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E nergy and climate change are two sides of the same
coin, inextricably linked. Today we are facing genera-
tional challenges in our domestic energy systems,

seeking to expand outlets for our energy in global markets
and engaging in the redesign of an international climate
change agreement. Some people want leaders to design
future systems of energy and ignore the imperatives of cli-
mate change; others want to design future energy systems by
stopping production of fossil fuels in Canada, ignoring the
economics. Neither of these two paths will lead Canada to an
energy future that enhances either our competitiveness or
our sustainability. An integrated path would accomplish
both. However, we would need to embrace new models for
“the coming transformation,” a phrase coined at the World
Economic Forum’s Davos meeting last month, one that is
applicable well beyond energy or climate change. 

Over the last few months, the energy debate has been heat-
ing up in Canada. Prime Minister Stephen Harper has taken
strong public positions on Canada’s economic interest in open-
ing new Asian markets for energy and he has supported the
Keystone pipeline to the US. Natural Resources Minister Joe
Oliver wants the review process to be streamlined for the
Northern Gateway pipeline to the West Coast. First Nations,
environmentalists, communities, businesses and citizens also

have strong views about the costs and opportunities. After two
years of energy dialogues across the country, political interest
has grown, with several premiers, including the western pre-
miers together, calling for an integrated and pan-Canadian
energy strategy. As Alberta Finance Minister Ron Liepert said
when he was energy minister, even Hugo Chavez has an ener-
gy strategy, why not Canada? 

Internationally, climate change has drawn a lot of
attention, with countries working to design the next UN
treaty to succeed the Kyoto Protocol. After the breakdown
in Copenhagen and moderate steps in Cancun, another
round of progress was made in Durban in December.
Canada played a minor role in the negotiations, most
notably drawing fire for its withdrawal from Kyoto. The
Durban meeting established important new institutions
and set a platform or framework for negotiations between
now and 2015, when a new legally binding treaty is
expected. But 20 years after the first Earth Summit and the
original calls for climate action, it is important to look
back, to understand where we’ve been but also to keep our
eyes open on what challenges and opportunities exist
today and what may lie ahead. 

With differing levels of progress and controversy around
both issues, we should ask ourselves, what would put Canada

HARNESSING ENERGY FOR
CHANGE 
Velma McColl

Canada’s national interest will be served when we understand and anticipate the
coming transformation in global energy dynamics and the future low-carbon
economy. On the one hand, we want access to energy markets in the US and Asia
while limiting the scope of what energy options we promote. On the other hand, we
leave the Kyoto Protocol behind while standing with 194 other countries in Durban
to support a new 2020 agreement to reduce GHG emissions. The inherent flaw in
ignoring the linkages between these two is that we are missing opportunities to
harness energy for change. Counter to popular wisdom, a well-executed Canadian
energy strategy also has the potential to bring growth, prosperity and sustainability. 

Les intérêts canadiens seront d’autant mieux servis que nous comprendrons et
anticiperons la transformation de la dynamique énergétique mondiale et l’économie
à faibles émissions carboniques de demain. Or nous voulons d’une part accéder aux
marchés américains et asiatiques tout en limitant la portée des options énergétiques
que nous mettons de l’avant. Et nous nous retirons d’autre part du protocole de
Kyoto tout en nous joignant à Durban aux 194 pays ayant adhéré à l’accord de
réduction des émissions de gaz à effet de serre 2020. En refusant de voir les liens
entre ces deux aspects, nous ratons l’occasion de combiner énergie et changement.
Car contrairement aux idées reçues, une stratégie énergétique nationale bien conçue
peut être source de croissance, de prospérité et de durabilité.
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on the road to integrated solutions that
are in our national and international
interests? 

I n 1963, President John F. Kennedy
described a world that was increas-

ingly interdependent, and cautioned
his allies that “time and the world do
not stand still. Change is the law of life.

And those who look only to the past or
the present are certain to miss the
future.” This comment is apt 50 years
later, as we are reminded regularly of
our global interdependence in the frag-
ile state of the world economy, and in
the pace and poignancy of change in
our social, democratic and natural
ecosystems. Today we see how change
and uncertainty elsewhere in the world
can affect us at home, how the sover-
eign actions of one nation can have far
reaching international consequences. 

