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A Political Analysis of the Failure of the Kyoto Protocol.

“If money be not thy servant, it will be thy master. The covetous man cannot so properly be said to possess wealth, as that may be said to possess him.” – Sir Francis Bacon.

The 1997 Kyoto Protocol is seen by some to have been both an environmental and international political failure (at least to this date). When compared with the infinitely more successful Montreal Protocol of a decade earlier, Kyoto serves as evidence that international environmental regulation may be nothing more than a hope or a wish as long as nations continue to respond to their own diverse collections of interests. The United States initially agreed to the protocol during the second term of the Clinton administration, only to have the Republican-controlled Senate fail to ratify the agreement with force. In 2001, the administration of George W. Bush formally disavowed itself of the process entirely, leaving the 1997 agreement’s passage hinging on the approval or disapproval of Russia. Paula Dobriansky, the U.S. Undersecretary of State for Global Affairs referred to Kyoto in 2001 as “an unrealistic and ever-tightening regulatory straitjacket, curtailing energy consumption.”


The initial argument given by the Bush administration cited what it felt was an unreasonable economic burden to be placed on American businesses as a result. In other words, they argued that Kyoto would cost too much and hinder future economic growth. Industries that emit carbon dioxide and/or other “greenhouse gases” would be forced into costly facility upgrades and retrofits, constricting their potential for economic growth.
 


Using the veil of economic peril and ignoring the concerns of other nations as well as a growing body of scientific evidence concerning the climate effects of greenhouse gases, the Bush administration acted with its own political interests firmly in mind – particularly to protect its access to a sizeable chunk of monies that have been made available to it during election years. Kyoto was viewed as a major battleground by the oil and gas industry and environmentalists alike. “For the carbon club, as for the environmentalists, this was a defining battle,” wrote Greenpeace’s Jeremy Leggett. “If the carbon club won here, they stood to knock the whole process off the rails. If they lost, and a protocol – any protocol – with legally binding cuts was negotiated, they would probably always be on the defensive thereafter.”


In the end, the United States has not offered itself as a partner in Kyoto’s goals with the 120 other nations that have signed on to meet the emissions goals laid out in the protocol. Politically, for a majority of America’s elected leaders, the move did not make any sense. Since 1994’s so-called Conservative revolution which saw the Republicans take control of the House of Representatives for the first time in decades, the United States has awoken to find itself in an era dominated politically by the GOP. Republicans control not only the House, but also the Senate and the Presidency. While Democrats also take money from the oil and gas industry, nobody has or continues to take more than the Republican Party and its myriad candidates and incumbents. Politically speaking, Kyoto failed because money translated into enough power to control policy, as economic concerns outdistanced environmental concerns.

Unlike Montreal, there is no “smoking gun”, no incontrovertible evidence of climate change or global warming because of carbon dioxide (et al) emissions. There is no satellite photo of a hole in the ozone layer, no definitive link and this has allowed a number of industry scientists and Bush administration personnel to wave the banner of scientific uncertainty in response. The ozone hole’s culprit was also a much more minimal piece of the American experience and American industry, limited to items like aerosol cans and air conditioners. Plus, CFCs were easily replaceable, with DuPont (and others) ready to flood the market with alternatives. The main targets of Kyoto – CO2 and other greenhouse emissions – directly impact the very fiber of the American experience. Kyoto’s emission standards, at least in theory, could affect the way Americans drive to work or the grocery store, or the way people heat their homes in the winter, or the way many in the Midwestern states generate their electricity. The massive amount of money associated with fossil fuels and its correlating political power breathtakingly overshadows anything else on the global environmental protocol/treaty scene. 

At the time of the Kyoto protocol’s 1997 gathering, Al Gore of Tennessee was a second-term Vice President. Gore’s family had long been prominent within the Democratic Party, with Gore’s ascension from the Senate to the nation’s number two spot exceeding the expanse of his father’s senatorial career. Gore had also published his own environmental treatise, a 1992 book title Earth in the Balance: Ecology and the Human Spirit, but was still seen by many environmentalists at Kyoto as a hypocrite and a representative of an inflexible government.
 As it was Gore spent a minimal amount of time at the protocol (a Monday), however, he did instruct the U.S. negotiating team to increase its level of flexibility in working towards an agreement. The United States, by the end of Kyoto’s second week, would agree initially to the regulations and reduction goals laid out by the protocol.

Gore would later attempt to follow-up eight years as Vice President with at least four more years as President. The Washington-based Center for Responsive Politics used Federal Election Commission candidate contribution filings to determine which candidate received money from which sector. Two of the 10 major sectors identified by the Center for Responsive Politics, Energy/Natural Resources and Transportation, are involved in the Kyoto debate. Gore received $340,114 from Energy/Natural Resources and $337,705 from Transportation for the 2000 election cycle. By comparison, in 2000 Bush (a former oil executive and member of an oil family) received $2,871,473 from Energy/Natural Resources and $2,381,474 from Transportation.
 The Energy/Natural Resources sector spent eight times more money on Bush’s candidacy than Gore’s, with Transportation spending seven times more on Bush.

