible to phase out both nuclear
and fossil fuels simultaneously. A 2012 report by the German National Center for
Aerospace, Energy and Transport Research (DLR), for instance, demonstrated that
67 percent of the electicity in all of the EU could come from renewables by 2030,
with that number reaching 96 percent by 2050.

34
But, clearly, this will become a

reality only if the right policies are in place.
For that to happen, the German government would have to be willing to do to

the coal industry what it has been willing to do to the nuclear power industry:
introduce specific, top-down regulations to phase it out. Instead, because of the
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vast political power of the German coal lobby, the Merkel government has relied
on the weak market mechanism of carbon trading, through the European emissions
trading system, to try to put negative pressure on coal.

35
When the European carbon

market fell apart, and the price of carbon plummeted, this strategy proved
disastrous. Coal was cheap, there was no real penalty to burning it, and there were
no blocks on exporting coal power, and so key years that should have been
triumphs over pollution became setbacks.

Tadzio Mueller, a Berlin-based researcher and climate expert, put the problem
to me like this: “German emissions are not up because nuclear power is down.
They’re up because nobody told the German power companies not to burn coal,
and as long as they can profitably sell the electricity somewhere, they’ll burn the
coal—even if most electricity consumed in Germany was renewable. What we
need are strict rules against the extraction and burning of coal. Period.”36

It is critical for governments to put creative incentives in place so that
communities around the world have tools to say yes to renewable energy. But what
the German experience shows is that all that progress will be put at risk unless
policymakers are willing simultaneously to say no to the ever rapacious fossil fuel
industry.

Remembering How to Say No

Even before I saw the giant mines, when the landscape out the window was still
bright green boggy marshes and lush boreal forest, I could feel them—a catch in
the back of my throat. Then, up and over a small elevation, there they were: the
notorious Alberta tar sands, a parched, gray desert stretching to the horizon.
Mountains of waste so large workers joke that they have their own weather
systems. Tailing ponds so vast they are visible from space. The second largest dam
in the world, built to contain that toxic water. The earth, skinned alive.

Science fiction is rife with fantasies of terraforming—humans traveling to
lifeless planets and engineering them into earthlike habitats. The Canadian tar
sands are the opposite: terra-deforming. Taking a habitable ecosystem, filled with
life, and engineering it into a moonscape where almost nothing can live. And if
this goes on, it could impact an area roughly the size of England. All to access a
semisolid form of “unconventional” oil known as bitumen that is so difficult and
energy-intensive to extract that the process is roughly three to four times as
greenhouse gas intensive as extracting conventional oil.

37
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In June 2011, I cosigned a letter drafted by author and climate activist Bill
McKibben that called on people to come to Washington, D.C., “in the hottest and
stickiest weeks of the summer” to get arrested protesting the proposed Keystone
XL pipeline. Amazingly, more than 1,200 people did just that, making it the largest
act of civil disobedience in the history of the North American climate movement.

38

For over a year, a coalition of ranchers and Indigenous people who lived along
the proposed route of the pipeline had been campaigning hard against the project.
But the action in Washington took the campaign national, and turned it into a
flashpoint for a resurgent U.S. climate movement.

The science for singling out Keystone XL was clear enough. The pipeline would
be carrying oil from the Alberta tar sands, and James Hansen, then still working at
NASA, had recently declared that if the bitumen trapped in the tar sands was all
dug up and burned, it would be “game over for the climate.”39

But there was also
some political strategy at work: unlike so many other key climate policies, which
either required approval from Congress or were made at the state level, the decision
about whether to approve the Keystone XL pipeline was up to the State Department
and, ultimately, the president himself, based on whether he determined the project
to be in the “national interest.” On this one, Obama would have to give his personal
yes or no, and it seemed to us that there was value in extracting either answer.

If he said no, that would be a much needed victory on which to build at a time
when the U.S. climate movement, bruised from the failure to get energy legislation
through Congress, badly needed some good news. If he said yes, well, that too
would be clarifying. Climate activists, almost all of whom had worked to get
Obama elected, would have to finally abandon the hopes they had pinned on the
young senator who had proclaimed that his election would be remembered as “the
moment when the rise of the oceans began to slow and our planet began to
heal.”40

Letting go of that faith would be disillusioning for many, but at least tactics
could be adjusted accordingly. And it seemed we would not have to wait long for
a verdict: the president would be in a position to make his decision by early
September, which is why the civil disobedience was called for the end of August.

It never occurred to us in those early strategy sessions at350.org, the climate
organization that McKibben cofounded and where I am a board member, that three
years later we would still be waiting for the president’s yes or no. Three years
during which Obama waffled and procrastinated, while his administration ordered
more environmental reviews, then reviews of those reviews, then reviews of those
too.
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A great deal of intellectual energy has been expended trying to interpret the
president’s mixed signals on Keystone XL—at times he seemed to be sending a
clear message that he was going to give his approval, as when he arranged for a
photo op in front of a raft of metal pipeline waiting to be laid down; other times he
seemed to be suggesting that he was leaning toward rejection, as when he declared,
in one of his more impassioned speeches about climate change, that Keystone
would be approved “only if this project does not significantly exacerbate the
problem of carbon pollution.”41

But whichever way the decision eventually goes (and one can hope that we will
know the answer by the time you read this), the drawn-out saga made at least one
thing absolutely clear. Like Angela Merkel, Obama has a hell of a hard time saying
no to the fossil fuel industry. And that’s a very big problem because to lower
emissions as rapidly and deeply as required, we need to keep large, extremely
profitable pools of carbon in the ground—resources that the fossil fuel companies
are fully intending to extract.

That means our governments are going to have to start putting strict limits on
the industry—limits ranging from saying no to pipelines linked to expanded
extraction, to caps on the amount of carbon corporations can emit, to banning new
coal-fired power plants, to winding down dirty-energy extraction projects like the
Alberta tar sands, to saying no to demands to open up new carbon frontiers (like
the oil trapped under melting Arctic ice).

———

In the 1960s and 1970s, when a flurry of environmental legislation was passed in
the U.S. and in other major industrial countries, saying no to dirty industry was,
though never easy, an accepted part of the balancing act of government. That is
simply no longer the case, as is evident from the howls of outrage from
Republicans and many Democrats over the mere suggestion that Obama might
reject Keystone XL, a moderate-sized infrastructure project that, by the president’s
own admission, would create so few lasting jobs that they represent “a blip relative
to the need.”42

Given how wrenchingly difficult that yes-or-no regulatory decision
proved to be, it should not be at all surprising that broader, more forceful controls
on how much carbon should be extracted and emitted have thus far been entirely
elusive.

Obama’s much-heralded move in June 2014 mandating emission reductions
from power plants was certainly the right direction, but the measures were still
much too timid to bring the U.S. in line with a safe temperature trajectory. As
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author and long-time climate watcher Mark Hertsgaard observed at the time,
“President Obama clearly grasps the urgency of the climatecrisis and has taken
important steps to address it. But it is his historical fate to be in power at a time
when good intentions and important steps are no longer enough.… Perhaps all this
places an unfair burden on President Obama. But science does not care about fair,
and leaders inherit the history they inherit.” And yet as Hertsgaard acknowledges,
the kind of policies that would be enough “seem preposterous to the political and
economic status quo.”43

This state of affairs is, of course, yet another legacy of the free market
counterrevolution. In virtually every country, the political class accepts the
premise that it is not the place of government to tell large corporations what they
can and cannot do, even when public health and welfare—indeed the habitability
of our shared home—are clearly at stake. The guiding ethos of light-touch
regulation, and more often of active deregulation, has taken an enormous toll in
every sector, most notably the financial one. It has also blocked commonsense
responses to the climate crisis at every turn—sometimes explicitly, when
regulations that would keep carbon in the ground are rejected outright, but mostly
implicitly, when those kinds of regulations are not even proposed in the first place,
and so-called market solutions are favored for tasks to which they are wholly
unequipped.

It’s true that the market is great at generating technological innovation and, left
to its own devices, R&amp;D departments will continue to come up with
impressive new ways to make solar modules and electrical appliances more
efficient. But at the same time, market forces will also drive new and innovative
ways to get hard-to-reach fossil fuels out of the deep ocean and hard shale—and
those dirty innovations will make the green ones essentially irrelevant from a
climate change perspective.

At the Heartland conference, Cato’s Patrick Michaels inadvertently made that
point when he argued that, though he believes climate change is happening, the
real solution is to do nothing and wait for a technological miracle to rain down
from the heavens. “Doing nothing is actually doing something,” he proclaimed,
assuring the audience that “technologies of the future” would save the day. His
proof? “Two words: Shale gas.… That’s what happens if you allow people to use
their intellect, and their inquisitiveness, and their drive, in order to produce new
energy sources.” And of course the Heartland audience cheered earnestly for the
intellectual breakthrough that is hydraulic fracturing (aka fracking) combined with
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horizontal drilling, the technology that has finally allowed the fossil fuel industry
to screw us sideways.

44

And it’s these “unconventional” methods of extracting fossil fuels that are the
strongest argument for forceful regulation. Because one of the greatest
misconceptions in the climate debate is that our society is refusing to change,
protecting a status quo called “business-as-usual.” The truth is that there is no
business-as-usual. The energy sector is changing dramatically all the time—but
the vast majority of those changes are taking us in precisely the wrong direction,
toward energy sources with even higher planet-warming emissions than their
conventional versions.

Take fracking. Natural gas’s reputation as a clean alternative to coal and oil is
based on emissions measurements from gas extracted through conventional
drilling practices. But in April 2011, a new study by leading scientists at Cornell
University showed that when gas is extracted through fracking, the emissions
picture changes dramatically.

45

The study found that methane emissions linked to fracked natural gas are at least
30 percent higher than the emissions linked to conventional gas. That’s because
the fracking process is leaky—methane leaks at every stage of production,
processing, storage, and distribution. And methane is an extraordinarily dangerous
greenhouse gas, thirty-four times more effective at trapping heat than carbon
dioxide, based on the latest Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change estimates.
According to the Cornell study, this means that fracked gas has a greater
greenhouse gas impact than oil and may well have as much of a warming impact
as coal when the two energy sources are examined over an extended life cycle.

46

Furthermore, Cornell biogeochemist Robert Howarth, the lead author of the
study, points out that methane is an even more efficient trapper of heat in the first
ten to fifteen years after it is released—indeed it carries a warming potential that
is eighty-six times greater than that of carbon dioxide. And given that we have
reached “decade zero,” that matters a great deal. “It is in this shorter time frame
that we risk locking ourselves into very rapid warming,” Howarth explains,
especially because huge liquid natural gas export terminals currently planned or
being built in Australia, Canada, and the United States are not being constructed
to function for only the next decade but for closer to the next half century. So, to
put it bluntly, in the key period when we need to be looking for ways to cut our
emissions rapidly, the global gas boom is in the process of constructing a network
of ultra-powerful atmospheric ovens.

47
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The Cornell study was the first peer-reviewed research on the greenhouse gas
footprint of shale production, including from methane emissions, and its lead
author was quick to volunteer that his data were inadequate (largely due to the
industry’s lack of transparency). Still, the study was a bombshell, and though it
remains controversial, a steady stream of newer work has bolstered the case for a
high rate of methane leakage in the fracking process.

*48

The gas industry isn’t the only one turning to dirtier, higher-risk methods. Like
Germany, the Czech Republic and Poland are increasingly relying on and
expanding production of extra-dirty lignite coal.

49
And the major oil companies

are rushing into various tar sands deposits, most notably in Alberta, all with
significantly higher carbon footprints than conventional oil. They are also moving
into ever deeper and icier waters for offshore drilling, carrying the risk of not just
more catastrophic spills, as we saw with BP’s Deepwater Horizon disaster, but
spills that are simply impossible to clean up. Increasingly, these extreme extraction
methods—blasting oil and gas out of rock, steaming oil out of tarlike dirt —are
being used together, as when fracked natural gas is piped in to superheat the water
that melts the bitumen in the tar sands, to cite just one example from the energy
death spiral. What industry calls innovation, in other words, looks more like the
final suicidal throes of addiction. We are blasting the bedrock of our continents,
pumping our water with toxins, lopping off mountaintops, scraping off boreal
forests, endangering the deep ocean, and scrambling to exploit the melting
Arctic—all to get at the last drops and the final rocks. Yes, some very advanced
technology is making this possible, but it’s not innovation, it’s madness.

The fact that fossil fuel companies have been permitted to charge into
unconventional fossil fuel extraction over the past decade was not inevitable, but
rather the result of very deliberate regulatory decisions—decisions to grant these
companies permits for massive new tar sands and coal mines; to open vast swaths
of the United States to natural gas fracking, virtually free from regulation and
oversight; to open up new stretches of territorial waters and lift existing
moratoriums on offshore drilling. These various decisions are a huge part of what
is locking us into disastrous levels of planetary warming. These decisions, in turn,
are the product of intense lobbying by the fossil fuel industry, motivated by the
most powerful driver of them all: the will to survive.

