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Great Powers and Environmental
Responsibilities: A Conceptual Framework

Barry Buzan and Robert Falkner

Introduction

This chapter sets out the conceptual framework for this volume. The first section
opens with a discussion of the traditional concept of great power in International
Relations (IR). It explores how ongoing international transformations require a
new understanding of international order, what it means to be a great power,
and how great power capabilities can be mapped onto special rights and respon-
sibilities in global international society.(The second section then explores the role
that great powers play in global environmental politics. It opens with a discus-
sion of the concept of environmental power, distinguishing its two principal forms
and uses: negative power to destroy the environment and block international
environmental action and positive power to engender positive change and pro-
mote effective environmental cooperation: Based on this conceptualization, this
chapter then explores which countries can count as environmental great powers
and whether their power operates within or across environmental sectors and at
global or regional levels: The third and last section examines the question of great
power responsibility and whether and how special responsibilities apply to great
powers in the environmental field.

Great Powers in Global International Society
Great Powers: Two Approaches

Ever since humankind began organizing itself into independent political com-
munities, it has almost always been the case that the distribution of power and
capabilities amongst them has been notably uneven. Powers with larger capabil-
ities than others generally have more expansive; far-reaching interests in trade,
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GREAT POWERS AND ENVIRONMENTAL RESPONSIBILITIES 15

ideology, and security. They may also be accorded higher status by other actors. In
the absence of government over the international system/society as a whole, such
great powers are the obvious place to look for any management of international re-
lations that might be possible. That is why the concept of great powers plays such
alarge role in IR theory. The idea that great powers should take particular respon-
sibility for managing international society is, however, relatively recent. Holsti
(1991: 71-82, 114-137) shows how the institution of great power management
(GPM) emerged along with the balance of power during the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries as replacements for a declining dynastic principle. He argues that
this practice became much more evident and formalized from the Treaty of Vienna
(1815) and the Congress of Europe (see also Bull, 1977: 200-229; Wight, 1977: 42,
136-141; Watson, 1992: 138-262; Simpson, 2004).

Following Barnett and Duval (2005), we can define (foWerlashnoIKINgHINNO)
(PHNGIPAIFAYS: o5 a{JatifibHEIGHasioNslin social interactions (e.g. a material re-
source such as military force), and a{jJajconstifttivelsocialiprocessihat shapes

actors’ social identities and capabilities (e.g. recognition of actors as having legit-
imate authority). These two paths are not mutually exclusive; in fact, they usually
intersect.

The material approach s most closely associated with realism and looks at the
(@ssetsandicapabilitiesiofthieleadifigipowers) trying to define a small leading group
on that basis. As Barnett and Duval (2005: 40) put it{jpowergishtheyabilitaos
‘states to use material resources to get others to do what they otherwise would not.

The difficulty with approaching the question in this way is that there is no consen-
sus on the prior question about how to define power in international relations. As
Waltz (1979: 131) acknowledges, the power of states depends on a whole range of
variables including military strength, economic development, societal cohesion,
the size and education of the population, political competence, and geographical
and resource endowments. But how one should weigh off these various compo-
nents remains far from clear. Do Russian nuclear weapons trump Japanese wealth
and technology? And if power in international relations is to be understood ba-
sically in terms of a potentially measurable set of capabilities, the problem is that
capabilities do not always correlate with outcomes (e.g. the defeat of the US in
Vietnam, or of the USSR in Afghanistan). Or is material power to be understood
in terms of its consequences in the changed behaviour of other actors who respond

{0 it? If so, the problem is that (N EHBECESAIENATCONCEpEdERANEIEASES
in terms of effects

The social approach is most closely associated with the English School (ES),
but it also works fdfieonstEuctvIsSIY The English School views power as a multidi-

mensional concept, encompassingfiiiateriallasivelliasiideationalifactors. It is nicely

captured in two widely cited definitions. The first is Bull and Watson’s (1984: 1)
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16 BUZAN AND FALKNER

definition of international society, which establishes the key distinction between
the ES’s societal approach, and th¢J§jsé#) approach of materialists:

a group of states (or, more generally, a group of independent political com-
munities) which not merely form a system, in the sense that the behaviour of
each is a necessary factor in the calculations of the others, but also have estab-
lished by dialogue and consent common rules and institutions for the conduct
of their relations, and recognise their common interest in maintaining these

arrangements.