As the federal government prepares
for the budget, we know that an econom-
ic collapse in the European Union would
have an immediate effect here, forcing us
to respond, even though our economy
and our banking system are the strongest
in the OECD. In Davos a few years ago,
Prime Minister Harper described the need
for “enlightened sovereignty,” suggesting
that all nations needed to be willing to
change their policies for the global good,
in areas from regulating banks to reduc-
ing trade restrictions to improving the
health of children. In 2010, the
Conservative government delivered a
round of stimulus that may not have
seemed a natural political choice for
them, but it was designed to shore up the
global economy. 

It seems that, in general, we
understand the concept of interde-
pendence. We are adapting to an
increasingly globalized economy, see-
ing the benefits and opportunities of

the diasporas that link us to the world,
and connecting through virtual net-
works and social media. However, we
are not adapting well to change in all
areas. In Canada, we have proven par-
ticularly poor at adjusting to the pace
and scope of change in energy and cli-
mate change, here at home and inter-
nationally. 

Climate change is the mother of all
horizontal policy files, and its implica-
tions touch energy, infrastructure, indus-
trial processes, buildings, biodiversity,
food supply, forestry and many other
aspects of our lives. It is complicated by
the fact that the atmosphere is agnostic
about the point of origin of GHG emis-
sions. A tonne of carbon is a tonne of
carbon, emitted anywhere in the world,
it accumulates in the atmosphere. 

A global response to a global prob-
lem was what world leaders agreed on
in 1992 at the Earth Summit in Rio de
Janeiro, when they created the widely
supported but nonbinding United
Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC). That was
the beginning of the odyssey that
brought 194 countries, back together
in Durban last December to negotiate a
new global agreement for reducing
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions (miti-
gation) and adapting to the impacts in
various ecosystems today (adaptation). 

Since 1992, countries have agreed
to a series of international mandates,
action plans and accords aimed at
reducing global GHG emissions, all
decided in a unique and highly com-
plex international process. The most
significant was the 1997 Kyoto
Protocol, designed to reduce global
GHG emissions by an average of 5.2
percent from 1990 levels between 2008
and 2012. Only 37 developed coun-
tries signed on for binding targets

under the Kyoto Protocol, and the US
never ratified the treaty. Today we are
nearing the end of the first 20-year
phase of international climate change,
and Durban was another step on the
path to shape what follows. To recap,
we started in 1992, then it took five
years to negotiate the Kyoto Protocol,
another eight years for countries to rat-

ify the treaty (2005), with
the commitments only
starting three years later,
and then covering a four-
year window (2008-12). 

A fter the setback in
Copenhagen, some are

discounting the relevance
of the international climate change
process. We should remember that the
timelines to create and implement
international treaties are generally
long and sometimes controversial. For
example, the UN Convention on the
Law of the Sea took more than 40 years
to negotiate and once created, it took
another 12 years bring into force
(1982-94). The US has not signed that
treaty either, however, the negotia-
tions have changed the way nearly all
countries in the world now manage
their territorial waters. 

Though it is difficult to discern
from our Canadian vantage point, a
similar kind of decadal shift has been
happening in how the world is dealing
with climate change and energy. There
are signs we are taking tentative steps
toward an integrated approach. Last
year, the International Energy Agency’s
(IEA) World Energy Outlook looked at
threats and opportunities facing the
global energy system and said that “we
cannot afford to delay action further to
tackle climate change,” acknowledging
that 80 percent of the planet’s GHG
emissions are “locked-in” by existing
capital stock. Their report suggests that
without new policies, “we are on an
even more dangerous track” for higher
temperature increases. While some con-
tinue to question the science of climate
change, global energy trends cannot be
ignored, particularly by an energy-rich
country like Canada. 

Velma McColl

Some people want leaders to design future systems of energy
and ignore the imperatives of climate change; others want to
design future energy systems by stopping production of fossil
fuels in Canada, ignoring the economics. Neither of these two
paths will lead Canada to an energy future that enhances
either our competitiveness or our sustainability. 
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W hen this all started in 1992, cli-
mate change was something for

the Earth Summit, an environmental
issue. The Kyoto Protocol created a top-
down system that applied to industrial-
ized countries to reduce their GHG
emissions, largely through regulations

and in some instances through market
tools. In the process of developing
domestic responses, countries have
learned a great deal about their unique
domestic challenges, the costs of taking
serious action, the limitations of existing
energy infrastructure, and the opportu-
nities of new technologies. The last 20
years have also seen a significant shift
from a pure mitigation response (trying
to stop growth of GHG emissions) to one
that includes adaptation or planning
responses to the affects of climate
change. The impacts are with us today,
so depending on geography, multi-year
plans are being developed for coastal
areas, agriculture, forestry, infrastructure,
or, in Canada’s case, the impact that cli-
mate change will have on our Arctic and
Northern communities. We also under-
stand much more about the human and
social costs of climate change than we
did two decades ago. 

