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the impact of climate change is not over. There is a 
sufficient consensus, in spite of the cynicism and self-
interest which won the upper hand in Copenhagen, 
that the dangerous rise in global temperatures needs 
to be moderated. However, it is more likely for this to 
be based on hard economic facts and an interplay of 
self-interest rather than a moral argument on the nec-
essary thing to do. 

Just as the failure of the Doha round of trade nego-
tiations led to renewed focus on regional and bilat-
eral agreements, similarly progress on climate change 
may now have to materialize more through unilateral 
declarations and bilateral or regional commitments. 
This means global governance in this area will be 
more fragmented and difficult to manage. The prob-
ability of a major conflictual situation along the way will 
increase exponentially as well. Global governance will 
be about ensuring that the poor are not left out of the 
picture completely (hence assistance for climate miti-
gation and adaptation measures in the volume of 100 
bln dollars annually till 2020) and that there are rules 
of the game for others to follow. The most orderly sce-
nario which is now possible involves a G20 or GX-led 
process in which the key players determine the pace 
and the scale of the global mitigation and adaptation 
activities. 

The project of limiting global emissions will not be real-
ized in idyllic mutual understanding with a fair division 
of responsibility. It will be worked out in fierce inter-
national competition. We will now have our feet firmly 
on the ground. It will not be surprising if the debate is 
re-launched in Europe over the border tax to create a 
level-playing field for operators from the countries pur-
suing ambitious climate policy objectives and all the 
rest.  This would at first sight smack of protectionism al-
though arguments would quickly be made that the pur-
pose is more to prevent artificial subsidies being applied 
in countries such as China while the proceeds would go 
to the mitigation and adaptation activities in the least 
developed countries and the small islands states. 

The European Union found itself under friendly fire 
at the end of the Copenhagen conference as the US 
carried out last-ditch negotiations with leaders of the 

emerging powers but not the EU. Partly, this situation 
was of the EU’s own making. The EU was not suf-
ficiently forthcoming towards the US President when 
he requested a helping hand earlier in the year. The 
EU also spoke with many voices at Copenhagen, 
President Sarkozy being the first to make an appeal 
for a handful of world leaders to stage real negotia-
tions, an advice which President Obama used a day 
later. In addition, the EU could have and should have 
declared an emission reduction target of 30 percent by 
2020 prior to Copenhagen and this would have given 
it a mandate to press on others to undertake similar 
steps.

Having said that, President Obama did not have to 
make the EU look irrelevant and it is difficult to be-
lieve these were his true intentions. The problem is 
that the EU and the US have the same project on the 
cards, that of building the low-carbon economy, where 
interests are only beginning to clash. For the US, it 
is tempting to pursue a bilateral relationship in China 
at the expense of the EU. Not surprisingly, the set of 
agreements between the US and China concluded 
during President Obama’s visit in November raised 
the adrenaline levels in Europe. The electric vehicle 
initiative which envisaged joint standardization pro-
duced particularly big anxieties. And President Obama 
faces a hurdle which cannot be compared to anything 
the European leaders have in stock for themselves – a 
not entirely convinced Senate which is still to support 
climate legislation. 

The transatlantic relationship will now become more 
business-like and devoid of undue affection. The EU 
will have to understand that the US needs time and 
that it is changing the argument around domestically, 
embracing climate policy in the place of denial. At 
the same time, the window of opportunity is narrow 
given the pressures of US congressional elections 
later in the year. No doubt the world looks different 
after Copenhagen. Big illusions are gone and a sense 
of realism is settling in. The outcome is likely to be 
more chaotic but not dysfunctional. Key players will 
want to come to an understanding among themselves. 
However, they will do so in a decisively more competi-
tive environment.
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