As a rule, extracting and refining unconventional energy is a far more expensive
and involved industrial process than doing the same for conventional fuels. So, for
instance, Imperial Oil (of which Exxon owns a majority share) sank about $13
billion to open the sprawling Kearl open-pit mine in the Alberta tar sands. At two
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hundred square kilometers, it will be one of the largest open-pit mines in Canada,
more than three times the size of Manhattan. And it is only a fraction of the new
construction planned for the tar sands: the Conference Board of Canada projects
that a total of $364 billion will be invested through 2035.
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In Brazil, meanwhile, Britain’s BG Group is expected to make a $30 billion
investment over the next decade, much of it going into ultra-deepwater “subsalt”
projects in which oil is extracted from depths of approximately three thousand
meters (ten thousand feet). But the prize for fossil fuel lock-in surely goes to
Chevron, which is spending a projected $54 billion on a gas development on
Barrow Island, a “Class A Nature Reserve” off the northwest coast of Australia.
The project will release so much natural gas from the earth that it is appropriately
named Gorgon, after the terrifying, snake-haired female monster of Greek
mythology. One of Chevron’s partners in the project is Shell, which is reportedly
spending an additional $10–12 billion to build the largest floating offshore facility
ever constructed (longer than four soccer fields) in order to extract natural gas from
a different location off the northwest coast of Australia.
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These investments won’t be recouped unless the companies that made them are
able to keep extracting for decades, since the up-front costs are amortized over the
life of the projects. Chevron’s Australia project is expected to keep producing
natural gas for at least thirty years, while Shell’s floating gas monstrosity is built
to function on that site for up to twenty-five years. Exxon’s Alberta mine is
projected to operate for forty years, as is BP/Husky Energy’s enormous Sunrise
project, also in the tar sands. This is only a small sampling of mega-investments
taking place around the world in the frantic scramble for hard-to-extract oil, gas,
and coal. The long time frames attached to all these projects tell us something
critical about the assumptions under which the fossil fuel industry is working: it is
betting that governments are not going to get serious about emissions cuts for the
next twenty-five to forty years. And yet climate experts tell us that if we want to
have a shot at keeping warming below 2 degrees Celsius, then developed country
economies need to have begun their energy turnaround by the end of this decade
and to be almost completely weaned from fossil fuels before 2050.
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If the companies have miscalculated and we do get serious about leaving carbon
in the ground, these huge projects will become what is known as “stranded
assets”—investments that lose their projected value as a result of, for example,
dramatic changes in environmental policy. When a company has a great deal of
expensive stranded assets on its books, the stock market takes notice, and responds
by bidding down the share price of the company that made these bad bets.
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This problem goes well beyond a few specific projects and is integrated into the
way that the market assigns value to companies that are in the business of
extracting finite resources from the earth. In order for the value of these companies
to remain stable or grow, oil and gas companies must always be able to prove to
their shareholders that they have fresh carbon reserves to exploit after they exhaust
those currently in production. This process is as crucial for extractive companies
as it is for a company that sells cars or clothing to show their shareholders that they
have preorders for their future products. At minimum, an energy company is
expected to have as much oil and gas in its proven reserves as it does in current
production, which would give it a “reserve-replacement ratio” of 100 percent. As
the popular site Investopedia explains, “A company’s reserve replacement ratio
must be at least 100% for the company to stay in business long-term; otherwise, it
will eventually run out of oil.”53

Which is why investors tend to get quite alarmed when the ratio drops below
that level. For instance, in 2009, on the same day that Shell announced that its
reserve-replacement ratio for the previous year had ominously dipped to 95
percent, the company scrambled to reassure the market that it was not in trouble.
It did this, tellingly, by declaring that it would cease new investments in wind and
solar energy. At the same time, it doubled down on a strategy of adding new
reserves from shale gas (accessible only through fracking), deepwater oil, and tar
sands. All in all, Shell managed that year to add a record 3.4 billion barrels of oil
equivalent in new proven reserves—nearly three times its production in 2009, or a
reserve-replacement ratio of 288 percent. Its stock price went up accordingly.
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For a fossil fuel major, keeping up its reserve-replacement ratio is an economic
imperative; without it, the company has no future. It has to keep moving just to
stand still. And it is this structural imperative that is pushing the industry into the
most extreme forms of dirty energy; there are simply not enough conventional
deposits left to keep up the replacement ratios. According to the International
Energy Agency’s annual World Energy Outlook report, global conventional oil
production from “existing fields” will drop from 68 million barrels per day in 2012
to an expected 27 million in 2035.
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That means that an oil company looking to reassure shareholders that it has a
plan for what to do, say, when the oil in Alaska’s Prudhoe Bay runs out, will be
forced to go into higher-risk, dirtier territories. It is telling, for instance, that more

than half of the reserves Exxon added in 2011 come from a single oil project: the
massive Kearl mine being developed in the Alberta tar sands.

56
This imperative

also means that, so long as this business model is in place, no coastline or aquifer
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will be safe. Every victory against the fossil fuel companies, no matter how hard
won, will be temporary, just waiting to be overtaken with howls of “Drill, Baby,
Drill.” It won’t be enough even when we can walk across the Gulf of Mexico on
the oil rigs, or when Australia’s Great Barrier Reef is a parking lot for coal tankers,
or when Greenland’s melting ice sheet is stained black from a spill we have no
idea how to clean up. Because these companies will always need more reserves to
top up their replacement ratios, year after year after year.

From the perspective of a fossil fuel company, going after these high-risk carbon
deposits is not a matter of choice—it is its fiduciary responsibility to shareholders,
who insist on earning the same kinds of mega-profits next year as they did this
year and last year. And yet fulfilling that fiduciary responsibility virtually
guarantees that the planet will cook.

This is not hyperbole. In 2011, a think tank in London called the Carbon Tracker
Initiative conducted a breakthrough study that added together the reserves claimed
by all the fossil fuel companies, private and state-owned. It found that the oil, gas,
and coal to which these players had already laid claim—deposits they have on their
books and which were already making money for shareholders—represented 2,795
gigatons of carbon (a gigaton is 1 billion metric tons). That’s a very big problem
because we know roughly how much carbon can be burned between now and 2050
and still leave us a solid chance (roughly 80 percent) of keeping warming below 2
degrees Celsius. According to one highly credible study, that amount of carbon is
565 gigatons between 2011 and 2049. And as Bill McKibben points out, “The
thing to notice is, 2,795 is five times 565. It’s not even close.” He adds: “What
those numbers mean is quite simple. This industry has announced, in filings to the
SEC and in promises to shareholders, that they’re determined to burn five times
more fossil fuel than the planet’s atmosphere can begin to absorb.”57

Those numbers also tell us that the very thing we must do to avert catastrophe—
stop digging—is the very thing these companies cannot contemplate without
initiating their own demise. They tell us that getting serious about climate change,
which means cutting our emissions radically, is simply not compatible with the
continued existence of one of the most profitable industries in the world.

And the amounts of money at stake are huge. The total amount of carbon in
reserve represents roughly $27 trillion—more than ten times the annual GDP of
the United Kingdom. If we were serious about keeping warming below 2 degrees,
approximately 80 percent of that would be useless, stranded assets. Given these
stakes, it is no mystery why the fossil fuel companies fight furiously to block every
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piece of legislation that would point us in the right emissions direction, and why
some directly fund the climate change denier movement.
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It also helps that these companies are so profitable that they have money not just
to burn, but to bribe—especially when that bribery is legal. In 2013 in the United
States alone, the oil and gas industry spent just under $400,000 a day lobbying
Congress and government officials, and the industry doled out a record $73 million
in federal campaign and political donations during the 2012 election cycle, an 87
percent jump from the 2008 elections.
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In Canada, corporations are not required to disclose how much money they
spend on lobbying, but the number of times they communicate with public officials
is a matter of public record. A 2012 report found that a single industry
organization—the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers—spoke with
federal government officials 536 times between 2008 and 2012, while
TransCanada, the company behind the Keystone XL pipeline, had 279
communications. The Climate Action Network, on the other hand, the country’s
broadest coalition devoted to emission reductions, only logged six
communications in the same period. In the U.K., the energy industry met with the
Department of Energy and Climate Change roughly eleven times more frequently
than green groups did during David Cameron’s first year in office. In fact, it has
become increasingly difficult to discern where the oil and gas industry ends and
the British government begins. As The Guardian reported in 2011, “At least 50
employees of companies including EDF Energy, npower and Centrica have been
placed within government to work on energy issues in the past four years.… The
staff are provided free of charge and work within the departments for secondments
of up to two years.”60

What all this money and access means is that every time the climate crisis
rightfully triggers our collective self-preservation instinct, the incredible monetary
power of the fossil fuel industry—driven by its own, more immediate self-
preservation instinct—gets in the way. Environmentalists often speak about
contemporary humanity as the proverbial frog in a pot ofboiling water, too
accustomed to the gradual increases in heat to jump to safety. But the truth is that
humanity has tried to jump quite a few times. In Rio in 1992. In Kyoto in 1997. In
2006 and 2007, when global concern rose yet again after the release of An

Inconvenient Truth and with the awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize to Al Gore and
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. In 2009, in the lead up to the
United Nations climate summit in Copenhagen. The problem is that the money that
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perverts the political process acts as a kind of lid, intercepting that survival instinct
and keeping us all in the pot.

The influence wielded by the fossil fuel lobby goes a long way toward
explaining why the sector is so very unconcerned about the nonbinding
commitments made by politicians at U.N. climate summits to keep temperatures
below 2 degrees Celsius. Indeed the day the Copenhagen summit concluded—
when the target was made official—the share prices of some of the largest fossil
fuel companies hardly reacted at all.
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Clearly, intelligent investors had determined that the promises governments
made in that forum were nothing to worry about—that they were not nearly as
important as the actions of their powerful energy departments back home that grant
mining and drilling permits. Indeed in March 2014, ExxonMobil confirmed as
much when the company came under pressure from activist shareholders to
respond to reports that much of its reserves would become stranded assets if
governments kept promises to keep warming below 2 degrees by passing
aggressive climate legislation. The company explained that it had determined that
restrictive climate policies were “highly unlikely” and, “based on this analysis, we
are confident that none of our hydrocarbon reserves are now or will become
‘stranded.’ ”62

Those working inside government understand these dynamics all too well. John
Ashton, who served as special representative for climate change to three successive
U.K. governments between 2006 and 2012, told me that he would often point out
to his colleagues making energy policy that their approach to the development of
fossil fuels contradicted the government’s claim to be “running a 2 degree climate
policy.” But when he did, they “simply ignored my efforts and carried on as
before—I might as well have been speaking in Attic Greek.” From this Ashton
concluded, “In government it is usually easy to rectify a slight misalignment
between two policies but near impossible to resolve a complete contradiction.
Where there is a contradiction, the forces of incumbency start with a massive
advantage.”63

This dynamic will shift only when the power (and wealth) of the fossil fuel
industry is seriously eroded. Which is very tough to do: the handy thing about
selling natural resources upon which entire economies have been built—and about
having so far succeeded in blocking policies that would offer real alternatives—is
that most people keep having to buy your products whether they like you or not.
So since these companies are going to continue being rich for the foreseeable
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future, the best hope of breaking the political deadlock is to radically restrict their
ability to spend their profits buying, and bullying, politicians.

The good news for the climate movement is that there are a whole lot of other
sectors that also have an active interest in curtailing the influence of money over
politics, particularly in the U.S., the country that has been the most significant
barrier to climate progress. After all, climate action has failed on Capitol Hill for
the same reasons that serious financial sector reform didn’t pass after the 2008
meltdown and the same reasons gun reform didn’t pass after the horrific 2012
school shooting in Newtown, connecticut. Which in turn are the same reasons why
Obama’s health reform failed to take on the perverting influence of the medical
insurance and pharmaceutical companies. All these attempts to fix glaring and
fundamental flaws in the system have failed because large corporations wield far
too much political power—a power exerted through corporate campaign
contributions, many of them secret; through almost unfettered access to regulators
via their lobbyists; through the notorious revolving door between business and
government; as well as through the “free speech” rights these corporations have
been granted by the U.S. Supreme Court. And though U.S. politics are particularly
far gone in this regard, no Western democracy has a level playing field when it
comes to political access and power.

Because these distortions have been in place for so long—and harm so many
diverse constituencies—a great many smart people have done a huge amount of
thinking about what it would take to clean up the system. As with responses to
climate change, the problem is not an absence of “solutions”—the solutions are
clear. Politicians must be prohibited from receiving donations from the industries
they regulate, or from acceptingjobs in lieu of bribes; political donations need to
be both fully disclosed and tightly capped; campaigns must be given the right to
access the public airwaves; and, ideally, elections should be publicly funded as a
basic cost of having a democracy.