In the current election cycle, Bush has already taken in $1.8 million from oil and gas and $1.9 million from the automotive industry. Of the top 20 industries to donate money to Bush/Cheney ’04, the two rank 14th and 15th. Neither ranks in the top 20 industries to donate to presumptive Democratic nominee John F. Kerry. Kerry’s top industry donor is the Lawyers/Law Firms category, which has given just under $8 million to the Massachusetts Senator. The same category is Bush’s second largest contributor grouping (trailing those calling themselves “retired”) in terms of money donated. The sector accounts for approximately $8.9 million.


One of the top donors from the lawyer/law firm category for Bush is Texas-based (but internationally prominent with offices abroad and one in Washington, D.C.) Vinson and Elkins. Vinson and Elkins’ clients include Shell Oil, for whom they brokered a $3.8 billion deal with Texaco. The firm touts itself as the global leader in energy law, with six lawyers from the firm listed in a publication titled, “The International Who’s Who of Oil and Gas Lawyers.”
 In the 2000 election cycle, Bush’s contributions from Lawyers/Law Firms was nearly $6.7 million, while Gore garnered $5.9 million from the sector.


Oil, gas, and transportation (sectors whose end products and uses all result in greenhouse gas emissions) encompass Leggett’s carbon club, and have a major economic and political stake in seeing that the United States not ratify the Kyoto Protocol. And the U.S. has not signed. 
Senator Chuck Hagel (R-Nebraska) was at the Kyoto Protocol. Hagel received nearly $300,000 in contributions from oil, gas, and electric utilities between 1997 and 2002. His top individual contributor was Edison International, a company which owns 12 coal-fired electric generation plants in Illinois. Coal-fired electric generation plants have been the focus of the Bush Administration (the Clear Skies Initiative) and environmentalists alike, and would have been seriously impacted by the emission standards set up within the Kyoto Protocol. “Aided on the ground by particularly vocal supporters in the U.S. Senate, lead by Senator Chuck Hagel, the carbon club would be doing all it could to defend the wrecking position it had built up around participation by the developing countries.”

Hagel, armed at Kyoto with a letter from then-Senate Majority Leader Trent Lott, represented one of the best chances for the carbon club to emerge from Kyoto unscathed.
 Lott’s letter provided a moment of foreshadowing, and stated that the U.S. Senate had no intention of ratifying the protocol. Without the United States or Russia, the Kyoto Protocol has existed in a sort of limbo for nearly seven years. 
The short-term prospects for Kyoto’s ratification by the U.S. Senate seem grim. The chairman of the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee, James Inhofe of Oklahoma, has received nearly half a million dollars from oil, gas, and electric utilities since 2000, and has publicly questioned the veracity of claims concerning climate change and global warming.
 One of his House counterparts, Texas Republican Joe Barton (chairman of the House Sub-committee on Energy), has seen $595,000 flow into his coffers from oil, gas, and electric utilities since 2000, and has also made statements similar to Inhofe’s.

Looking at the long-term spending trends the Republicans have received significantly more money in terms of campaign contributions. In 1990, the gap was as close as it has been in the past 14 years, with Democrats receiving approximately $4 million to the Republican’s $6.4 million. When Republicans regained control of the House of Representatives in 1994, oil and gas donated nearly $11 million to the efforts (with the Democrats garnering approximately $6.5 million). In 2000 the gap reached its apex, with Republicans receiving $26.7 million (78%) of the $34.3 million donated by the industry.

What has resulted is not only a failure to ratify the Kyoto Protocol, but a sea change in the handling of the issues of global warming and climate change. In June of 2003, the Bush administration was found to have deleted a section on global warming from a comprehensive EPA report. Congressman Henry Waxman (D-California) remarked that, “what they’ve done is unprecedented. Even prominent Republicans who served under Presidents Reagan, Ford, and Nixon are alarmed… Leading scientists both inside and outside the administration have said politics is getting into previously protected areas.”

Instead of signing on to the emissions standards and reduction targets laid out by Kyoto, the Bush administration has pursued a policy of voluntary compliance with reduction goals. Bush’s “Climate Leaders” program focuses its resources on recruiting industrial polluters to reduce their emissions by at least 10% within the next decade.
 The non-partisan Congressional General Accounting Office estimated that the Bush initiative would lower emissions by only two percent below what would be achieved without the initiative.
 Mandatory goals, the administration stated, would hinder economic growth. So far only 50 or so companies have signed up to become “Climate Leaders”.
“There are a lot of activities, a lot of initiatives, but I don’t think it amounts to very much in the short to medium term – over, say, the next 10 years,” the Pew Center’s Eileen Clausen remarked. “We don’t think that the goal of the president’s program is ambitious. We think it’s pretty much business as usual.”
 
As long as the Republicans are in the majority in Washington, D.C., the chances of a ratification of the Kyoto Protocol seems slim, especially given the amount of money donated to Republican candidates from industries which would benefit from the lack of any new regulations. It is an ages-old human story, where money translates into political power, ultimately effecting the decisions made by leaders and policy-makers. Would things be different with Democratic leadership? It is hard to say. It was a Democratic administration that agreed in principle to Kyoto, and long-term contribution trends would indicate that the influence of oil, gas, electric utility, or transportation monies may be less of a factor. Money can come from unexpected sources, and who can say for sure that another source with interests counter to Kyoto would not use it to achieve its own political outcomes. Sometimes money is stronger than principle, especially in politics. 
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