Our experiences have also taught us
that our climate change responses are
interdependent and affect our respective
and collective economies. The majority
of countries now see that, no matter
which policy choices they make, GHG
emissions reduction actions have costs
associated with them, and that there are
potential risks to acting alone. Many,
many jurisdictions are experimenting,
and some have been first-movers —
British Columbia with a carbon tax,
Alberta with a GHG regulatory system,
various US states with regional programs
and the EU with a regional emissions
trading system. However, we are reaching
a point where governments are starting
to question the wisdom of moving first
on the regulatory front. In a system of

worldwide trade, globalized supply
chains and a fragile economic recovery,
jurisdictions at all levels realize that the
only way forward on climate change is
together, in lockstep. This is part of the
reason for Canada’s decision to move in
tandem with the US on GHG regulations. 

Equally important are the opportu-
nities being created through innovation
and technology, for products and servic-
es that accelerate the shift to low-carbon
systems for energy, buildings and trans-
portation. There are thousands of compa-
nies around the world, hundreds of them
Canadian, participating in today’s $1 tril-
lion global market for clean technology, a
sector that has grown, despite the reces-
sion. This is also an area where countries
like China, India, Korea, Germany and
Japan are maximizing their economic
and manufacturing strengths. They are
using a wide variety of policy tools, such
as international financial institutions,
foreign aid and trade policy, to bolster
domestic industries. If Canada needs to
diversify its markets for traditional ener-
gy sources, it also needs to diversify
access by Canadian clean technology
leaders to similarly lucrative options.
Expected to grow to $3 billion by 2020,
the global clean technology industry is
one future we do not want to miss. 

Reviewing these trends, we can see
that our approach to climate change and
energy has evolved considerably over the
past 20 years. We have made mistakes.
We have learned and experimented and
adjusted our approaches. In this context,
countries have been struggling at the
international table to redefine how we
collectively reduce GHG emissions. The
impending 2012 expiry of the Kyoto
Protocol and its mechanisms; the historic
and entrenched division between devel-
oped and developing countries’ responsi-
bilities; and the changing economic and
emissions profiles of the BASIC countries
(Brazil, South Africa, India and China)
account for the increased urgency and

drama of the climate change conferences
of the last few years. 

A s we all remember, the 2009
Copenhagen conference exposed

the rift between those countries that
expected a comprehensive, single, bind-

ing global treaty, based on the
historic Kyoto principles and
divisions; and those that
wanted all countries, includ-
ing the US and the major
emerging economies, to com-

mit to GHG reductions and reporting,
understanding that something different
would need to be designed. In the shad-
ow of the economic crisis, a strong case
was made that GHG emissions profiles
had changed since 1997 (China had
passed the US as the largest GHG emitter
in 2006), that the Kyoto Protocol covered
a declining proportion of global emis-
sions, and that future economic compet-
itiveness could be affected. The majority
of developing countries felt passionately
that the Kyoto Protocol needed to be pre-
served in its entirety, while the US made
it clear that this was a political nonstarter,
particularly following the unanimous
1997 Senate resolution rejecting US par-
ticipation in the Kyoto Protocol. 

T here was a dramatic political show-
down of world leaders that created

the significant though little appreciated
Copenhagen Accord, which expanded
those countries making voluntary 2020
GHG reduction pledges. In an extended
overnight negotiation, President Barack
Obama gained political commitments
from the BASIC country leaders that
they would all be part of any future
agreement, but some Latin countries
blocked the final process. Canada moved
to bring its target in line with that of the
US, committing to a 17 percent reduc-
tion from 2005 levels by 2020. The
majority of observers, for a range of rea-
sons, were deeply disappointed in this
outcome. 