Yet among large sections of the public, a sense of fatalism pervades: how can
you convince politicians to vote for reforms designed to free them from the binds
of corporate influence when those binds are still tightly in place? It’s tough, to be
sure, but the only thing politicians fear more than losing donations is losing
elections. And this is where the power of climate change—and its potential for
building the largest possible political tent—comes into play. As we have seen, the
scientific warnings that we are running out of time to avert climate disaster are
coming from a galaxy of credible scientific organizations and establishment
international agencies—from the American Association for the Advancement of
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Science to NASA to Britain’s Royal Society to the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change to the U.S. National Academy of Sciences to the World Bank to
the International Energy Agency. A resurgent climate movement could use those
warnings to light a fire under the call to kick corporate money out of politics—not
just fossil fuel money, but money from all the deep-pocketed barriers to progress
from the National Rifle Association to the fast food industry to the private-prison
complex. Such a rallying cry could bring together all of the various constituencies
that would benefit from reducing corporate power over politics—from health care
workers to parents worried about their children’s safety at school. There are no
guarantees that this coalition could succeed where other attempts at similar reforms
have failed. But it certainly seems worth expending at least as much energy and
money as the U.S. climate movement did trying, unsuccessfully, to push through
climate legislation that it knew was wholly inadequate, precisely because it was
written to try to neutralize opposition from fossil fuel companies (more on that
later).

Not an “Issue,” a Frame

The link between challenging corruption and lowering emissions is just one
example of how the climate emergency could—by virtue of its urgency and the
fact that it impacts, well, everyone on earth—breathe new life into a political goal
for which there is already a great deal of public support. The same holds true for
many of the other issues discussed so far—from raising taxes on the rich to
blocking harmful new trade deals to reinvesting in the public sphere. But before
those kinds of alliances can be built, some very bad habits will need to be
abandoned.

Environmentalists have a long history of behaving as if no issue is more
important than the Big One—why, some wonder (too often out loud), is everyone
wasting their time worrying about women’s rights and poverty and wars when it’s
blindingly obvious that none of this matters if the planet decides to start ejecting
us for poor behavior? When the first Earth Day was declared in 1970, one of the
movement’s leaders, Democratic senator Gaylord Nelson, declared that the
environmental crisis made “Vietnam, nuclear war, hunger, decaying cities, and all
other major problems one could name … relatively insignificant by comparison.”
Which helps explains why the great radical journalist I. F. Stone described Earth
Day as “a gigantic snowjob” that was using “rock and roll, idealism and
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noninflammatory social issues to turn the youth off from more urgent concerns
which might really threaten our power structure.”64

They were both wrong. The environmental crisis—if conceived sufficiently
broadly—neither trumps nor distracts from our most pressing political and
economic causes: it supercharges each one of them with existential urgency. As
Yotam Marom, an organizer with Occupy Wall Street in New York, wrote in July
2013, “The fight for the climate isn’t a separate movement, it’s both a challenge
and an opportunity for all of our movements. We don’t need to become climate
activists, we are climate activists. We don’t need a separate climate movement; we
need to seize the climate moment.”65

The nature of the moment is familiar but bears
repeating: whether or not industrialized countries begin deeply cutting our
emissions this decade will determine whether we can expect the same from rapidly
developing nations like China and India next decade. That, in turn, will determine
whether or not humanity can stay within a collective carbon budget that will give
us a decent chance of keeping warming below levels that our own governments
have agreed are unacceptably dangerous. In other words, we don’t have another
couple of decades to talk about the changes we want while being satisfied with the
occasional incremental victory. This set of hard facts calls for strategy, clear
deadlines, dogged focus—all of which are sorely missing from most progressive
movements at the moment.

Even more importantly, the climate moment offers an overarching narrative in
which everything from the fight for good jobs to justice for migrants to reparations
for historical wrongs like slavery and colonialism can all become part of the grand
project of building a nontoxic, shockproof economy before it’s too late.

And it is also worth remembering because it’s so very easy to forget: the
alternative to such a project is not the status quo extended indefinitely. It is climate-
change-fueled disaster capitalism—profiteering disguised as emission reduction,
privatized hyper-militarized borders, and, quite possibly, high-risk geoengineering
when things spiral out of control.

So how realistic is it to imagine that the climate crisis could be a political game
changer, a unifier for all these disparate issues and movements? Well, there is a
reason hard-right conservatives are putting so much effort into denying its
existence. Their political project is not, after all, as sturdy as it was in 1988, when
climate change first pierced public consciousness. Free market ideology may still
bind the imaginations of our elites, but for most of the general public, it has been
drained of its powers to persuade. The disastrous track record of the past three
decades of neoliberal policy is simply too apparent. Each new blast of statistics
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about how a tiny band of global oligarchs controls half the world’s wealth exposes
the policies of privatization and deregulation for the thinly veiled license to steal
that they always were. Each new report of factory fires in Bangladesh, soaring
pollution in China, and water cut-offs in Detroit reminds us that free trade was
exactly the race to the bottom that so many warned it would be. And each news
story about an Italian or Greek pensioner who took his or her own life rather than
try to survive under another round of austerity is a reminder of how many lives
continue to be sacrificed for the few.

The failure of deregulated capitalism to deliver on its promises is why, since
2009, public squares around the world have turned into rotating semipermanent
encampments of the angry and dispossessed. It’s also why there are now more calls
for fundamental change than at any point since the 1960s. It’s why a challenging
book like Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First Century, exposing the
built-in structures of ever-increasingwealth concentration, can sit atop bestseller
lists for months, and why when comedian and social commentator Russell Brand
went on the BBC and called for “revolution,” his appearance attracted more than
ten million YouTube views.

66

Climate change pits what the planet needs to maintain stability against what our
economic model needs to sustain itself. But since that economic model is failing
the vast majority of the people on the planet on multiple fronts that might not be
such a bad thing. Put another way, if there has ever been a moment to advance a
plan to heal the planet that also heals our broken economies and our shattered
communities, this is it.

Al Gore called climate change “an inconvenient truth,” which he defined as an
inescapable fact that we would prefer to ignore. Yet the truth about climate change
is inconvenient only if we are satisfied with the status quo except for the small
matter of warming temperatures. If, however, we see the need for transformation
quite apart from those warming temperatures, then the fact that our current road is
headed toward a cliff is, in an odd way, convenient—because it tells us that we had
better start making that sweeping turn, and fast.

Not surprisingly, the people who understand this best are those whom our
economic model has always been willing to sacrifice. The environmental justice
movement, the loose network of groups working with communities on the toxic
front lines of extractive industries—next to refineries, for instance, or downstream
from mines—has always argued that a robust response to emission reduction could
form the basis of a transformative economic project. In fact the slogan long
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embraced by this movement has been “System Change, Not Climate Change”—a
recognition that these are the two choices we face.

67

“The climate justice fight here in the U.S. and around the world is not just a fight
against the [biggest] ecological crisis of all time,” Miya Yoshitani, executive
director of the Oakland-based Asian Pacific Environmental Network (APEN),
explains. “It is the fight for a new economy, a new energy system, a new
democracy, a new relationship to the planet and to each other, for land, water, and
food sovereignty, for Indigenous rights, for human rights and dignity for all people.
When climate justice wins we win the world that we want. We can’t sit this one
out, not because we have too much to lose but because we have too much to
gain.… We are bound together in this battle, not just for a reduction in the parts
per million of CO2, but to transform our economies and rebuild a world that we
want today.”68

This is what many liberal commentators get wrong when they assume that
climate action is futile because it asks us to sacrifice in the name of far-off benefits.
“How can you persuade the human race to put the future ahead of the present?”
askedObserver columnist Nick Cohen despondently.

69
The answer is that you

don’t. You point out, as Yoshitani does, that for a great many people, climate
action is their best hope for a better present, and a future far more exciting than
anything else currently on offer.

Yoshitani is part of a vibrant activist scene in the San Francisco Bay Area that
is ground zero of the green jobs movement most prominently championed by
former Obama advisor Van Jones. When I first met Yoshitani, the Asian Pacific
Environmental Network was working closely with Asian immigrants in Oakland
to demand affordable housing close to a mass transit station to make sure that
gentrification didn’t displace the people who actually use subways and buses. And
APEN has also been part of an initiative to help create worker co-ops in the solar
energy sector in nearby Richmond, so that there are jobs on offer other than the
ones at the local Chevron oil refinery.

More such connections between climate action and economic justice are being
made all the time. As we will see, communities trying to stop dangerous oil
pipelines or natural gas fracking are building powerful new alliances with
Indigenous peoples whose territories are also at risk from these activities. And
several large environmental organizations in the U.S.—including Greenpeace, the
Sierra Club, the BlueGreen Alliance, and 350.org—took stands in support of
demands for comprehensive reform of the U.S. immigration system, in part
because migration is increasingly linked to climate and also because members of
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immigrant communities are often prevented from defending themselves against
heightened environmental risks since doing so could lead to incarceration or
deportation.

70

These are encouraging signs, and there are plenty of others. Yet the kind of
counter-power that has a chance of changing society on anything close to the scale
required is still missing. It is a painful irony that while the right is forever casting
climate change as a left-wing plot, most leftists and liberals are still averting their
eyes, having yet to grasp that climate science has handed them the most powerful
argument against unfettered capitalism since William Blake’s “dark Satanic Mills”
blackened England’s skies (which, incidentally, was the beginning of climate
change). By all rights, this reality should be filling progressive sails with
conviction, lending new confidence to the demands for a more just economic
model. And yet when demonstrators are protesting the various failures of this
system in Athens, Madrid, Istanbul, and New York, climate change is too often
little more than a footnote when it could be the coup de grâce.

71

The mainstream environmental movement, meanwhile, generally stands apart
from these expressions of mass frustration, choosing to define climate activism
narrowly—demanding a carbon tax, say, or even trying to stop a pipeline. And
those campaigns are important. But building a mass movement that has a chance
of taking on the corporate forces arrayed against science-based emission reduction
will require the broadest possible spectrum of allies. That would include the public
sector workers—firefighters, nurses, teachers, garbage collectors—fighting to
protect the services and infrastructure that will be our best protection against
climate change. It would include antipoverty activists trying to protect affordable
housing in downtown cores, rather than allowing low-income people to be pushed
by gentrification into sprawling peripheries that require more driving. As Colin
Miller of Oakland-based Bay Localize told me, “Housing is a climate issue.” And
it would include transit riders fighting against fare increases at a time when we
should be doing everything possible to make subways and buses more comfortable
and affordable for all. Indeed when masses of people take to the streets to stop such
fare hikes and demand free public transit—as they did in Brazil in June and July
of 2013—these actions should be welcomed as part of a global effort to fight
climate chaos, even if those populist movements never once use the words “climate
change.”72

Perhaps it should be no surprise that a sustained and populist climate
movement has not yet emerged—a movement like that has yet to be sustained to
counter any of the other failures of this economic model. Yes, there have been
periods when mass outrage in the face of austerity, corruption, and inequality has
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spilled into the streets and the squares for weeks and months on end. Yet if the
recent years of rapid-fire rebellions havedemonstrated anything, it is that these
movements are snuffed out far too quickly, whether by repression or political
cooptation, while the structures they opposed reconstitute themselves in more
terrifying and dangerous forms. Witness Egypt. Or the inequalities that have grown
even more obscene since the 2008 economic crisis, despite the many movements
that rose up to resist the bailouts and austerity measures.

I have, in the past, strongly defended the right of young movements to their
amorphous structures—whether that means rejecting identifiable leadership or
eschewing programmatic demands. And there is no question that old political
habits and structures must be reinvented to reflect new realities, as well as past
failures. But I confess that the last five years immersed in climate science has left
me impatient. As many are coming to realize, the fetish for structurelessness, the
rebellion against any kind of institutionalization, is not a luxury today’s
transformative movements can afford.

The core of the problem comes back to the same inescapable fact that has both
blocked climate action and accelerated emissions: all of us are living in the world
that neoliberalism built, even if we happen to be critics of neoliberalism.

In practice that means that, despite endless griping, tweeting, flash mobbing, and
occupying, we collectively lack many of the tools that built and sustained the
transformative movements of the past. Our public institutions are disintegrating,
while the institutions of the traditional left—progressive political parties, strong
unions, membership-based community service organizations—are fighting for
their lives.

And the challenge goes deeper than a lack of institutional tools and reaches into
our very selves. Contemporary capitalism has not just accelerated the behaviors
that are changing the climate. This economic model has changed a great many of
us as individuals, accelerated and uprooted and dematerialized us as surely as it
has finance capital, leaving us at once everywhere and nowhere. These are the
hand-wringing clichés of our time—What is Twitter doing to my attention span?
What are screens doing to our relationships?—but the preoccupations have
particular relevance to the way we relate to the climate challenge.

