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Wall Street, Climate Change & Carbon Trading -

Bailout The Planet!

The Wall Street bailout shows what could be done if there was US$700 billion to bail out the planet rather than the rich. In a rational world we could discuss how to best split that money to use towards both eliminating world hunger, and changing production priorities to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. In Australia the 4 billion recently given to the banking system, could have built 4 solar power stations powering 400,000 homes.  

With markets going into freefall, it’s worth looking at the limitations of carbon trading. The emissions reductions targets proposed by the Garnaut review are inadequate, but there are also inherent problems with the mechanism of carbon trading itself.
 Emissions trading schemes are modelled on the scheme to reduce emissions of sulphur dioxide (the cause of acid rain) in the US. The scheme is expected to have reduced SO2 emissions in the US by about 35 per cent after 20 years (by 2010). Conversely, in Germany direct government regulation reduced SO2 emissions by 90 per cent between 1982 and 1998.

 The same turmoil we are seeing in world market has been seen in carbon markets. The NSW governments Greenhouse Gas Abatement Scheme saw prices collapse because of an oversupply of permits. Similarly in the European Trading carbon trading market, the value of permits crashed to one euro per tonne of CO2 in 2007, so it is no surprise emissions continue to rise in Europe. The only reason Europe can come close to claiming compliance with treaties is to buy absolutions (otherwise known as credits or offsets) from countries like the Ukraine, who have them to spare because their economy crashed in the 1990’sand their emissions fell temporarily as a result of declining production.

 If carbon prices were a tax instead, that would create more certainty, but price signals of any sort, are no guarantee of achieving emissions reductions. The price of petrol has already risen more than was ever intended under an Australian emissions trading scheme, but it hasn’t built a single new piece of public transport infrastructure. 
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Price signals are also inherently unfair, their impact depends on income. Emissions trading in Australia looks like ending up the worst of all worlds—hurting workers and the poor, while not seriously reducing emissions. Meanwhile rightwing politicians, the media & business leaders will undoubtedly use the threat that carbon trading will affect living standards to try and turn people against any action on climate change. 

Opposition leader, Malcolm Turnbull, recently called for carbon trading to be delayed because of the economic crisis. This is not because he wants more serious action on climate change, but because he wants none. However the economic crisis does not mean the climate crisis disappears. Recent releases of methane from the Siberian permafrost, shows that the threat we may be reaching tipping points for abrupt climate change is all too real.

The behaviour of many of our politicians and business leaders is like Jared Diamond’s description of the rulers who oversaw the ecological collapse of Mayan society: “the kings were preoccupied with their own power struggles. They had to concentrate on fighting one another and keeping up their images through ostentatious displays of wealth. By insulating themselves in the short run from the problems of society, the elite merely bought themselves the privilege of being among the last to starve.”

 Just as the financial crisis has demanded direct government intervention (including wholesale nationalizations), the only solutions that will actually reduce emissions require similar committed government action, regulation and planning. That is why it is disturbing that Ross Garnaut has now echoed the call of business groups like the Australian Industry Group, to abolish the Mandatory Renewable Energy Target. Though the target should be 100% rather than 20%, this is still the one measure the Rudd government currently has in place that is actually likely to make any contribution to reducing emissions. 

The political consequences of a carbon trading scheme and argument over its fine points are a distraction from the kind of government action that is needed. That action would include building renewable energy infrastructure so that coal can be phased out. The only way to do this fairly would be to give employment and income guarantees to mining communities in the process. It would mean building public transport infrastructure to get most people out of cars; any necessary remaining cars could be electric. Rather than seeing the current jobs losses in the auto industry, it could be nationalised (it has after all received generous subsidies for decades) and factories retooled to start making trains and trams. 

The government builds schools and hospitals for the public benefit. Government built the Snowy Hydro scheme. Why not build the renewable energy infrastructure that we desperately need it? Radical problems call for radical solutions.

 All these changes would mean jobs, lots of jobs. Nobody need be unemployed because of the current economic crisis; major government investment could reduce emissions and simultaneously provide full employment.

Debate on solutions to climate change, can’t be limited to tinkering with different versions of carbon trading. The fate of the planet and all of us, who depend on it, is too important to be left to market forces. To get real solutions we need to build a movement that forces the government to act, if most people think that by introducing carbon trading the government is seriously addressing climate change, the task of building a movement becomes harder.

To join, or contact solidarity, or order a copy of Jonathan Neal’s new book:
e:   melbourne@solidarity.net.au
p:  0418 316 310
w:  www.solidarity.net.au 