The second definition is Bull's (1977: 200-202) societal understanding of a great
power. He stipulates that, in addition to being in the front rank of military
capability (the key material condition), great powers must be:

recognised by others to have, and conceived by their own leaders and peoples
to have, certain special rights and duties. Great powers, for example, assert the
right, and are accorded the right, to play a part in determining issues that affect
the peace and security of the international system as a whole. They accept the
duty, and are thought by others to have the duty, of modifying their policies in
the light of the managerial responsibilities they bear.

Note how this social definition makes space for material factors, even though it
could exclude a state that had front rank military capability but was not accorded
recognition as a ‘great responsible’ by others. This contrasts with more material
definitions that often accept victory in a great power war as conferring entry to
the rank of great power. History abounds with militarily formidable ‘barbarian’
powers, including the Xiongnu, the Huns, the Vandals, and the Crusaders, who
had little or no thought about ‘modifying their policies in the light of the manage-
rial responsibilities they bear’ Trump’s America came close to rejecting the idea
that it had any obligation to accept responsibilities for global order.

Both of these approaches are clear enough in principle, and being able to specify
what counts as a great power is central to important strands of IR theory. Neore-
alism and neoliberalism, especially as they depend on polarity theory, absolutely
must be able to make clear designations of who is a great power and who is not.
The same is true for the ES concept of GPM, which has been an important in-
stitution of international society for over two centuries (Buzan, 2014: 103-104,
145-147). Yet as Buzan (2004: chapters 3-5) argues; IR has so far failed to pro-
duce a settled, scientific definition of ‘great power’ on the basis of which the great
powers at any given time can be identified and listed in an uncontroversial way.
What gets counted has varied, and contestation over the list at any given time is


ambrish dhaka


ambrish dhaka


ambrish dhaka


ambrish dhaka


ambrish dhaka


ambrish dhaka


ambrish dhaka
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common. Even leading theorists such as Waltz (1979: 131) and Wight (1979: 41)
in the end resort to common sense. We are just supposed to know a great power
when we see one. But we often don't.

Is the EU a great power, or does its non-state form exclude it from considera-
tion, as most realists would think? Was Japan a great power when its GDP overtook
that of the Soviet Union, which was generally categorized as a superpower? Was
the US a great power in the 1880s, by which time it had the world’s biggest
economy but had converted little of its wealth into military power and played an
isolationist role in the balance of power? Common sense can make the category
of great power uncomfortably broad. Before the First World War there were sup-
posedly nine great powers, but the gap between Britain, the US, and Germany, on
one end of the spectrum, and Italy, Japan and the Ottoman Empire, on the other,
was huge, both militarily and economically. Further confusing the issue are the
many cases of ‘honorary’ great powers, where status is given despite capabilities
having become inadequate: Sweden (after 1648), the Ottoman Empire (during the
nineteenth century), France and China (in 1945), Russia (during the 1990s).

Not surprisingly, this ambiguity has generated considerable taxonomical laxity,
both in public discussion and in IR theory, when it comes to categorizing states
by power. After the Second World War there was a general terminological shift
from ‘great power to ‘superpower, accompanied by a widespread understand-
ing that the system structure had shifted from its longstanding multipolar form
(usually 5-10 great powers) to a bipolar one (two superpowers). This shift was
made without much thought being given to whether superpower and great power
were synonyms or represented different categories. In practice, Waltz, and the
many purveyors of polarity theory who followed him, operated on the assumption
that they were synonyms, with ‘superpower’ simply expressing what great powers
looked like when polarity was a low number. Consequently, their theories oper-
ated on the basis of a single distinction between great/super-powers on the one
hand, and all of the lesser states on the other. This created some theoretical ab-
surdities when it came to dealing with China in the 1970s, whose rise challenged
bipolarity, without China being seen as a superpower. One fudge was to talk of
a ‘great power triangle’ (or sometimes quadrangle) in Asia, thereby avoiding the
question of China’s global standing (Segal, 1982; Thomas, 1983). Another fudge
was to talk of China as a ‘half” pole (Hinton, 1975), while avoiding the crucial def-
initional question of what this might mean for the theory. When the Soviet Union
imploded, leaving the US as seemingly the sole superpower, some talked about
hyperpowers and suchlike, indicating that great and super-power were not syn-
onyms. But with the rise of China quickly forcing a reconsideration of unipolarity,
many assumed the return of a two-superpower system. Within this, a few writ-
ers inserted a category of ‘middle powers, mainly aimed at the likes of Canada,
Norway, Sweden, and Australia, who punched above their weight in some areas of
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international diplomacy (Holbraad, 1984). Hurrell (2006: 18-19) toyed with the
idea of ‘intermediate powers’ to talk about the BRIC:s.