Because this is a crisis that is, by its nature, slow moving and intensely place
based. In its early stages, and in between the wrenching disasters, climate is about
an early blooming of a particular flower, an unusually thin layer of ice on a lake,
the late arrival of a migratory bird—noticing these small changes requires the kind
of communion that comes from knowing a place deeply, not just as scenery but
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also as sustenance, and when local knowledge is passed on with a sense of sacred
trust from one generation to the next. How many of us still live like that? Similarly,
climate change is also about the inescapable impact of the actions of past
generations not just on the present, but on generations in the future. These time
frames are a language that has become foreign to a great many of us. Indeed
Western culture has worked very hard to erase Indigenous cosmologies that call
on the past and the future to interrogate present-day actions, with long-dead
ancestors always present, alongside the generations yet to come.

In short: more bad timing. Just when we needed to slow down and notice the
subtle changes in the natural world that are telling us that something is seriously
amiss, we have sped up; just when we needed longer time horizons to see how the
actions of our past impact the prospects for our future, we entered into the never-
ending feed of the perpetual now, slicing and dicing our attention spans as never
before.

To understand how we got to this place of profound disconnection from our
surroundings and one another, and to think about how we might build a politics
based on reconnection, we will need to go back a good deal further than 1988.
Because the truth is that, while contemporary, hyper-globalized capitalism has
exacerbated the climate crisis, it did not create it. We started treating the
atmosphere as our waste dump when we began using coal on a commercial scale
in the late 1700s and engaged in similarly reckless ecological practices well before
that.

Moreover, humans have behaved in this shortsighted way not only under
capitalist systems, but under systems that called themselves socialist as well
(whether they were or not remains a subject of debate). Indeed the roots of the
climate crisis date back to core civilizational myths on which post-Enlightenment
Western culture is founded—myths about humanity’s duty to dominate a natural
world that is believed to be at once limitless and entirely controllable. This is not
a problem that can be blamed on the political right or on the United States; these
are powerful cultural narratives that transcend geography and ideological divides.

I have, so far, emphasized the familiarity of many of the deep solutions to the
climate crisis and there is real comfort to take from that. It means that in many of
our key responses, we would not be embarking on this tremendous project from
scratch but rather drawing on more than a century of progressive work. But truly
rising to the climate challenge—particularly its challenge to economic growth—
will require that we dig even deeper into our past, and move into some distinctly
uncharted political territory.
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_____________
*

Workers in the U.S. and Europe have attempted to emulate this model in recent years during several plant
closures, most notably the high-profile Republic Windows and Doors factory in Chicago, which was shut
down during the economic crisis and then occupied by its workers. Today many of those former employees
are now worker-owners at the reborn New Era Windows Cooperative.
* Much of the support for nuclear power as a solution to global warming is based on the promise of “next
generation” nuclear technologies, which range from more efficient reactors cooled with gas instead of
water, to “fast reactor” designs that can run on spent fuel or “breed” more fuel in addition to consuming
it—or even nuclear fusion, in which atomic nuclei are forced together (as occurs in the sun) rather than
split. Boosters of these groundbreaking technologies assure us that they eliminate many of the risks
currently associated with nuclear energy, from meltdowns to longterm waste storage to weaponization of
enriched uranium. And perhaps they do have the potential to eliminate some of those risks. But since these
technologies are untested, and some may carry even greater risks, the onus is on the boosters, not on the
rest of us, to demonstrate their safety. All the more so because we have proven clean, renewable
technologies available, and democratic, participatory models for their implementation, that demand no such
risks.
*

There is a great deal of confusion about the climate benefits of natural gas because the fuel is often given
credit for a 12 percent drop in U.S. carbon dioxide emissions since 2007. But this good news does not
address the fact that methane emissions have been rising over the past decade, or the fact that U.S. methane
emissions are very likely underestimated, since leakage has been extremely poorly accounted for.
Moreover, many experts and modelers warn that any climate gains from the shale boom will continue to be
undercut not only by potent methane emissions, but also by the tendency of cheap natural gas to displace
wind and solar. Similarly, as coal generation is displaced by natural gas in the U.S., coal companies are
simply exporting their dirty product overseas, which according to one analysis by the CO2 Scorecard Group
has “more than offset” the emissions savings from natural gas since 2007.
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5

BEYOND EXTRACTIVISM

Confronting the Climate Denier Within

“The best thing about the Earth is if you poke holes in it oil and gas comes
out.”

–Republican U.S. Congressman Steve Stockman, 2013
1

“The open veins of Latin America are still bleeding.”

–Bolivian Indigenous leader Nilda Rojas Huanca, 2014
2

“It is our predicament that we live in a finite world, and yet we behave
as if it were infinite. Steady exponential material growth with no limits
on resource consumption and population is the dominant conceptual
model used by today’s decision makers. This is an approximation of
reality that is no longer accurate and [has] started to break down.”

–Global systems analyst Rodrigo Castro and colleagues, paper presented at a
scientific modeling conference, 2014

3

For the past few years, the island of Nauru has been on a health kick. The concrete
walls of public buildings are covered in murals urging regular exercise and healthy
eating, and warning against the danger of diabetes. Young people are asking their
grandparents how to fish, a lost skill. But there is a problem. As Nerida-Ann
Steshia Hubert, who works at a diabetes center on the island, explains, life spans
on Nauru are short, in part because of an epidemic of the disease. “The older folks
are passing away early and we’re losing a lot of the knowledge with them. It’s like
a race against time—trying to get the knowledge from them before they die.”4

For decades, this tiny, isolated South Pacific island, just twenty-one square
kilometers and home to ten thousand people, was held up as a model for the
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world—a developing country that was doing everything right. In the early 1960s,
the Australian government, whose troops seized control of Nauru from the
Germans in 1914, was so proud of its protectorate that it made promotional videos
showing the Micronesians in starched white Bermuda shorts, obediently following
lessons in English-speaking schools, settling their disputes in British-style courts,
and shopping for modern conveniences in well-stocked grocery stores.

5

During the 1970s and 1980s, after Nauru had earned independence, the island
was periodically featured in press reports as a place of almost obscene riches, much
as Dubai is invoked today. An Associated Press article from 1985 reported that
Nauruans had “the world’s highest per capita gross national product … higher even
than Persian Gulf oil Sheikdoms.” Everyone had free health care, housing, and
education; homes were kept cool with air-conditioning; and residents zoomed
around their tiny island—it took twenty minutes to make the entire loop—in brand-
new cars and motorcycles. A police chief famously bought himself a yellow
Lamborghini. “When I was young,” recalls Steshia Hubert, “we would go to
parties where people would throw thousands of dollars on the babies. Extravagant
parties—first, sixteenth, eighteenth, twenty-first, and fiftieth birthdays.… They
would come with gifts like cars, pillows stuffed with hundred-dollar bills—for
one-year-old babies!”6

All of Nauru’s monetary wealth derived from an odd geological fact. For
hundreds of thousands of years, when the island was nothing but a cluster of coral
reefs protruding from the waves, Nauru was a popular pit stop for migrating birds,
who dropped by to feast on the shellfish and mollusks. Gradually, the bird poop
built up between the coral towers and spires, eventually hardening to form a rocky
landmass. The rock was then covered over in topsoil and dense forest, creating a
tropical oasis of coconut palms, tranquil beaches, and thatched huts so beatific that
the first European visitors dubbed the island Pleasant Isle.

7

For thousands of years, Nauruans lived on the surface of their island, sustaining
themselves on fish and black noddy birds. That began to change when a colonial
officer picked up a rock that was later discovered to be made of almost pure
phosphate of lime, a valuable agricultural fertilizer. A German-British firm began
mining, later replaced by a British–Australian–New Zealand venture.

8
Nauru

started developing at record speed—the catch was that it was, simultaneously,
commiting suicide.

By the 1960s, Nauru still looked pleasant enough when approached from the
sea, but it was a mirage. Behind the narrow fringe of coconut palms circling the
coast lay a ravaged interior. Seen from above, the forest and topsoil of the oval
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island were being voraciously stripped away; the phosphate mined down to the
island’s sharply protruding bones, leaving behind a forest of ghostly coral totems.
With the center now uninhabitable and largely infertile except for some minor
scrubby vegetation, life on Nauru unfolded along the thin coastal strip, where the
homes and civic structures were located.

9

Nauru’s successive waves of colonizers—whose economic emissaries ground
up the phosphate rock into fine dust, then shipped it on ocean liners to fertilize soil
in Australia and New Zealand—had a simple plan for the country: they would keep
mining phosphate until the island was an empty shell. “When the phosphate supply
is exhausted in thirty to forty years’ time, the experts predict that the estimated
population will not be able to live on this pleasant little island,” a Nauruan council
member said, rather stiffly, in a sixties-era black-and-white video produced by the
Australian government. But not to worry, the film’s narrator explained:
“Preparations are being made now for the future of the Nauruan people. Australia
has offered them a permanent home within her own shores.… Their prospects are
bright; their future is secure.”10

Nauru, in other words, was developed to disappear, designed by the Australian
government and the extractive companies that controlled its fate as a disposable
country. It’s not that they had anything against the place, no genocidal intent per
se. It’s just that one dead island that few even knew existed seemed like an
acceptable sacrifice to make in the name of the progress represented by industrial
agriculture.

When the Nauruans themselves took control of their country in 1968, they had
hopes of reversing these plans. Toward that end, they put a large chunk of their
mining revenues into a trust fund that they invested in what seemed like stable real
estate ventures in Australia and Hawaii. The goal was to live off the fund’s
proceeds while winding down phosphate mining and beginning to rehabilitate their
island’s ecology—a costly task, but perhaps not impossible.

11

The plan failed. Nauru’s government received catastrophically bad investment
advice, and the country’s mining wealth was squandered. Meanwhile, Nauru
continued to disappear, its white powdery innards loaded onto boats as the mining
continued unabated. Meanwhile, decades of easy money had taken a predictable
toll on Nauruans’ life and culture. Politics was rife with corruption, drunk driving
was a leading cause of death, average life expectancy was dismally low, and Nauru
earned the dubious honor of being featured on a U.S. news show as “the fattest
place on Earth” (half the adult population suffers from type 2 diabetes, the result
of a diet comprised almost exclusively of imported processed food). “During the
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golden era when the royalties were rolling in, we didn’t cook, we ate in
restaurants,” recalls Steshia Hubert, a health care worker. And even if the Nauruans
had wanted to eat differently, it would have been hard: with so much of the island
a latticework of deep dark holes, growing enough fresh produce to feed the
population was pretty much impossible. A bitterly ironic infertility for an island
whose main export was agricultural fertilizer.

12

By the 1990s, Nauru was so desperate for foreign currency that it pursued some
distinctly shady get-rich-quick schemes. Aided greatly by the wave of financial
deregulation unleashed in this period, the island became a prime money-laundering
haven. For a time in the late 1990s, Nauru was the titular “home” to roughly four
hundred phantom banks that were utterly unencumbered by monitoring, oversight,
taxes, and regulation. Nauru-registered shell banks were particularly popular
among Russian gangsters, who reportedly laundered a staggering $70 billion of
dirty money through the island nation (to put that in perspective, Nauru’s entire
GDP is $72 million, according to most recent figures). Giving the country partial
credit for the collapse of the Russian economy, a New York Times Magazinepiece
in 2000 pronounced that “amid the recent proliferation of money-laundering
centers that experts estimate has ballooned into a $5 trillion shadow economy,
Nauru is Public Enemy #1.”13

These schemes have since caught up with Nauru too, and now the country faces
a double bankruptcy: with 90 percent of the island depleted from mining, it faces
ecological bankruptcy; with a debt of at least $800 million, Nauru faces financial
bankruptcy as well. But these are not Nauru’s only problems. It now turns out that
the island nation is highly vulnerable to a crisis it had virtually no hand in creating:
climate change and the drought, ocean acidification, and rising waters it brings.
Sea levels around Nauru have been steadily climbing by about 5 millimeters per
year since 1993, and much more could be on the way if current trends continue.
Intensified droughts are already causing severe freshwater shortages.

14

A decade ago, Australian philosopher and professor of sustainability Glenn
Albrecht set out to coin a term to capture the particular form of psychological
distress that sets in when the homelands that we love and from which we take
comfort are radically altered by extraction and industrialization, rendering them
alienating and unfamiliar. He settled on “solastalgia,” with its evocations of solace,
destruction, and pain, and defined the new word to mean, “the homesickness you
have when you are still at home.” He explained that although this particular form
of unease was once principally familiar to people who lived in sacrifice zones—
lands decimated by open-pit mining, for instance, or clear-cut logging—it was fast
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becoming a universal human experience, with climate change creating a “new
abnormal” wherever we happen to live. “As bad as local and regional negative
transformation is, it is the big picture, the Whole Earth, which is now a home under
assault. A feeling of global dread asserts itself as the planet heats and our climate
gets more hostile and unpredictable,” he writes.15

Some places are unlucky enough to experience both local and global solastalgia
simultaneously. Speaking to the 1997 U.N. climate conference that adopted the
Kyoto Protocol, Nauru’s then-president Kinza Clodumar described the collective
claustrophobia that had gripped his country: “We are trapped, a wasteland at our
back, and to our front a terrifying, rising flood of biblical proportions.”16

Few
places on earth embody the suicidal results of building our economies on polluting
extraction more graphically than Nauru. Thanks to its mining of phosphate, Nauru
has spent the last century disappearing from the inside out; now, thanks to our
collective mining of fossil fuels, it is disappearing from the outside in.