But Copenhagen was a necessary
step leading to the Cancun Agreements
in 2010. Following a conference that was
well managed by Mexican Foreign
Minister Patricia Espinosa, all but Bolivia

Harnessing energy for change

There are thousands of companies around the world,
hundreds of them Canadian, participating in today’s $1
trillion global market for clean technology, a sector that has
grown despite the recession. 
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agreed to voluntary targets covering 80
percent of country emissions, and to
proposals for institutions that were seen
as necessary pre-conditions for a future
global deal, including a global technolo-
gy centre, adaptation investments and a
$100 billion green climate fund. There
was much less drama in Cancun, and
the outcomes were more practical and
widely supported. It was also redemptive
for the UN process, which continues to

have its critics, but Cancun proved that
it can make progress.

Through both Copenhagen and
Cancun, a growing number of small
island states and other vulnerable moun-
tain and agriculture-dependent countries
began to make a strong moral and tech-
nical case that, while voluntary agree-
ments and incremental progress were
positive, their people were dealing
urgently with climate change impacts
and needed two things — financial and
technological support to adapt to climate
change, and deeper emissions reductions
to keep the global temperature rise to
between 1.5 and 2 degrees Celsius. The
voluntary pledges under the Cancun
Agreements where not enough, even
though they bring a higher number of
countries into the tent. 

In this broader context, it is impor-
tant to look at the Durban outcome as
part of a bridge, one that will be under
construction for the next four to eight
years. The figure shows the progression
and interdependence of the Kyoto
Protocol, the Cancun Agreements and
now the Durban Platform. 

M inimal progress was expected in
Durban, although pressure was

building through the latter part of the
year, particularly from countries that
wanted to sustain the international
carbon units upon which the EU emis-
sions trading system depends. The
preparatory meetings for Durban had

not gone well, and the gulfs between
countries appeared to be widening. 

The Executive Secretary of the
UNFCCC, Christiana Figueres, comes
from a political family (her father was
president of Costa Rica twice and her
brother once). A long-time negotiator,
she knows the substance and how to
manage expectations in a multi-dimen-
sional process. She also understands
how to shrewdly assess the political field

of play. She has consistently explained
that parties and stakeholders should not
expect a “big bang” comprehensive
treaty to magically appear, emphasizing
that the role of all is to work systemati-
cally through issues. She is firmly in the
“Rome was not built in a day” camp. 

Over the two weeks of the Durban
conference, it was understood that any
successful outcome required progress on
three interdependent elements — oper-
ationalizing the Green Climate Fund
promised in Cancun, determining the
future for the Kyoto Protocol, and for-
malizing the 2020 emissions reduction
targets and the shape of the longer-term

path. There are many layers of sub-
stance, complexity, nuance and detail in
the individual positions of the negotiat-
ing blocs that are impossible to explain
here. Suffice it to say that the individual
elements were more important to some
countries than others, and very few par-
ties seemed to want all three. So while
the shadowy outlines of a deal might be
seen, the path to get to a balanced and
politically supported package was not.

The developing world’s pri-
orities were the Green Fund
and the Kyoto Protocol
extension. African countries,
particularly the hosts, were
determined that South Africa
would not become the burial

ground of Kyoto. 
Although the event was smoothly

run, the South Africans have been crit-
icized for the loose way they managed
the process before and during the con-
ference. Some would argue that there
was an inherent African wisdom in the
many listening sessions, while others
wanted them to more forcefully take
the lead. In the end, they were helped
by the fact that many of the negotia-
tors had been working together for the
last three to five years, and some for
decades, and had established a level of
trust that is essential in complex nego-
tiations. These relationships allowed

Velma McColl

The Bridge to the Durban Outcome
Three key agreements had to come together in Durban to keep the international climate
process moving forward; each was essential to prevent the entire structure from falling apart.

Kyoto Protocol Cancun Agreements The Durban Platform

Adopted: 1997 Adopted: 2010 Adopted: 2011; to be 
completed in 2015 with goal

Reauthorized: 2011 Expires: 2020 to enter into force in 2020

Total emissions covered: Total emissions covered: Total emissions to be 
42% in 1990; 27% in 2008; 80%, with submissions by covered: 100%
expected 15% in 2011 developed and developing

countries

Targets: Binding only for Targets: Nonbinding, but aims Targets: To be decided
developed countries, 5.2% to keep world on 2 degree
below 1990 emission levels Celsius stabilization pathway
to 2012

Key features: Clean Key features: Green climate Key features: Also to be
development mechanism; fund (launching in 2012); decided, but it triggers a 
joint implementation; clean technology centre; process to close the gap
emissions trading measurement, reporting and between the Cancun targets

verification features and 2 degree Celsius target

For many countries at Durban, economic imperatives
dominated, whether over the long-term effects of the global
economic and sovereign debt crisis or the need for
developing countries to sustain economic growth
unconstrained by carbon limits. 
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parties to begin mapping out middle
ground by the beginning of the second
week and to understand where the red
lines were that could not be crossed. 

