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Outline of presentation 

I. The challenge(s): two main policy perspectives 
I. Energy 

II. Climate change 

 

II. The response(s): two main strategies 
I. Global problems –> global solutions (the UNFCCC track) 

II. “Clumsy solutions for a complex world”                                                                                

(Verveij et al., Public Administration, Vol. 84(2006), No. 4;    [2011: “wicked” world] 



The Challenge(s): two policy perspectives 

Energy policy 

1) Satisfy basic needs of about two 
billion people who suffer badly from 
insufficient access to energy 

2) Meet increasing demand for energy 
worldwide 
– Population growth and rising income levels 

are main driving forces 

– Concern with energy security 

3) Manage increasing risk of severe 
environmental damage caused by 
current patterns of energy 
production, distribution and 
consumption 

Climate change policy 

 



The Challenge(s): two policy perspectives 

Energy policy 

1) Satisfy basic needs of about 2 billion 
people who suffer badly from lack of 
access to affordable energy 

2) Meet increasing demand for energy 
worldwide 
– Population growth and rising income levels 

are main driving forces 

– Concern with energy security 

3) Manage increasing risk of severe 
environmental damage caused by 
current patterns of energy 
production, distribution and 
consumption 

Climate change policy 

1) Mitigation: Cut aggregate GHG 
emissions by at least 50% over 
the first half of the 21st century 
– For the rich industrialized countries, 

reduction by 80+  

 

2) Adaptation: Adapt – preferably 
proactively – to climate change 
that have significant 
consequences  
– Questions about compensation for 

damage suffered by the most 
vulnerable societies and groups  



Climate change mitigation:  
an extremely demanding governance challenge 

 Climate change mitigation combines several features that make it 
an extremely demanding challenge of governance 

o Very long time-lags between policy measures (~’costs’) and environmental effects 
(~’benefits’) 

 

o Embeddedness in highly complex systems that are not fully understood 

 

o Links to deep poverty and stark inequities and to high-stakes competition in global 
markets and international politics 

 

o Very large asymmetries between “guilt” in causing the problem and capacity to alleviate 
it on the one hand, and socio-ecological vulnerability to climate change on the other 

 

o Concern with global collective goods that are affected by a wide range of human 
activities and (as of today) beyond the reach of any “single best effort solution” 

 

 

 



Main response strategies: 
basic premises (1) 

Global problems -> global solutions 

 Global climate change is a systemic 
challenge, calling for solutions at 
the same level (~ global in scope) 

 

 Global solutions affect people 
worldwide and should therefore be 
designed and implemented by the 
global community 
– Ideally through universal participation 

in democratic processes 



Main response strategies: 
basic premises (2) 

Global problems -> global solutions 

 Global climate change is a systemic 
challenge, calling for solutions at 
the same level (~systemic in scope) 

 

 Global solutions affect people 
worldwide and should be designed 
and implemented by the global 
community 
– Ideally through universal participation 

in democratic processes 

“Clumsy solutions for a          
complex world” 

 The human impact on the climate 
system can be traced back to 
multiple systems of activities that 
can more effectively be governed in 
smaller clusters or even one by one 

 A fairly wide range of measures that 
can contribute to mitigation will be 
attractive to a critical mass of actors 
(also) for other reasons. Such “win-
win” measures can be adopted and 
implemented with the joint support 
of ”Baptists and Bootleggers” 

 Existing institutional capacity can be 
used also for mitigation governance 



Global problems -> global solutions (1) 

Pillars: cognitive / ideational 

 Broad agreement on the description 
and diagnosis of the problem 

  

 Broad agreement on likely effects of 
alternative “cures” 

 

 Broad agreement on responsibilities 
and duties 
– The notion of common but 

differentiated responsibilities and 
respective capabilities 

– Ideally: an agreed formula of “burden-
sharing” 



Global problems -> global solutions (2) 

Pillars: cognitive / ideational 

 Broad agreement on the diagnosis of 
the problem 

  

 Broad agreement on likely effects of 
alternative “cures” 

 

 Broad agreement on responsibilities 
and duties 
– The notion of common but 

differentiated responsibilities and 
respective capabilities 

– Ideally: an agreed formula of “burden-
sharing” 

Current status 

 Significant progress (much thanks to 
IPCC) 

 

 Some progress, but strong conflicts 
of interests nonetheless lead to 
divergent preferences 

 At least three basic principles of 
distributional fairness are often 
invoked and rarely disputed, but 
strong interest-based disagreement 
persists over the application to this 
particular case 



Global problems -> global solutions (3) 

Pillars: Institutional 

 A global forum broadly accepted as 
the appropriate arena for 
negotiation 

 

 Legitimate and effective mechanisms 
for aggregating preferences   

  

 IO capacity to provide constructive 
independent inputs into decision-
making processes and to amplify 
outputs 

 
 



Global problems -> global solutions (4) 

Pillars: Institutional 

 A global forum broadly accepted as 
the appropriate arena for negotiation 

 

 

 Legitimate and effective mechanisms 
for aggregating preferences   

  

 IO capacity to provide constructive 
independent inputs into decision-
making processes and to amplify 
outputs 

 
 

Current status 

 The UN-based system is broadly 
accepted but a growing number of 
actors now look for alternatives/ 
supplements  

 Consensus-based global diplomacy 
scores fairly high on legitimacy but 
low on effectiveness 

 IPCC aspires to a high score with 
regard to science-based inputs but 
otherwise IO capacity is low  

– Enforcement mechanisms in the 
Kyoto protocol are very weak (in part 
even perverse) 



What may we expect global conference 
diplomacy to achieve? (1) 

 The good news: even faced with an extremely demanding challenge 
global conference diplomacy can be an effective tool for  