In a 2007 cable about Nauru, made public by WikiLeaks, an unnamed U.S.
official summed up his government’s analysis of what went wrong on the island:
“Nauru simply spent extravagantly, never worrying about tomorrow.”17

Fair
enough, but that diagnosis is hardly unique to Nauru; our entire culture is
extravagantly drawing down finite resources, never worrying about tomorrow. For
a couple of hundred years we have been telling ourselves that we can dig the
midnight black remains of other life forms out of the bowels of the earth, burn
them in massive quantities, and that the airborne particles and gases released into
the atmosphere—because we can’t see them—will have no effect whatsoever. Or
if they do, we humans, brilliant as we are, will just invent our way out of whatever
mess we have made.

And we tell ourselves all kinds of similarly implausible no-consequences stories
all the time, about how we can ravage the world and suffer no adverse effects.
Indeed we are always surprised when it works out otherwise. We extract and do
not replenish and wonder why the fish have disappeared and the soil requires ever
more “inputs” (like phosphate) to stay fertile. We occupy countries and arm their
militias and then wonder why they hate us. We drive down wages, ship jobs
overseas, destroy worker protections, hollow out local economies, then wonder
why people can’t afford to shop as much as they used to. We offer those failed
shoppers subprime mortgages instead of steady jobs and then wonder why no one
foresaw that a system built on bad debts would collapse.

At every stage our actions are marked by a lack of respect for the powers we are
unleashing—a certainty, or at least a hope, that the nature we have turned to
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garbage, and the people we have treated like garbage, will not come back to haunt
us. And Nauru knows all about this too, because in the past decade it has become
a dumping ground of another sort. In an effort to raise much needed revenue, it
agreed to house an offshore refugee detention center for the government of
Australia. In what has become known as “the Pacific Solution,” Australian navy
and customs ships intercept boats of migrants and immediately fly them three
thousand kilometers to Nauru (as well as to several other Pacific islands). Once on
Nauru, the migrants—most from Afghanistan, Sri Lanka, Iraq, Iran, and
Pakistan—are crammed into a rat-infested guarded camp made up of rows of
crowded, stiflingly hot tents. The island imprisonment can last up to five years,
with the migrants in a state of constant limbo about their status, something the
Australian government hopes will serve as a deterrent to future refugees.

18

The Australian and Nauruan governments have gone to great lengths to limit
information on camp conditions and have prevented journalists who make the long
journey to the island from seeing where migrants are being housed. But the truth
is leaking out nonetheless: grainy video of prisoners chanting “We are not
animals”; reports of mass hunger strikes and suicide attempts; horrifying
photographs of refugees who had sewn their own mouths shut, using paper clips
as needles; an image of a man who had badly mutilated his neck in a failed hanging
attempt. There are also images of toddlers playing in the dirt and huddling with
their parents under tent flaps for shade (originally the camp had housed only adult
males, but now hundreds of women and children have been sent there too). In June
2013, the Australian government finally allowed a BBC crew into the camp in
order to show off its brand-new barracks—but that PR attempt was completely
upstaged one month later by the news that a prisoner riot had almost completely
destroyed the new facility, leaving several prisoners injured.

19

Amnesty International has called the camp on Nauru “cruel” and “degrading,”
and a 2013 report by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
concluded that those conditions, “coupled with the protracted period spent there
by some asylum-seekers, raise serious issues about their compatibility with
international human rights law, including the prohibition against torture and cruel,
inhuman or degrading treatment.” Then, in March 2014, a former Salvation Army
employee named Mark Isaacs, who had been stationed at the camp, published a
tell-all memoir titled The Undesirables. He wrote about men who had survived
wars and treacherous voyages losing all will to live on Nauru, with one man
resorting to swallowing cleaning fluids, another driven mad and barking like a dog.
Isaacs likened the camp to “death factories,” and said in an interview that it is about
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“taking resilient men and grinding them into the dust.” On an island that itself was
systematically ground to dust, it’s a harrowing image. As harrowing as enlisting
the people who could very well be the climate refugees of tomorrow to play warden
to the political and economic refugees of today.

20

Reviewing the island’s painful history, it strikes me that so much of what has
gone wrong on Nauru—and goes on still—has to do with its location, frequently
described as “the middle of nowhere” or, in the words of a 1921 National

Geographicdispatch, “perhaps the most remote territory in the world,” a tiny dot
“in lonely seas.” The nation’s remoteness made it aconvenient trash can—a place
to turn the land into trash, to launder dirty money, to disappear unwanted people,
and now a place that may be allowed to disappear altogether.

21

This is our relationship to much that we cannot easily see and it is a big part of
what makes carbon pollution such a stubborn problem: we can’t see it, so we don’t
really believe it exists. Ours is a culture of disavowal, of simultaneously knowing
and not knowing—the illusion of proximity coupled with the reality of distance is
the trick perfected by the fossil-fueled global market. So we both know and don’t
know who makes our goods, who cleans up after us, where our waste disappears
to—whether it’s our sewage or electronics or our carbon emissions.

But what Nauru’s fate tells us is that there is no middle of nowhere, nowhere
that doesn’t “count”—and that nothing ever truly disappears. On some level we all
know this, that we are part of a swirling web of connections. Yet we are trapped in
linear narratives that tell us the opposite: that we can expand infinitely, that there
will always be more space to absorb our waste, more resources to fuel our wants,
more people to abuse.

These days, Nauru is in a near constant state of political crisis, with fresh
corruption scandals perpetually threatening to bring down the government, and
sometimes succeeding. Given the wrong visited upon the nation, the island’s
leaders would be well within their rights to point fingers outward—at their former
colonial masters who flayed them, at the investors who fleeced them, and at the
rich countries whose emissions now threaten to drown them. And some do. But
several of Nauru’s leaders have also chosen to do something else: to hold up their
country as a kind of warning to a warming world.

In The New York Times in 2011, for instance, then-president Marcus Stephen
wrote that Nauru provides “an indispensable cautionary tale about life in a place
with hard ecological limits.” It shows, he claimed, “what can happen when a
country runs out of options. The world is headed down a similar path with the
relentless burning of coal and oil, which is altering the planet’s climate, melting
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ice caps, making oceans more acidic and edging us ever closer to a day when no
one will be able to take clean water, fertile soil or abundant food for granted.” In
other words, Nauru isn’t the only one digging itself to death; we all are.

22

But the lesson Nauru has to teach is not only about the dangers of fossil fuel
emissions. It is about the mentality that allowed so many of us, and our ancestors,
to believe that we could relate to the earth with such violence in the first place—
to dig and drill out the substances we desired while thinking little of the trash left
behind, whether in the land and water where the extraction takes place, or in the
atmosphere, once the extracted material is burned. This carelessness is at the core
of an economic model some political scientists call “extractivism,” a term
originally used to describe economies based on removing ever more raw materials
from the earth, usually for export to traditional colonial powers, where “value” was
added. And it’s a habit of thought that goes a long way toward explaining why an
economic model based on endless growth ever seemed viable in the first place.
Though developed under capitalism, governments across the ideological spectrum
now embrace this resource-depleting model as a road to development, and it is this
logic that climate change calls profoundly into question.

Extractivism is a nonreciprocal, dominance-based relationship with the earth,
one purely of taking. It is the opposite of stewardship, which involves taking but
also taking care that regeneration and future life continue. Extractivism is the
mentality of the mountaintop remover and the old-growth clear-cutter. It is the
reduction of life into objects for the use of others, giving them no integrity or value
of their own—turning living complex ecosystems into “natural resources,”
mountains into “overburden” (as the mining industry terms the forests, rocks, and
streams that get in the way of its bulldozers). It is also the reduction of human
beings either into labor to be brutally extracted, pushed beyond limits, or,
alternatively, into social burden, problems to be locked out at borders and locked
away in prisons or reservations. In an extractivist economy, the interconnections
among these various objectified components of life are ignored; the consequences
of severing them are of no concern.

Extractivism is also directly connected to the notion of sacrifice zones—places
that, to their extractors, somehow don’t count and therefore can be poisoned,
drained, or otherwise destroyed, for the supposed greater good of economic
progress. This toxic idea has always been intimately tied to imperialism, with
disposable peripheries being harnessed to feed a glittering center, and it is bound
up too with notions of racial superiority, because in order to have sacrifice zones,
you need to have people and cultures who count so little that they are considered
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deserving of sacrifice. Extractivism ran rampant under colonialism because
relating to the world as a frontier of conquest—rather than as home—fosters this
particular brand of irresponsibility. The colonial mind nurtures the belief that there
is always somewhere else to go to and exploit once the current site of extraction
has been exhausted.

These ideas predate industrial-scale extraction of fossil fuels. And yet the ability
to harness the power of coal to power factories and ships is what, more than any
single other factor, enabled these dangerous ideas to conquer the world. It’s a
history worth exploring in more depth, because it goes a long way toward
explaining how the climate crisis challenges not only capitalism but the underlying
civilizational narratives about endless growth and progress within which we are
all, in one way or another, still trapped.

The Ultimate Extractivist Relationship

If the modern-day extractive economy has a patron saint, the honor should
probably go to Francis Bacon. The English philosopher, scientist, and statesman is
credited with convincing Britain’s elites to abandon, once and for all, pagan
notions of the earth as a life-giving mother figure to whom we owe respect and
reverence (and more than a little fear) and accept the role as her dungeon master.
“For you have but to follow and as it were hound nature in her wanderings,” Bacon
wrote in De Augmentis Scientiarum in 1623, “and you will be able, when you like,
to lead and drive her afterwards to the same place again.… Neither ought a man to
make scruple of entering and penetrating into these holes and corners, when the
inquisition of truth is his sole object.”23

(Not surprisingly, feminist scholars have
filled volumes analyzing the ex–Lord Chancellor’s metaphor choices.)

These ideas of a completely knowable and controllable earth animated not only
the Scientific Revolution but, critically, the colonial project as well, which sent
ships crisscrossing the globe to poke and prod and bring the secrets, and wealth,
back to their respective crowns. The mood of human invincibility that governed
this epoch was neatly encapsulated in the words of clergyman and philosopher
William Derham in his 1713 bookPhysico-Theology: “We can, if need be, ransack
the whole globe, penetrate into the bowels of the earth, descend to the bottom of
the deep, travel to the farthest regions of this world, to acquire wealth.”24

And yet despite this bravado, throughout the 1700s, the twin projects of
colonialism and industrialization were still constrained by nature on several key
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fronts. Ships carrying both slaves and the raw materials they harvested could sail
only when winds were favorable, which could lead to long delays in the supply
chain. The factories that turned those raw materials into finished products were
powered by huge water wheels. They needed to be located next to waterfalls or
rapids which made them dependent on the flow and levels of rivers. As with high
or low winds at sea, an especially dry or wet spell meant that working hours in the
textile, flour, and sugar mills had to be adjusted accordingly—a mounting
annoyance as markets expanded and became more global.

Many water-powered factories were, by necessity, spread out around the
countryside, near bodies of fast-moving water. As the Industrial Revolution
matured and workers in the mills started to strike and even riot for better wages
and conditions, this decentralization made factory owners highly vulnerable, since
quickly finding replacement workers in rural areas was difficult.

Beginning in 1776, a Scottish engineer named James Watt perfected and
manufactured a power source that offered solutions to all these vulnerabilities.
Lawyer and historian Barbara Freese describes Watt’s steam engine as “perhaps
the most important invention in the creation of the modern world”—and with good
reason.

25
By adding a separate condenser, air pump, and later a rotary mechanism

to an older model, Watt was able to make the coal-fired steam engine vastly more
powerful and adaptable than its predecessors. In contrast, the new machines could
power a broad range of industrial operations, including, eventually, boats.