For many countries at the Durban
conference, economic imperatives domi-
nated, whether over the long-term effects
of the global economic and sovereign
debt crisis or the need for developing

countries to sustain economic growth
unconstrained by carbon limits. Adding
to the challenges, Canada, Russia and
Japan withdrew support for a second
Kyoto commitment period, and through
a leaked report it became known that
Canada would also withdraw from the
first Kyoto commitment period. Canada
denied the rumour during the negotia-
tions, drawing headlines at home, but it
was little more than a distraction in
Durban since Canada was not viewed as
critical to the deal. However, when
Canada did formally withdraw immedi-
ately following the conference, strong
criticisms came from many domestic and
international voices.

I n addition to highly technical and
specialized sessions, the negotiations

followed an ever-narrowing set of con-
centric political circles. The negotiations
started in full plenaries of 194 countries,
which spoke for themselves as well as in
the traditional and new voting blocs.
The G77/China bloc continued to erode
and reconfigure, as the BASIC countries
spoke with a single voice for the first
time. The pace picked up as ministers
arrived in the second week, and a table
of 50+ countries started meeting into
the night to further emphasize their
positions, sometimes making the possi-
bility of a deal seem more distant. 

The EU played a critical role in the
second week by proposing a “roadmap”
to govern the period from 2013 to 2020.
If agreed upon, this eight-year period had

to cover a seemingly irreconcilable list of
competing demands: a second commit-
ment period for targets under Kyoto, a
system to manage the 2020 voluntary tar-
gets agreed in Cancun, the negotiation of
a new binding treaty for post-2020, a new
global financing tool, and, most impor-
tant for vulnerable island and mountain
states, an agreement to negotiate deeper

emissions reductions to limit temperature
rise to 1.5 or 2 degrees Celsius. In contrast
with Copenhagen, at the Durban confer-
ence China and the US did not dominate
the discussions, although everyone knew
that without their agreeing to binding tar-
gets, transparency and financing, there
would be no deal. 

T he EU roadmap shifted the momen-
tum by creating an alliance between

the EU and the most vulnerable and
least developed countries in support of
extending the Kyoto Protocol and get-
ting countries to consider deeper GHG
emissions reductions before 2020. The
EU had agreed to a second Kyoto com-
mitment period in Copenhagen, promis-
ing to increase their emissions reduction
target from 20 to 30 percent, but not
alone. This served three purposes: to save
the Kyoto mechanisms that were impor-
tant to developing countries and critical
to the European emissions trading sys-
tem; to increase participation to 100 per-
cent by getting these smaller countries to
commit to emissions reduction targets;
and to pressure the economically strong
BASIC countries within the G77-China
voting bloc. This changed the political
geometry of the negotiations, forcing
China and India to step forward, though
they were unwilling to commit to bind-
ing targets before 2020. 

With less than 24 hours left in the
formal session, the negotiating circle nar-
rowed again to 26 ministers from the key
negotiating blocs. They locked them-

selves into a room and stayed well past
the deadline to hammer out the final
details as delegates, observers and televi-
sion cameras waited in the hallways.
Canada was not in the room. What
emerged was the Durban Platform for
Enhanced Action, coupled with a series
of other formal decisions that will ulti-
mately streamline the UNFCCC process

and bring results on a num-
ber of important adaptation,
forests and technology files. 

In the longest climate
change conference in its his-
tory, there was to be one final
moment of drama as the Dur-
ban Platform, negotiated by

the smallest circle, was brought back to
the full plenary of 194 countries for
endorsement. Everyone remembered that
Copenhagen had unravelled at a similar
point and knew that the deal was not yet
assured. In the wee hours of Sunday, key
countries gave impassioned speeches,
including several African countries that
saw the flaws in the final package but
urged countries to proceed with another
historic step in the process. India’s foreign
minister fiercely objected to the legal lan-
guage for a binding treaty, cautioning that
it would be too restrictive for those in her
country living in poverty. Seeking to avert
another failure, the EU offered to compro-
mise, and a huddle of ministers, negotia-
tors and lawyers gathered in the middle of
the room to find acceptable language. In
the end, it was agreed that countries
would design, not later than 2015, a “pro-
tocol, legal instrument or agreed outcome
with legal force” that would come into
effect starting in 2020.