Reacting against this taxonomical confusion, Buzan and Waever (2003; see also
Buzan, 2004) argued that superpowers and great powers were in fact distinct clas-
sifications, and that the most useful next step down in this typology was regional
powers. Middle powers were not irrelevant, but they were a small, exceptional,
and generally Eurocentric category, whereas regional powers were numerous and
found everywhere. The essence of this classification was in terms of the geograph-
ical scope of their influence/ For superpowers, the world was their region{ Great
powers operated mainly within their own regions and the ones adjacent to them,
though they had to be taken into account in global calculations. Regional powers
operated mainly within their own regions. Britain during the nineteenth century
and the US after 1945 were clear examples of superpowers. The Soviet Union after
1945 just about made it into the superpower camp. During the Cold War, Britain,
France, China, Japan, and increasingly the EU operated as great powers, making
the system not bipolar but one with a mix of two superpowers and several great
powers." Post-Cold War, the system was not unipolar, but one superpower and
four great powers, plus many regional powers. (Contemporary regional powers
include countries such as Pakistan, Iran, South Africa, Brazil, Nigeria, Indone-
sia, Israel, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia.” There is a great deal of difference between
a system/society that has one superpower and then only regional powers and be-
low, and one with one superpower, several great powers, and quite a few regional
powers.

The terms superpower, great power, regional power, and middle power are all in
widespread use both academically and in public discourse. Polarity theory in IR
depends absolutely on there being a clear distinction between a small class of great
or superpowers and the rest, yet remains unembarrassed by the fact that no con-
sensus has yet been reached on either how to define these classifications in any
precise and non-controversial way, or on any taxonomy for ranking powers. This
longstanding and ongoing problem of how to define great powers at any given
time is now under pressure from two further problems, one very broad and gen-
eral, the other quite specific. The general one is the simultaneous decline in the
economic, political, and cultural dominance of the West, and the rising interest
in so-called emerging powers. We capture this development with the idea that the
system structure is moving towards deep pluralism. The more specific one is the
diffusion of some capabilities away from the powers at the top end of the spec-
trum to both state and non-state actors lower down the spectrum, as can be seen

! Realists don’t generally acknowledge that the EU can be a member of this club because, even though
it has actor qualities in some internationally significant respects, it is not a state.
2 For the full definitions, see Buzan and Weever (2003: 30-39).
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in issue areas such as global environment, development, and health (Bukovansky
etal., 2012).