For the first couple of decades, the new engine was a tough sell. Water power,
after all, had a lot going for it compared with coal. For one thing, it was free, while
coal needed to be continually re-purchased. And contrary to the widespread belief
that the steam engine provided more energy than water wheels, the two were
actually comparable, with the larger wheelspacking several times more
horsepower than their coal-powered rivals. Water wheels also operated more
smoothly, with fewer technical breakdowns, so long as the water was flowing.
“The transition from water to steam in the British cotton industry did not occur
because water was scarce, less powerful, or more expensive than steam,” writes
Swedish coal expert Andreas Malm. “To the contrary, steam gained supremacy in

spite of water being abundant, at least as powerful, and decidedly cheaper.”26

As Britain’s urban population ballooned, two factors tipped the balance in favor
of the steam engine. The first was the new machine’s insulation from nature’s
fluctuations: unlike water wheels, steam engines worked at the same rate all the
time, so long as there was coal to feed them and the machinery wasn’t broken. The
flow rates of rivers were of no concern. Steam engines also worked anywhere,
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regardless of the geography, which meant that factory owners could shift
production from more remote areas to cities like London, Manchester, and
Lancaster, where there were gluts of willing industrial workers, making it far easier
to fire troublemakers and put down strikes. As an 1832 article written by a British
economist explained, “The invention of the steam-engine has relieved us from the
necessity of building factories in inconvenient situations merely for the sake of a
waterfall.” Or as one of Watt’s early biographers put it, the generation of power
“will no longer depend, as heretofore, on the most inconstant of natural causes—
on atmospheric influences.”27

Similarly, when Watt’s engine was installed in a boat, ship crews were liberated
from having to adapt their journeys to the winds, a development that rapidly
accelerated the colonial project and the ability of European powers to easily annex
countries in distant lands. As the Earl of Liverpool put it in a public meeting to
memorialize James Watt in 1824, “Be the winds friendly or be they contrary, the
power of the Steam Engine overcomes all difficulties.… Let the wind blow from
whatever quarter it may, let the destination of our force be to whatever part of the
world it may, you have the power and the means, by the Steam Engine, of applying
that force at the proper time and in the proper manner.”28

Not until the advent of
electronic trading would commerce feel itself so liberated from the constraints of
living on a planet bound by geography and governed by the elements.

Unlike the energy it replaced, power from fossil fuel always required sacrifice
zones—whether in the black lungs of the coal miners or the poisoned waterways
surrounding the mines. But these prices were seen as worth paying in exchange for
coal’s intoxicating promise of freedom from the physical world—a freedom that
unleashed industrial capitalism’s full force to dominate both workers and other
cultures. With their portable energy creator, the industrialists and colonists of the
1800s could now go wherever labor was cheapest and most exploitable, and
wherever resources were most plentiful and valuable. As the author of a steam
engine manual wrote in the mid-1830s, “Its mighty services are always at our
command, whether in winter or in summer, by day or by night—it knows of no
intermission but what our wishes dictate.”29

Coal represented, in short, total
domination, of both nature and other people, the full realization of Bacon’s dream
at last. “Nature can be conquered,” Watt reportedly said, “if we can but find her
weak side.”30

Little wonder then that the introduction of Watt’s steam engine coincided with
explosive levels of growth in British manufacturing, such that in the eighty years
between 1760 and 1840, the country went from importing 2.5 million pounds of
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raw cotton to importing 366 million pounds of raw cotton, a genuine revolution
made possible by the potent and brutal combination of coal at home and slave labor
abroad.

31

This recipe produced more than just new consumer products. In Ecological

Economics, Herman Daly and Joshua Farley point out that Adam Smith
published The Wealth of Nations in 1776—the same year that Watt produced his
first commercial steam engine. “It is no coincidence,” they write, “that the market
economy and fossil fuel economy emerged at essentially the exact same
time.… New technologies and vast amounts of fossil energy allowed
unprecedented production of consumer goods. The need for new markets for these
mass-produced consumer goods and new sources of raw material played a role in
colonialism and the pursuit of empire. The market economy evolved as an efficient
way of allocating such goods, and stimulating the production of even more.”32

Just
as colonialism needed coal to fulfill its dream of total domination, the deluge of
products made possible by both coal and colonialism needed modern capitalism.

The promise of liberation from nature that Watt was selling in those early days
continues to be the great power of fossil fuels. That power is what allows today’s
multinationals to scour the globe for the cheapest, most exploitable workforce,
with natural features and events that once appeared as obstacles—vast oceans,
treacherous landscapes, seasonal fluctuations—no longer even registering as
minor annoyances. Or so it seemed for a time.

———

It is often said that Mother Nature bats last, and this has been poignantly the case
for some of the men who were most possessed by the ambition of conquering her.
A perhaps apocryphal story surrounds the death of Francis Bacon: in an attempt to
test his hypothesis that frozen meat could be prevented from rotting, he traipsed
around in chilly weather stuffing a chicken full of snow. As a result, it is said, the
philosopher caught pneumonia, which eventually led to his demise.

33
Despite some

controversy, the anecdote survives for its seeming poetic justice: a man who
thought nature could be bent to his will died from simple exposure to the cold.

A similar story of comeuppance appears to be unfolding for the human race as
a whole. Ralph Waldo Emerson called coal “a portable climate”—and it has been
a smash success, carrying countless advantages, from longer life spans to hundreds
of millions freed from hard labor.

34
And yet precisely because our bodies are so

effectively separated from our geographies, we who have access to this privilege
have proven ourselves far too capable of ignoring the fact that we aren’t just
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changing our personal climate but the entire planet’s climate as well, warming not
just the indoors but the outdoors too. And yet the warming is no less real for our
failure to pay attention.

The harnessing of fossil fuel power seemed, for a couple of centuries at least, to
have freed large parts of humanity from the need to be in constant dialogue with
nature, having to adjust its plans, ambitions, and schedules to natural fluctuations
and topographies. Coal and oil, precisely because they were fossilized, seemed
entirely possessable forms of energy. They did not behave independently—not like
wind, or water, or, for that matter, workers. Just as Watt’s engine promised, once
purchased, they produced power wherever and whenever their owners wished—
the ultimate nonreciprocal relationship.

But what we have learned from atmospheric science is that the give-and-take,
call-and-response that is the essence of all relationships in nature was not
eliminated with fossil fuels, it was merely delayed, all the while gaining force and
velocity. Now the cumulative effect of those centuries of burned carbon is in the
process of unleashing the most ferocious natural tempers of all.

As a result, the illusion of total power and control Watt and his cohorts once
peddled has given way to the reality of near total powerlessness and loss of control
in the face of such spectacular forces as Hurricane Sandy and Typhoon Haiyan.
Which is just one of the reasons climate change is so deeply frightening. Because
to confront this crisis truthfully is to confront ourselves—to reckon, as our
ancestors did, with our vulnerability to the elements that make up both the planet
and our bodies. It is to accept (even embrace) being but one porous part of the
world, rather than its master or machinist, as Bacon long ago promised. There can
be great well-being in that realization of interconnection, pleasure too. But we
should not underestimate the depth of the civilizational challenge that this
relationship represents. As Australian political scientist Clive Hamilton puts it,
facing these truths about climate change “means recognizing that the power
relation between humans and the earth is the reverse of the one we have assumed
for three centuries.”35

For one of those centuries, a huge white marble statue of James Watt dominated
St. Paul’s chapel in Westminster Abbey, commemorating a man who “enlarged
the resources of his Country” and “increased the power of Man.” And Watt
certainly did that: his engine massively accelerated the Industrial Revolution and
the steamships his engine made possible subsequently opened sub-Saharan Africa
and India to colonial pillage. So while making Europe richer, he also helped make
many other parts of the world poorer, carbon-fueled inequalities that persist to this
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day. Indeed, coal was the black ink in which the story of modern capitalism was
written.

But all the facts were not yet in when Watt was being memorialized in marble
in 1825. Because it is the cumulative impact of the carbon emissions that began in
those early mills and mines that has already engraved itself in the geologic
record—in the levels of the oceans, in their chemical composition, in the slow
erasure of islands like Nauru; in the retreat of glaciers,the collapse of ice shelves,
the thawing of permafrost; in the disturbed soil cycles and in the charred forests.

Indeed, it turns out that coal’s earliest casualties—the miners who died from
black lung, the workers in the Satanic Mills—were not merely the price of
progress. They were also an early warning that we were unleashing a poisonous
substance onto the world. “It has become clear over the last century,” writes
Ecuadorian ecologist Esperanza Martínez, “that fossil fuels, the energy sources of
capitalism, destroy life—from the territories where they are extracted to the oceans
and the atmosphere that absorb the waste.”36

Jean-Paul Sartre called fossil fuels “capital bequeathed to mankind by other
living beings”; they are quite literally the decayed remnants of long-dead life-
forms. It’s not that these substances are evil; it’s just that they belong where they
are: in the ground, where they are performing valuable ecological functions. Coal,
when left alone, helpfully sequesters not just the carbon long ago pulled out of the
air by plants, but all kinds of other toxins. It acts, as world-renowned Australian
climate scientist Tim Flannery puts it, like “a natural sponge that absorbs many
substances dissolved in groundwater, from uranium to cadmium and mercury.”37

When coal is dug up and burned, however, those toxins are released in the
ecosystem, eventually making their way into the oceans, where they are absorbed
by krill and plankton, then by fish, and then by us. The released carbon, meanwhile,
enters the atmosphere, causing global warming (not to mention coal’s contribution
to the smog and particulate pollution that have plagued urban society since the
Industrial Revolution, afflicting untold numbers of people with respiratory, heart,
and other diseases).

Given this legacy, our task is not small, but it is simple: rather than a society of
grave robbers, we need to become a society of life amplifiers, deriving our energy
directly from the elements that sustain life. It’s time to let the dead rest.
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The Extractivist Left

The braided historical threads of colonialism, coal, and capitalism shed significant
light on why so many of us who are willing to challenge the injustices of the market
system remain paralyzed in the face of the climate threat. Fossil fuels, and the
deeper extractivist mind-set that they represent, built the modern world. If we are
part of industrial or postindustrial societies, we are still living inside the story
written in coal.

Ever since the French Revolution, there have been pitched ideological battles
within the confines of this story: communists, socialists, and trade unions have
fought for more equal distribution of the spoils of extraction, winning major
victories for the poor and working classes. And the human rights and emancipation
movements of this period have also fought valiantly against industrial capitalism’s
treatment of whole categories of our species as human sacrifice zones, no more
deserving of rights than raw commodities. These struggles have also won major
victories against the dominance-based paradigm—against slavery, for universal
suffrage, for equality under the law. And there have been voices in all of these
movements, moreover, that identified the parallels between the economic model’s
abuse of the natural world and its abuse of human beings deemed worthy of being
sacrificed, or at least uncounted. Karl Marx, for instance, recognized capitalism’s
“irreparable rift” with “the natural laws of life itself,” while feminist scholars have
long recognized that patriarchy’s dual war against women’s bodies and against the
body of the earth were connected to that essential, corrosive separation between
mind and body—and between body and earth—from which both the Scientific
Revolution and Industrial Revolution sprang.

38

These challenges, however, were mainly in the intellectual realm; Bacon’s
original, biblically inspired framework remained largely intact—the right of
humans to place ourselves above the ecosystems that support us and to abuse the
earth as if it were an inanimate machine. The strongest challenges to this
worldview have always come from outside its logic, in those historical junctures
when the extractive project clashes directly with a different, older way of relating
to the earth—and that older way fights back. This has been true from the earliest
days of industrialization, when English and Irish peasants, for instance, revolted
against the first attempts to enclose communal lands, and it has continued in
clashes between colonizers and Indigenous peoples through the centuries, right up
to—as we will see—the Indigenous-led resistance to extreme fossil fuel extraction
gaining power today.
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But for those of us born and raised inside this system, though we may well see
the dead-end flaw of its central logic, it can remain intensely difficult to see a way
out. And how could it be otherwise? Post-Enlightenment Western culture does not
offer a road map for how to live that is not based on an extractivist, nonreciprocal
relationship with nature.

This is where the right-wing climate deniers have overstated their conspiracy
theories about what a cosmic gift global warming is to the left. It is true, as I have
outlined, that many climate responses reinforce progressive support for
government intervention in the market, for greater equality, and for a more robust
public sphere. But the deeper message carried by the ecological crisis—that
humanity has to go a whole lot easier on the living systems that sustain us, acting
regeneratively rather than extractively—is a profound challenge to large parts of
the left as well as the right. It’s a challenge to some trade unions, those trying to
freeze in place the dirtiest jobs, instead of fighting for the good clean jobs their
members deserve. And it’s a challenge to the overwhelming majority of center-left
Keynesians, who still define economic success in terms of traditional measures of
GDP growth, regardless of whether that growth comes from rampant resource
extraction. (This is all the more baffling because Keynes himself, like John Stuart
Mill, advocated a transition to a post-growth economy.)