 

o Setting agendas and focusing attention worldwide 

 

o Organizing joint efforts to build a consensual platform of research-based 
knowledge  

 

o Providing arenas for diffusion of policy ideas and practices (learning) 

 

o Generating, for those actively involved, positive stakes in its own 
“success” 

 

 

 

 

 



What may we expect global conference 
diplomacy to achieve? (2) 

 The bad news: When it comes to effective substantive measures 
global conference diplomacy becomes highly vulnerable to 

 

o “Veto players” (“the law of the least ambitious program”) 

 

o Deadlock over basic principles (and “worldviews”)  

 

o Internal coalition dynamics that enhance polarization 

 

o The strains of global competition over wealth and power 

 

o The burden of sprawling agendas and overwhelming complexity 

 

 

 

 

 



“Clumsy solutions for a complex world” (1) 

Pillars: cognitive / ideational 

 The actor’s [actors’] own description 
and diagnosis of the problem 

  

 The actor’s [actors’] own assessment 
of alternative “cures” 
– Primary concern: consequences for itself  

 

 The actor’s [actors’] own 
understanding of responsibilities and 
duties 
– Assumption: most actors do accept certain 

basic norms of fairness  



“Clumsy solutions for a complex world” (2) 

Pillars: cognitive / ideational 

 The actor’s [actors’] own description 
and diagnosis of the [their] problem 

  

 The actor’s [actors’] own assessment 
of alternative “cures”  

 

 The actor’s [actors’] own 
understanding of responsibilities and 
duties 
– Including notions of distributional fairness 

Current status 

 Huge variance, but “like-minded” 
countries can work together 

 Huge variance, but some major 
“laggards” see transition towards 
more sustainable energy systems as 
important for their own welfare 

 Interest-based disagreement over the 
application of fairness principles 
persist but easier to work out 
package deals in smaller groups (or 
for specific sectors)? 



“Clumsy solutions for a complex world” (3) 

Pillars: Institutional 

 Domestic, bi- or multilateral forums 
broadly accepted as appropriate 
arenas for consultation / negotiation 

 

 Legitimate and effective domestic, bi- 
or multilateral mechanisms for 
aggregating preferences   

  

 Domestic, bi- or multilateral IO 
capacity to provide constructive 
independent inputs and to amplify 
outputs 

 
 



“Clumsy solutions for a complex world” (4) 

Pillars: Institutional 

 Domestic, bi- or multilateral forums 
broadly accepted as appropriate 
arenas for consultation / negotiation 

 

 Legitimate and effective domestic, bi- 
or multilateral mechanisms for 
aggregating preferences   

  

 Domestic, bi- or multilateral IO 
capacity to provide constructive 
independent inputs and to amplify 
outputs 

 
 

Current status 

 Higher scores for most domestic 
systems and many regional and 
functionally specialized forums 

 

 Aggregation capacity much higher in 
most domestic systems and higher in 
many regional and functionally 
specialized IOs 

 Capacity for amplifying outputs 
(implementation and enforcement) 
much higher in most domestic 
systems and higher in many regional 
and specialized IOs 



Can multiple small steps  
add up to substantial change? (1) 

 “Win-win” measures can be found at different levels – ranging from local 
communities to international “coalitions of the willing”, and from specific 
technologies to broadly defined sectors of the economy 

 

o Keohane & Victor (2010): Main advantages 

 

o Flexibility across issues 

 

o Adaptability over time 

 

 

 

 



Can multiple small steps  
add up to substantial change? (2) 

 At the domestic level, a large number of plans and measures exist – 
some significant, others primarily of expressive (symbolic) value 

 

 At the regional level, the EU stands out with (plans for) fairly ambitious 
and measures and control over important implementation instruments 

o The EU is, though, a unique actor… 

 

 International agreements for specific sectors of the economy seem 
politically feasible first and foremost in sectors that 

o Are only moderately exposed to competition from other sectors (e.g. maritime 
transport) 

o Rely on a common technological base 

 

 

 



If the answer is NO… (1) 

 What about some combination of the two strategies? 

 
o Significant progress at lower levels, in “clubs” or specialized regimes/organizations 

can expand the settlement range in global negotiations 

• E.g. work in the G20 Climate Finance Experts Group; IMO on energy efficiency 

• Mitigation measures taken by some states can reduce mitigation costs of others  

– Most states seem to pursue strategies of conditional cooperation 

 

 

o UNFCCC negotiations can help shape agendas, focus attention worldwide, support 
the development of a consensual knowledge-base, and facilitate diffusion of 
policies and practices 

• A global forum seems required for these purposes 

 

 



If the answer is NO… (2) 

 What about “game changers”? 

 

– “Game changers” are measures that can bring about profound 
transformation, in this case primarily towards sustainable (low carbon) energy 
systems     (Adapted from David G. Victor) 

 

– Game changers can certainly be imagined; the critical question is how they 
can be effectively promoted through some combination of governmental 
policies, international regimes and organizations, and measures taken by civil 
society, industry and business 

 



If the answer is NO,  
what about “game changers”?  

 In the energy-climate change complex, three main categories of potential 
game changing measures can be identified 

– Supply side measures 

 Large-scale technological shift(s) towards low-carbon energy systems 

 

– Demand side measures 

 {Two principal drivers – Population and Affluence – are not easily controlled} 

 Substantial improvements in energy efficiency 

 Major changes in infrastructure and life styles 

 

– Measures decoupling burning of fossil fuels from climate change 

 Geo-engineering (broadly defined) 

 



So?  

 Current progress too slow to heed IPCC warnings 

 

 No quick fix, as presently known 

 

 Incremental progress can be enhanced by selectively using different 
approaches to international cooperation for what each of them does best  

 

 Yet, some type of “game changer” seems required to bring about truly 
substantial change  

 

 