Starting now, countries will begin
to map out strategies for the months
leading up to the next climate change
negotiations in the Middle East, when
Qatar will host in December 2012. Also
host to the 2022 FIFA World Cup,
Qatar has large proven reserves of oil
and natural gas and the highest GDP
per capita in the world, and it has
developed a 2030 strategy to focus on
sustainable energy and growth. 

The bridge built in Durban marks
a significant shift in both climate
change politics and implementation.

Harnessing energy for change

The EU roadmap shifted the momentum by creating an
alliance with the most vulnerable and least developed
countries in support of extending the Kyoto Protocol and
getting countries to consider deeper GHG emissions
reductions before 2020. 
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For the first time, all countries agreed
to formally commit to reduce GHG
emissions and report their results to
the UNFCCC. This “bottom-up”
approach allows countries to decide
their own domestic strategies (impor-
tant for the US, China, India and
many other countries). Ever since
Copenhagen, the system of account-
ing and reporting these pledges has
been getting progressively stronger,
though it is still not legally binding. 

The concern with voluntary com-
mitments is that they fall short of the
emissions reductions required to limit
temperature rise to 1.5 or 2 degrees
Celsius, creating what researchers have
called the gigatonne gap. This leads to
another building block promised in
Copenhagen and confirmed in Durban,
that a review would take place between
2013 and 2015, to see whether coun-
tries must do more collectively to lower
GHG emissions through deeper targets.
The EU has already indicated that they
are willing to move from 20 to 30 per-
cent reductions, but not alone.

S econd, the Kyoto Protocol and its
mechanisms will continue for a sec-

ond commitment period starting
January 1, 2013, and ending either in
2017 or 2020. The extension is critical
to ensure the pieces of the emissions
trading system and the carbon units
created under the protocol. As one
investment banker put it, “the decision
will be like Viagra” for carbon markets.

Third, the Durban meeting estab-
lished tools to address three key imple-
mentation challenges for climate
change: a) expanding adaptation and
mitigation efforts; b) ensuring more col-
laboration between developed and
developing countries; and c) creating the
linkages between energy and climate
change. These institutions are now in
place, and they include the Green
Climate Fund, the Adaptation
Committee, and a global climate tech-
nology centre and network to facilitate
the exchange of best practices. The
Green Climate Fund creates a perma-
nent mechanism for the $100 billion per
annum envisaged by 2020 to support

mitigation and adaptation efforts in
developing countries, although the
source of the funds is still uncertain.

And finally, the Durban Platform
launched the difficult political process
of formalizing the next generation
legal agreement to enshrine emissions
reduction commitments by 2015, to
enter into force not later than 2020.
How the political gaps between the 194
countries will be closed is not clear. 

For Canada, the outcome of the
Durban meeting means that the govern-
ment will continue to work toward the
voluntary pledge made in Copenhagen.
The drama around withdrawal from the
Kyoto Protocol does not change the tar-
get, and Environment Minister Peter
Kent expressed his support for the
process. Canada is also taking adapta-
tion efforts more seriously at home and
abroad through investments in develop-
ing countries and research into black
carbon, a particularly damaging form of
CO2 that disproportionately affects the
Arctic. 

Despite the complexity, cynicism,
doubts, science skepticism and frustration
with the pace of progress, a few things
remain true after Durban. The Durban
Platform is another step in a 20-year inter-
national process to do what all countries
agreed on at the Earth Summit — create a
global response to a global problem. There
is a set of solution-oriented global institu-
tions focused on technology, financing
and adaptation that will facilitate a more
equitable conversation between the
northern and southern countries, devel-
oped and developing worlds. All countries
understand that there are financial costs
to taking on emissions reductions targets
and paying for adaptation. They also
understand that there are potential oppor-
tunities in developing the products, servic-
es and infrastructure for a low-carbon
economy. There is a recognition that busi-
ness and civil society have a constructive
role to play — possibly even together, and
that governments cannot respond alone.
There is agreement in principle that 100
percent of the world’s countries will take
action on both mitigation and adaptation.
For the first time, we’re in the same canoe,
rowing in more or less the same direction.

