Link trade and environmental negotiations
There were but a few good things to come from the Copenhagen climate change meeting. Increased funds for developing world adaptation are more assured and there is an important new step in protecting forests in the developing world. Beyond that the enormous effort has done little but write a footnote to the original climate change convention of 1992. The failure to agree a follow-on to the Kyoto protocol, expiring in 2012, leaves a huge hole that will increasingly undermine the limited achievements of that protocol.

What certainty is there that another year of negotiations added to the past two years will achieve anything? It can only be seen as unlikely. The outcome here looks very like the sort of debacles that we are now used to from the Doha round of trade discussions.

The successes of recent bilateral trade negotiations and the potential for a wider Asia-Pacific agreement incorporating the US, based on the Trans Pacific Agreement are all good news for New Zealand’s economy. These successes are in stark contrast to the deadlock of the attempts at a global trade agreement – the Doha round. The prospect for the world is that the bilateral and regional trade deals are the way forward.

The Doha round and the UN climate change talks face similar problems – developing world countries have little to lose in demanding more than the developed world will accept. Some developed countries too offer little and take a protectionist approach to both trade and climate change that has little justification beyond their borders.

Many countries which negotiated Kyoto did not initially realise it had enormous trade implications, but these are now very clear. Governments are heavily lobbied by those who are most affected. The lobbyists are effective – New Zealand’s years of dithering on local measures and the latest anaemic ETS and emission target are proof enough of that. The Australian government is under the same pressure to compromise. The prime argument from lobbyists is that trade-exposed industry will lose out to free-riders who face no carbon emission cost. 

We have leaders who start out with fine words but find the real world of setting targets and effective policies too hard when carried out in the compass of a single nation and separated from international obligations.

The Apec, G20 and other leaders’ forums inevitably have something in their communiqués about climate change but rarely anything meaningful and they always bow to the primacy of the UN negotiations. No breakthrough is likely from these. But economic success can be undone by uncontrolled climate change. Both must be tackled. 

New Zealand faces increasing challenges to the environmental integrity of its products. Mr Key recently linked having an ETS to our credentials as an exporter. Yet we are leaving opportunities for discriminatory practices by others by not linking trade agreements with agreement on the likes of climate change.

Where do economic and environmental issues get pulled together effectively? One place is the EU. It is of course not easy but there the compromises are struck on environmental goals and sharing the cost burden of these. Broadly they are prepared to tolerate some free-riding in order to meet their own environmental needs and to do their bit on global issues. The overall economic benefit of their cooperation is obvious. 

If the world is not going to achieve global agreements on both trade and climate change it needs to look to some alternative to the present failures. It needs to keep in mind the close linkages between the two strands of policy development and look to merge them into a coherent new approach. 

Global agreements on both climate change and trade are not working. Keeping climate change in a separate stream of negotiation from trade agreements is not working either. We need a new approach. 

What to do then? The Asia-Pacific trade negotiation is the place for us to start. The parties to those talks should establish an environmental directorate of officials – as a first stage to a potential new agreement. The target should be a regional pact on both trade and on climate change. If global agreements are beyond our reach, then let’s look to regional responses and agreements in the first instance.