It’s a challenge, too, to those parts of the left that equated socialism with the
authoritarian rule of the Soviet Union and its satellites (though there was always a
rich tradition, particularly among anarchists, that considered Stalin’s project an
abomination of core social justice principles). Because the fact is that those self-
described socialist states devoured resources with as much enthusiasm as their
capitalist counterparts, and spewed waste just as recklessly. Before the fall of the
Berlin Wall, for instance, Czechs and Russians had even higher carbon footprints
per capita than Canadians and Australians. Which is why one of the only times the
developed world has seen a precipitous emissions drop was after the economic
collapse of the former Soviet Union in the early 1990s. Mao Zedong, for his part,
openly declared that “man must conquer nature,” setting loose a devastating
onslaught on the natural world that transitioned seamlessly from clear-cuts under
communism to mega-dams under capitalism. Russia’s oil and gas companies,
meanwhile, were as reckless and accident-prone under state socialist control as
they are today in the hands of the oligarchs and Russia’s corporatist state.39

And why wouldn’t they be? Authoritarian socialism and capitalism share strong
tendencies toward centralizing (one in the hands of the state, the other in the hands
of corporations). They also both keep their respective systems going through
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ruthless expansion—whether through production for production’s sake, in the case
of Soviet-era socialism, or consumption for consumption’s sake, in the case of
consumer capitalism.

One possible bright spot is Scandinavian-style Social Democracy, which has
undoubtedly produced some of the most significant green breakthroughs in the
world, from the visionary urban design of Stockholm, where roughly 74 percent
of residents walk, bike, or take public transit to work, to Denmark’s community-
controlled wind power revolution. And yet Norway’s late-life emergence as a
major oil producer—with majority state-owned Statoil tearing up the Alberta tar
sands and gearing up to tap massive reserves in the Arctic—calls into question
whether these countries are indeed charting a path away from extractivism.

40

In Latin America and Africa, moving away from overdependence on raw
resource extraction and export, and toward more diversified economies, has always
been a central piece of the postcolonial project. And yet some countries where left
and center-left governments have come to power over the last decade are moving
in the opposite direction. The fact that this tendency is little discussed outside the
continent should not be surprising. Progressives around the world have rightfully
cheered Latin America’s electoral “pink tide,” with government after government
coming to power promising to reduce inequality, tackle extreme poverty, and take
back control over the extractive industries of their respective countries. And purely
from the perspective of poverty reduction, the results have often been stunning.

Since the election of Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, and now under the leadership of
his former chief of staff, Dilma Rousseff, Brazil has reduced its extreme poverty
rate by 65 percent in a single decade, according to the government. More than
thirty million people have been lifted out of poverty. After the election of Hugo
Chávez, Venezuela slashed the percentage of the population living in extreme
poverty by more than half—from 16.6 percent in 1999 to 7 percent in 2011,
according to government statistics. College enrollment has doubled since 2004.
Ecuador under Rafael Correa has dropped its poverty rates by 32 per cent,
according to the World Bank. In Argentina, urban poverty plummeted from 54.7
percent in 2003 to 6.5 percent in 2011, according to government data collected by
the U.N.

41

Bolivia’s record, under the presidency of Evo Morales, is also impressive. It has
reduced the proportion of its population living in extreme poverty from 38 percent
in 2005 to 21.6 percent in 2012, according to government figures.

42
And

unemployment rates have been cut in half. Most importantly, while other
developing countries have used growth to create societies of big winners and big
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losers, Bolivia is actually succeeding in building a more equal society. Alicia
Bárcena Ibarra, executive secretary of the U.N. Economic Commission for Latin
America and the Caribbean, observes that in Bolivia “the gap between rich and
poor has been hugely narrowed.”43

All of this is a marked improvement over what came before, when the wealth
extracted from each of these countries was overwhelmingly concentrated among a
tiny elite, with far too much of it fleeing the continent entirely. And yet these left
and center-left governments have so far been unable to come up with economic
models that do not require extremely high levels of extraction of finite resources,
often at tremendous ecological and human cost. This is true for Ecuador, with its
growing oil dependence, including oil from the Amazon; Bolivia, with its huge
dependence on natural gas; Argentina, with its continued support for open-pit
mining and its “green deserts” of genetically modified soy and other crops; Brazil,
with its highly contentious mega-dams and forays into high-risk offshore oil
drilling; and of course it has always been the case for petro-dependent Venezuela.
Moreover, most of these governments have made very little progress on the old
dream of diversifying their economies away from raw resource exports—in fact,
between 2004 and 2011, raw resources as a percentage of overall exports increased
in all of these countries except Argentina, though some of this increase was no
doubt due to rising commodity prices. It hasn’t helped that China has been
throwing easy credit around the continent, in some cases demanding to be paid
back in oil.

44

This reliance on high risk and ecologically damaging forms of extraction is
particularly disappointing in the governments of Evo Morales in Bolivia and
Rafael Correa in Ecuador. In their first terms, both had signaled that a new,
nonextractive chapter was beginning in their countries. Part of this involved
granting real respect to the Indigenous cultures that had survived centuries of
marginalization and oppression and that form powerful political constituencies in
both countries. Under Morales and Correa, the Indigenous concepts of sumak

kawsayand buen vivir, which strive to build societies in harmony with nature (in
which everyone has enough, rather than more and more), became the discourse of
government, even recognized in law. But in both cases, escalating industrial-scale
development and extraction has overtaken this promising rhetoric. According to
Ecuador’s Esperanza Martínez, “Since 2007, Correa’s has been the most
extractivist government in the history of the country, in terms of oil and now also
mining.” Indeed Latin American intellectuals have invented a new term to describe
what they are experiencing: “progressive extractivism.”45
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The governments claim they have no choice—that they need to pursue extractive
policies in order to pay for programs that alleviate poverty. And in many ways this
explanation comes back to the question of climate debt: Bolivia and Ecuador have
been at the forefront of the coalition of governments asking that the countries
responsible for the bulk of historical greenhouse gas emissions help to pay for the
Global South’s transition away from dirty energy and toward low-carbon
development. These calls have been alternatively ignored and dismissed. Forced
to choose between poverty and pollution, these governments are choosing
pollution, but those should not be their only options.

The default overreliance on dirty extraction is not only a problem for
progressives in the developing world. In Greece in May 2013, for instance, I was
surprised to discover that the left-wing Syriza party—then the country’s official
opposition and held up by many progressive Europeans as the great hope for a real
political alternative on the continent—did not oppose the governing coalition’s
embrace of new oil and gas exploration. Instead, it argued that any funds raised by
the effort should be spent on pensions, not used to pay back creditors. In other
words: they were not providing an alternative to extractivism but simply had better
plans for distributing the spoils.

Far from seeing climate change as an opportunity to argue for their socialist
utopia, as conservative climate change deniers fear, Syriza had simply stopped
talking about global warming altogether.

This is something that the party’s leader, Alexis Tsipras, admitted to me quite
openly in an interview: “We were a party that had the environment and climate
change in the center of our interest,” he said. “But after these years of depression
in Greece, we forgot climate change.”46

At least he was honest.
The good news, and it is significant, is that large and growing social movements

in all of these countries are pushing back against the idea that extraction-and-
redistribution is the only route out of poverty and economic crisis. There are
massive movements against gold mining in Greece, so large that Syriza has
become a significant opponent of the mines. In Latin America, meanwhile,
progressive governments are increasingly finding themselves in direct conflict
with many of the people who elected them, facing accusations that their new model
of what Hugo Chávez called “Twenty-first-Century Socialism” simply isn’t new
enough. Huge hydro dams in Brazil, highways through sensitive areas in Bolivia,
and oil drilling in the Ecuadorian Amazon have all become internal flashpoints.
Yes, the wealth is better distributed, particularly among the urban poor, but outside
the cities, the ways of life of Indigenous peoples and peasants are still being
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endangered without their consent, and they are still being made landless by
ecosystem destruction. What is needed, writes Bolivian environmentalist Patricia
Molina, is a new definition of development, “so that the goal is the elimination of
poverty, and not of the poor.”47

This critique represents more than just the push and pull of politics; it is a
fundamental shift in the way an increasingly large and vocal political constituency
views the goal of economic activity and the meaning of development. Space is
opening up for a growing influence of Indigenous thought on new generations of
activists, beginning, most significantly, with Mexico’s Zapatista uprising in 1994,
and continuing, as we will see, with the important leadership role that Indigenous
land-rights movements are playing in pivotal anti-extraction struggles in North
America, Latin America, Australia, and New Zealand. In part through these
struggles, non-Indigenous progressive movements are being exposed to
worldviews based on relationships of reciprocity and interconnection with the
natural world that are the antithesis of extractivism. These movements have truly
heard the message of climate change and are winning battles to keep significant
amounts of carbon in the ground.

Some Warnings, Unheeded

There is one other group that might have provided a challenge to Western culture’s
disastrous view of nature as a bottomless vending machine. That group, of course,
is the environmental movement, the network of organizations that exists to protect
the natural world from being devoured by human activity. And yet the movement
has not played this role, at least not in a sustained and coherent manner.

In part, that has to do with the movement’s unusually elite history, particularly
in North America. When conservationism emerged as a powerful force in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it was primarily about men of privilege
who enjoyed fishing, hunting, camping, and hiking and who recognized that many
of their favorite wilderness spots were under threat from the rapid expansion of
industrialization. For the most part, these men did not call into question the frenetic
economic project that was devouring natural landscapes all over the continent—
they simply wanted to make sure that some particularly spectacular pockets were
set aside for their recreation and aesthetic appreciation. Like the Christian
missionaries who traveled with traders and soldiers, most early preservationists
saw their work as a civilizing addendum to the colonial and industrial projects—
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not as a challenge to them. Writing in 1914, Bronx Zoo director William Temple
Hornaday summed up this ethos, urging American educators to “take up their share
of the white man’s burden” and help to “preserve the wild life of our country.”48

This task was accomplished not with disruptive protests, which would have been
unseemly for a movement so entrenched in the upper stratum of society. Instead,
it was achieved through quiet lobbying, with well-bred men appealing to the
noblesse oblige of other men of their class to save a cherished area by turning it
into a national or state park, or a private family preserve—often at the direct
expense of Indigenous people who lost access to these lands as hunting and fishing
grounds. There were those in the movement, however, who saw in the threats to
their country’s most beautiful places signs of a deeper cultural crisis. For instance,
John Muir, the great naturalist writer who helped found the Sierra Club in 1892,
excoriated the industrialists who dammed wild rivers and drowned beautiful
valleys. To him they were heathens—“devotees of ravaging commercialism” who
“instead of lifting their eyes to the God of the mountains, lift them to the Almighty
Dollar.”49

He was not the only heretic. A strain of radicalism drove some of the early
Western ecological thinkers to argue for doing more than protecting isolated
landscapes. Though frequently unacknowledged, these thinkers often drew heavily
on Eastern beliefs about the interconnectedness of all life, as well as on Native
American cosmologies that see all living creatures as our “relations.”

In the mid-1800s, Henry David Thoreau wrote that, “The earth I tread on is not
a dead, inert mass. It is a body, has a spirit, is organic, and fluid to the influence of
its spirit, and to whatever particle of that spirit is in me.”*

This was a straight
repudiation of Francis Bacon’s casting of the earth as an inert machine whose
mysteries could be mastered by the human mind. And almost a century after
Thoreau, Aldo Leopold, whose book A Sand County Almanac was the touchstone
for a second wave of environmentalists, similarly called for an ethic that “enlarges
the boundaries of the community to include soils, waters, plants, and animals” and
that recognizes “the individual is a member of a community of interdependent
parts.” A “land ethic,” as he called it, “changes the role of Homo sapiens from
conqueror of the land-community to plain member and citizen of it. It implies
respect for his fellow-members, and also respect for the community as such.”50

These ideas were hugely influential in the evolution of ecological thought, but
unattached to populist movements, they posed little threat to galloping
industrialization. The dominant worldview continued to see humans as a
conquering army, subduing and mechanizing the natural world. Even so, by the
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1930s, with socialism on the rise around the world, the more conservative elements
of the growing environmental movement sought to distance themselves from
Leopold’s “radical” suggestion that nature had an inherent value beyond its utility
to man. If watersheds and old-growth forests had a “right to continued existence,”
as Leopold argued (a preview of the “rights of nature” debates that would emerge
several decades later), then an owner’s right to do what he wished with his land
could be called into question. In 1935, Jay Norwood “Ding” Darling, who would
later help found the National Wildlife Federation, wrote to Leopold warning him,
“I can’t get away from the idea that you are getting us out into water over our depth
by your new philosophy of wildlife environment. The end of that road leads to
socialization of property.”51

By the time Rachel Carson published Silent Spring in 1962, the attempts to turn
nature into a mere cog in the American industrial machine had grown so
aggressive, so overtly militaristic, that it was no longer possible to pretend that
combining capitalism with conservation was simply a matter of protecting a few
pockets of green. Carson’s book boiled over with righteous condemnations of a
chemical industry that used aerial bombardment to wipe out insects, thoughtlessly
endangering human and animal life in the process. The marine biologist-turned-
social-critic painted a vivid picture of the arrogant “control men” who, enthralled
with “a bright new toy,” hurled poisons “against the fabric of life.”52