We now live in a world where
there is a price on carbon — whether
or not our own government sets the
price or the policy. In addition to BC,
China and Japan are looking at imple-
menting a carbon tax, and the EU,
Australia and other countries are put-
ting a price on carbon through emis-
sions trading systems. 

T here are, of course, many difficult,
perhaps irreconcilable questions

ahead. Is there the political will to nego-
tiate a new global treaty, and what form
will it take? Will the actions be enough
to stop or slow temperature rise? How
will the economic, financing and trade
questions be addressed? If a legally bind-
ing agreement can be reached, will coun-
tries like the US, China and India ratify it
and live up to their commitments? We
will have to answer each of these ques-
tions over the next three years. 

It’s time for a little political prag-
matism too. It took 15 years for the
UNFCCC process and some developing
countries to accept that the political
red line for the US was drawn when the
Senate rejected Kyoto by a 95-0 vote in
1997. There will be no US participation
until all countries are in. Period. Now
that the world is moving to something
beyond the Kyoto Protocol, this moves
the US ratification of a future global cli-
mate change treaty “from the impossi-
ble to the very hard,” as the US
negotiator commerted.

Today, China and India are saying
that they will not limit their sovereign
right to manage the internal response
to climate change or the effect that
targets might have on the millions liv-
ing in economic and energy poverty
inside their borders. They will not be
forced to limit the opportunities of
millions of their citizens by restricting
economic expansion. This is political-
ly unacceptable to their governments
and, if the next treaty is to include
their legally binding commitment, the
model that embeds high carbon emis-
sions in economic growth will need to
be replaced. This is true for other
countries as well, since there are more
than 1.6 billion people living in ener-

Velma McColl
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gy poverty, 80 percent of them in
South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa.
This helps explain why the theme for
the RIO +20 Earth Summit in June is
“sustainable energy for all” as part of
defining the future we want.

T o get to that future, the Durban
Platform relies on the principle

that countries will set national targets
and meet them, while reporting their
results in an international system of
monitoring and verification, thus creat-
ing transparency and environmental
integrity. This will rely on a “bottom-
up” approach and the enlightened sov-
ereignty that Prime Minister Harper
endorsed. However, we have a chal-
lenge, in that very few people believe
that a voluntary system will bring
results, and it is certainly not urgent
enough; thus, there will be pressure to
move to a new legally binding agree-
ment. This tension and mistrust will
hang over the next rounds of negotia-
tions. The benefit of the bottom up sys-
tem is that each country will set up
their own domestic policies — and

worry about fitting them together later.
Canada will need to complete its own
work to meet its 2020 target since we
are now only a quarter of the way there. 

As Canada looks forward to its role
in the next round of international cli-
mate negotiations, we need to under-
stand that the negotiations have
moved well past the old paradigm cre-
ated in Kyoto. When countries come
to negotiate, they have designed their
negotiating positions to gain advan-
tage for their economic development,
trade, technology transfer, forestry,
agriculture and, yes, energy. Canada
has tended to treat the negotiations as
a sideshow, something to be survived.
If we are to move past Kyoto, we must
also leave behind our old federal vs.
provincial and industry vs. the envi-
ronment scars from the acrimonious
domestic Kyoto debate of the 1990s,
which was seen by Western Canada as
an extension of the despised National
Energy Program. The world has cer-
tainly changed since then, and today
our response on carbon is as critical to
our national interests as market diver-

sification. Some premiers support this
broader approach, most recently
Alberta Premier Alison Redford. 

Somewhere between the urgent
calls from small countries that are losing
whole islands as a result of rising sea lev-
els, and the patience my grandmother
always told me was a virtue, is the heart
of our challenge. If we’re going to take
collaborative global action, and not just
talk about it, we need new models and
new kinds of intergenerational leader-
ship that embrace both urgency and
wise patience, climate change and ener-
gy. We’re going to need momentum for
change. The next rounds of internation-
al negotiations and the growing politi-
cal desire for a sophisticated and
forward-looking energy strategy give us
an opportunity to redefine where
Canada’s national and economic inter-
ests are in an interdependent future. 

Contributing Writer Velma McColl is a
principal of the Earnscliffe Strategy
Group, where her practice focuses on the
environment, energy and clean technolo-
gies. velma@earnscliffe.ca

Harnessing energy for change

Negotiators from around the world huddle in the wee hours of Sunday morning to finalize one last detail before agreeing to the Durban
Platform and to move toward a new global treaty.

Leila Mead, IISD 


