8. The Global Commons, International Cooperation and Global Warming
(Reading: Attfield, Environmental Ethics, Ch.6).
Cosmopolitanism holds that ethical responsibilities are not restricted by community boundaries. Responsibilities do not cease because of spatial or temporal distance. It can be contrasted with communitarianism, which holds that ethical obligations derive from relationships / communities. 

Global Citizen

‘Member of the global community, with awareness of worldwide loyalties and responsibilities… and with concerns for issues such as the global environment and enhanced global governance’ (Attfield, 2003, p.195). 

Common Heritage of Humankind

‘Common resources, regarded as the inheritance not of single communities, but of humanity as whole, and as suited to conservation rather than consumption’ (ibid., p.190).

Global Commons
‘Unowned areas of the planet, such as the oceans, Antarctica, the atmosphere and outer space’ (ibid., p.195). 

Global cooperation is needed in a range of areas, including pollution, sustainable development and global warming. 

Global Warming

Kyoto Protocol (1997)
Emissions quotas were allocated to developed countries. Cuts to carbon emissions of developed countries were to average 5.2 % of 1990 levels. The agreement permitted countries not using their quotas to trade them with countries wishing to exceed their allotted quota.  It is based on historical emission rates. However, treating historical emissions as the basis for quotas may be held to reward big polluters. Further basing quotas on level of emissions in 1990 is arbitrary. Further, it is held that much greater emission cuts are needed by developed countries if we are to stabilize emissions at the lowest feasible level.
An Alternative Approach
The principle of an equal entitlement to the atmosphere’s absorptive capacity: 

The atmosphere’s absorptive capacity is an instance of the Common Heritage of Humankind. Michael Grubb proposes that we recognise the principle of an equal entitlement to the atmosphere’s absorptive capacity (Attfield, 2003, p.179; Grubb, 1989; Royal Commission, 2000).
The Population Principle:

‘The principle advocating that the emission quotas for greenhouse gases of the various states should be proportioned to their population’ (Attfield, 2003, p.198). 
Some countries will have emissions below their quota levels, and so there can be some trading in carbon emissions. Countries that want to exceed their quotas would need to buy unused quotas from countries with large populations that aren’t using up their quotas. But any trading would have to safeguard the interests of poorer countries. Allowing trading would ‘grant the Third World financial resources for development and environmental conservation, and simultaneously promote energy efficiency in development countries’ (ibid., p.179). 

Contraction and Convergence:
‘A widely supported approach to negotiations on greenhouse gas emissions involving international reductions in emissions and converging emission rates, partly through adoption of the Population Principle’ (ibid., p.191). 

Objections:

1. Would be too big a sacrifice for countries with high emissions rates. But Attfield notes that it is hard to justify such countries continuing to degrade global systems in a disproportionate manner. And, taking into account the principle of an equal entitlement to the absorptive capacities of the planet, these countries are not entitled to more of these capacities than other countries (Attfield, 2003, p.180).
2. Financial resources generated by poorer countries could be used to pay-off existing debt, leaving such countries immersed in their current problems. However, Henry Shue advocates that emissions needed to meet basic needs could be untradable. There could even be a policy that trading be geared towards increasing quality of life. The objection could also be averted if Third World debt were written off (Attfield, 2003, p.180; Shue, 1994)
Whether a Contraction and Convergence approach is adopted or not, what is needed is a strong post-Kyoto global agreement with respect to the problem of global warming. 


Some Issues

1. Which approach is more appropriate when it comes to tackling global environmental problems – a cosmopolitan approach or a communitarian one? 

2. What might it mean to be a global citizen and what role can individuals play in tackling environmental problems? 

3. Why is international cooperation so important for tackling global warming?

4. Conditions for international cooperation: what might a global level-playing field be like? 

5. Alan Holland emphasises the moral commitment of individuals in respect of the issue of climate change:

‘[T]he ethics of climate change should not merely focus on what countries ought to achieve  but also on what individuals ought to do, independent of and prior to any legal compulsion or social sanction… This is for two reasons: first, without this focus and a consequent change in what individuals do and believe, the necessary changes in countries’ policies will not be enough; second, it is the cumulative impact of individuals’ behaviour that will make the difference’ (Holland, 2010, p.28). 

(a) Do individuals have an obligation to change their lifestyles and behaviours to reduce their carbon footprint where they are able to do so? 

(b) If so, what might the content of these responsibilities be? For example, what changes would we need to adopt?

6. In response to Holland, Attfield argues that whilst some green acts are obligatory, ‘many of the relevant obligations belong neither to individuals nor to governments, but to companies and corporations, which should be held accountable not only legally but also morally much more often that they are’ (Attfield, 2010, p.37). 

Who should shoulder the ‘burden’ of reducing emissions? Individuals, companies and corporations, or both? 
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