Carson’s focus was DDT, but for her the problem was not a particular chemical;
it was a logic. “The ‘control of nature,’ ” Carson wrote, “is a phrase conceived in
arrogance, born of the Neanderthal age of biology and philosophy, when it was
supposed that nature exists for the convenience of man.… It is our alarming
misfortune that so primitive a science has armed itself with the most modern and
terrible weapons, and that in turning them against the insects it has also turned
them against the earth.”53

Carson’s writing inspired a new, much more radical generation of
environmentalists to see themselves as part of a fragile planetary ecosystem rather
than as its engineers or mechanics, giving birth to the field of Ecological
Economics. It was in this context that the underlying logic of extractivism—that
there would always be more earth for us to consume—began to be forcefully
challenged within the mainstream. The pinnacle of this debate came in 1972 when
the Club of Rome published The Limits to Growth, a runaway best-seller that used
early computer models to predict that if natural systems continued to be depleted
at their current rate, humanity would overshoot the planet’s carrying capacity by
the middle of the twenty-first century. Saving a few beautiful mountain ranges
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wouldn’t be enough to get us out of this fix; the logic of growth itself needed to be
confronted. As author Christian Parenti observed recently of the book’s lasting
influence, “Limits combined the glamour of Big Science—powerful MIT
computers and support from the Smithsonian Institution—with a focus on the
interconnectedness of things, which fit perfectly with the new countercultural
zeitgeist.” And though some of the book’s projections have not held up over
time—the authors underestimated, for instance, the capacity of profit incentives
and innovative technologies to unlock new reserves of finite resources—Limits was
right about the most important limit of all. On “the limits of natural ‘sinks,’ or the
Earth’s ability to absorb pollution,” Parenti writes, “the catastrophically bleak
vision of Limits is playing out as totally correct. We may find new inputs—more
oil or chromium—or invent substitutes, but we have not produced or discovered
more natural sinks. The Earth’s capacity to absorb the filthy byproducts of global
capitalism’s voracious metabolism is maxing out. That warning has always been
the most powerful part of The Limits to Growth.”54

And yet in the most powerful parts of the environmental movement, in the key
decades during which we have been confronting the climate threat, these voices of
warning have gone unheeded. The movement did not reckon with limits of growth
in an economic system built on maximizing profits, it instead tried to prove that
saving the planet could be a great new business opportunity.

The reasons for this political timidity have plenty to do with the themes already
discussed: the power and allure of free market logic that usurped so much
intellectual life in the late 1980s and 1990s, including large parts of the
conservation movement. But this persistent unwillingness to follow science to its
conclusions also speaks to the power of the cultural narrative that tells us that
humans are ultimately in control of the earth, and not the other way around. This
is the same narrative that assures us that, however bad things get, we are going to
be saved at the last minute—whether by the market, by philanthropic billionaires,
or by technological wizards—or bestof all, by all three at the same time. And while
we wait, we keep digging in deeper.

Only when we dispense with these various forms of magical thinking will we be
ready to leave extractivism behind and build the societies we need within the
boundaries we have—a world with no sacrifice zones, no new Naurus.

_____________
* “In the morning I bathe my intellect in the stupendous and cosmogonal philosophy of the Bhagvat Geeta,”
wrote Thoreau in Walden of the famous Indian scripture. He continued, “I lay down the book and go to my
well for water and lo! there I meet the servant of the Brahmin, priest of Brahma and Vishnu and Indra, who
still sits in his temple on the Ganges reading the Vedas, or dwells at the root of a tree with his crust and
water jug.… The pure Walden water is mingled with the sacred water of the Ganges.”
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PART TWO

MAGICAL THINKING

“Vast economic incentives exist to invent pills that would cure
alcoholism or drug addiction, and much snake oil gets peddled
claiming to provide such benefits. Yet substance abuse has not
disappeared from society. Given the addiction of modern
civilization to cheap energy, the parallel ought to be unnerving to
anyone who believes that technology alone will allow us to pull the
climate rabbit out of the fossil-fuel hat.… The hopes that many
Greens place in a technological fix are an expression of high-
modernist faith in the unlimited power of science and technology as
profound—and as rational—as Augustine’s faith in Christ.”

–Political scientist William Barnes and intellectual historian Nils
Gilman, 2011

1

“The leaders of the largest environmental groups in the country
have become all too comfortable jet-setting with their handpicked
corporate board members, a lifestyle they owe to those same
corporate moguls. So it is little wonder that instead of prodding
their benefactors to do better, these leaders—always hungry for the
next donation—heap praise on every corporate half measure and at
every photo opportunity.”

–Christine MacDonald, former employee of Conservation International,
2008

2
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6

FRUITS, NOT ROOTS

The Disastrous Merger of Big Business and Big Green

“Our arguments must translate into profits, earnings, productivity, and
economic incentives for industry.”

–Former National Wildlife Federation President Jay Hair, 1987
1

“I know this seems antithetical, but the bottom line here is not whether
new coal-fired plants are built.… If the new coal plants are coming online
under a cap that is bringing total emissions down, then it is not the worst
thing in the world. Coal isn’t the enemy. Carbon emissions are.”

–Environmental Defense Fund President Fred Krupp, 2009
2

Before the twentieth century, as many as a million Attwater’s prairie chickens
made their homes in the tall grasses along the coasts of Texas and
Louisiana.

3
During mating season, they were quite a spectacle. To attract females,

the males stomped their feet in little staccato motions, made loud, spooky cooing
noises (known as “booming”), and inflated bright yellow air sacs on the sides of
their necks, giving them the appearance of having swallowed two golden eggs.

But as the native prairie was turned into subdivisions and sliced up by oil and
gas development, the Attwater’s prairie chicken population began to crash. Local
birders mourned the loss and in 1965, The Nature Conservancy—renowned for
buying up ecologically important tracts of land and turning them into preserves—
opened a Texas chapter. Early on, one of its major priorities was saving the
Attwater’s prairie chicken from extinction.4

It wasn’t going to be easy, even for what would become the richest
environmental organization in the world. One of the last remaining breeding
grounds was located on 2,303 acres in southeast Texas on the shore of Galveston
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Bay, a property that happened to be owned by Mobil (now ExxonMobil). The fossil
fuel giant hadn’t yet covered the land in oil and gas infrastructure, but there were
active wells on its southern edge, closing in on the breeding grounds of the
endangered bird. Then in 1995, came some surprisingly good news. Mobil was
donating its Galveston Bay property to The Nature Conservancy —“the last best
hope of saving one of the world’s most endangered species,” as the company put
it. The conservancy, which named the land the Texas City Prairie Preserve, would
make “the recovery of the Attwater’s prairie chicken” its “highest priority.” To all
appearances, it was a shining conservation success story—proof that a non-
confrontational, partnership-based approach to environmentalism could yield
tangible results.

5
But four years later, something very strange happened. The

Nature Conservancy began to do the very thing that its supporters thought it was
there to prevent: it began extracting fossil fuels on the preserve. In 1999, the
conservancy commissioned an oil and gas operator to sink a new gas well inside
the preserve, which would send millions in revenue flowing directly into the
environmental organization’s coffers. And while the older oil and gas wells—those
drilled before the land was designated a bird preserve—were mostly clustered far
from the habitat of the Attwater’s prairie chickens, that was decidedly not the case
for the new well. According to Aaron Tjelmeland, the current manager of the
preserve, the spot where the conservancy allowed drilling was relatively near the
areas where the endangered birds nested, as well as performed their distinctive
mating rituals. Of all the wells, this drilling pad was “the closest to where the
prairie chickens normally hung out, or normally boomed,” he said in an interview.6

For about three years, The Nature Conservancy’s foray into the fossil fuel
business attracted relatively little public controversy. That changed in 2002, when
a piece in the Los Angeles Times exposed the drilling. For traditional
conservationists, it was a little like finding out that Amnesty International had
opened its own prison wing at Guantánamo. “They’re exploiting the Attwater’s
prairie chicken to make money,” fumed Clait E. Braun, then president of the
Wildlife Society, and a leading expert on prairie chickens. Then, in May 2003, The

Washington Post followed up with a scathing investigation into the organization’s
questionable land deals, delving deeper into the surprising fact that on the Texas
City Prairie Preserve, one of the most respected environmental organizations in the
United States was now moonlighting as a gas driller.

7

The Nature Conservancy, sounding like pretty much everyone in the oil and gas
business, insisted that, “We can do this drilling without harming the prairie
chickens and their habitat.”8

But the track record on the preserve makes that far
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from clear. In addition to the increased traffic, light, and noise that are part of any
drilling operation, there were several points when drilling and wildlife preservation
seemed to come into direct conflict. For instance, because Attwater’s prairie
chickens are so endangered, there is a public-private program that breeds them in
captivity and then releases them into the wild, an initiative in which The Nature
Conservancy was participating on the Texas City Prairie Preserve. But at one point
early on in its drilling foray, a delay in the construction of a gas pipeline led the
conservancy to postpone the release of the captive-bred chicks by three months—
a dicey call because migrating raptors and other predators appear to have been
waiting for them.

9

The bird release that year was a disaster. According to an internal Nature
Conservancy report, all seventeen of the chicks “died shortly after their delayed
release.” The science director of the Texas chapter wrote that the months of waiting
had subjected the birds “to higher probability of death from raptor predation.”
According to The Washington Post report, by 2003 there were just sixteen
Attwater’s prairie chickens that The Nature Conservancy knew about on the
preserve, down from thirty-six before the drilling began. Though top conservancy
officials insisted that the birds had not been adversely affected by its industrial
activities, it was a dismal record.

10
When I first came across the decade-old story,

I assumed that The Nature Conservancy’s extraction activities had stopped when
they were exposed, since the revelation had ignited a firestorm of controversy and
forced the organization to pledge not to repeat this particular fundraising
technique. After the story broke, the organization’s then president stated clearly,
“We won’t initiate any new oil, gas drilling, or mining of hard rock minerals on
preserves that we own. We’ve only done that twice in 52 years but we thought,
nonetheless, we should, for appearances’ sake, not do that again.”11

Turns out I was wrong. In fact, as of this book’s writing, the conservancy
was still extracting hydrocarbons on the Texas preserve that it rescued from Mobil
back in 1995. In a series of communications, conservancy spokes-people insisted
that the organization was required to continue fossil fuel extracting under the terms
of the original drilling lease. And it’s true that the 2003 pledge had been carefully
worded, promising not to initiate “any new” drilling activities, and containing a
proviso that it would honor “existing contracts.”12

But The Nature Conservancy has not simply continued extracting for gas in that
same well. A 2010 paper presented at a Society of Petroleum Engineers
conference, and coauthored by two conservancy officials, reveals that the original
well “died in March 2003, and was unable to flow due to excessive water
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production,” leading to the drilling of a replacement well in the same area in late
2007. It also turns out that while the original well was for gas, the new one is now
producing only oil.

13

Given that close to five years elapsed between the death of the Nature
Conservancy’s first well and the drilling of the replacement, it seems possible that
the organization had the legal grounds to extricate itself from the original lease if
it had been sufficiently motivated to do so. The lease I have seen states clearly that
in the event that oil or gas production ever stops in a given “well tract,” the operator
has a 180-day window to begin “reworking” the well or to start drilling a new one.
If it fails to do so, the lease for that area is automatically terminated. If The Nature
Conservancy causes a delay in the operator’s work—which the organization claims
has regularly occurred, since it restricts drilling to a few months per year—then
the 180-day window is extended by the equivalent amount of time. So, the
organization insists that though it was “concerned” about initial plans for the new
2007 well, due to the proposed well’s proximity to the Attwater’s habitat, it
believed it was “bound by the existing lease and required to permit the drilling of
the replacement well,” albeit in a different location. James Petterson, director of
marketing strategies at the conservancy, told me that the organization had sought
“an outside legal opinion from an oil and gas expert” that confirmed this view. Yet
in an internal explanatory document on drilling entitled “Attwater’s Prairie
Chicken Background,” the organization emphasizes that it maintains the power to
control what can and cannot occur on the preserve. “Given the birds’ endangered
status,” the document states, “no activity can take place that is deemed likely to
harm the species.” Petterson insists that “bird experts were consulted” and “nobody
[here] would want to do anything to harm an endangered species, particularly one
as endangered as the Attwater’s Prairie Chicken … nobody is going to choose oil
and gas development over the last remaining handful of birds on the planet.”14

Regardless of whether the conservancy resumed drilling for oil in Texas because
it had no choice or because it wanted to get the petro dollars flowing again after
the initial controversy had died down, the issue has taken on new urgency of late.
That’s because, in November 2012, and with little fanfare, the last of the Attwater’s
prairie chickens disappeared from the Preserve. Aaron Tjelmeland, the preserve
manager, said of the birds that there are “none that we know about.” It is worth
underlining this detail: under the stewardship of what The New Yorkerdescribes as
“the biggest environmental nongovernmental organization in the world”—
boasting over one million members and assets of roughly $6 billion and operating
in thirty-five countries—an endangered species has been completely wiped out
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