Deep Pluralism
What do these general thoughts about great powers and GPM tell us about the
condition of global international society now (in 2021) and how that will shape
the global politics of climate change? Since the global financial crisis that broke in
2007-2008, the relative wealth, power, and cultural and ideological authority of
the West, and of the US in particular, have been in decline. The leadership of the
US and the UK has been further undermined by the votes for Trump and Brexit
in 2016. At the same time, the relative wealth, power, and cultural and ideolog-
ical authority of what were previously classed as developing countries, and are
now talked of as emerging powers, particularlyChina, but also India and others,
have been on the rise. This dual development looks to be pushing the international
system/society into a new, and in some ways unprecedented, post-Western struc-
ture. It seems quite plausible that this structure will contain no superpowers,
several great powers, and many regional powers. As wealth, power, and cultural
and ideological authority increasingly diffuse to a wider circle of states and soci-
eties, it will become impossible for any country to either hold onto (the US) or
acquire (China) the necessary preponderance of wealth and power to be a super-
power. Trump burned the global social capital of the US at ajprodigious rate, caring
nothing for the effects of his policies on the alliances, intergovernmental organiza-
tions (IGOs), and trading arrangements that underpinned US leadership. Some of
this damage will be unrecoverable given the uncertainty that now hangs over the
polarized character of US domestic politics. In China, Xi Jinping has been push-
ing the country in a more authoritarian and aggressive direction that scares both
its neighbours and many of the other great and regional powers. This argument is
of course vulnerable to the ambiguity of these categories established above, but it
seems likely that, while the US and China will be primus inter pares, they will not
be in an entirely different class from India, the EU, and possibly Russia, Brazil, and
Japan. They will be great powers in the sense that their influence extends beyond
their own regions, and that they have to be taken into account at the global level,
but the world will not be their region, and therefore neither will be a superpower.
What is emerging will be novel in a number of respects! Increasingly, power,
wealth, and cultural and ideological authority will be wielded by non-Western as
well as Western actors (Buzan and Lawson, 2015: chapter 9; Acharya and Buzan,
2019: chapter 9). As the last superpower wanes and emerging powers rise, what is
unfolding does not look like classical multipolarity. Certainly, there will be sev-
eral centres of wealth, power, and cultural and ideological authority, and thus in a
sense global international society (GIS) will be multipolar. But there will be many
non-state actors in play in this GIS, some of which will wield significant amounts
of wealth, power, and authority. States will probably remain the dominant form of
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20 BUZAN AND FALKNER

actor, but will be much more entangled in webs of global governance than is im-
plied in the term multipolarity. Even just thinking about states, the emerging GIS
will still not be multipolar as classically understood because, lacking any super-
powers or any aspiring to be superpowers, it will not feature a realist-type struggle
for domination of the whole system. Although they are all embedded in a highly
interdependent global economy, and a single planetary environment, none wants
to, or can, lead or dominate GIS. The US is losing both the will and the legitimacy
to do so, and neither Europe nor Japan can fill its shoes. The rising great powers
China and India are still developing countries and have neither the capacity, the
will, nor the legitimacy to play the hegemon. They still prioritize their own devel-
opment over their global responsibilities. Indeed, it is an interesting question as to
whether the very idea of hegemonic leadership, which has been closely associated
with Western hegemony for more than two centuries, will be delegitimized in this
emerging system.

Various labels have already been put forward to capture the novelty and com-
plexity of this emergent construction: plurilateralism (Cerny, 1993), heteropolarity
(der Derian, 2003), no one’s world (Kupchan, 2012), multinodal (Womack, 2014),
multiplex (Acharya, 2014); decentred globalism (Buzan, 2011), polymorphic glob-
alism (Katzenstein, 2012), and multi-order world (Flockhart, 2016). Acharya and
Buzan (2019: chapter 9) offer the concept of deep pluralism to capture what is now
unfolding. They define deep pluralism to mean a diffuse distribution of power,
wealth, and cultural and political authority, set within a strongly integrated and
interdependent system in which there is a significant move towards a GIS in
which both states and non-state actors play substantial roles. Non-state actors
range across the spectrum from'civil (e.g. Red Cross/Crescent, Médecins Sans
Frontiéres) to uncivil (e.g. Islamic State), with many in between (e.g. Facebook).
While power asymmetries remain, it describes a world not only without a global
hegemon but in which the very idea of such a role is no longer legitimate. Such a
world might feature different economic and political ideologies and systems, in-
cluding the remnants of the liberal order. This will be a novel system, and not only
because we have got used to living in a system with a high concentration of power
dominated by superpowers. There has never been a system like the one now emerg-
ing in which the density and interdependence of the system is high and rising, but
the distribution of wealth and power is relatively diffuse. Power was diffused dur-
ing pre-modern times, but the density and interdependence of the system at that
time was low.

Deep pluralism describes where the current momentum of GIS is taking us
whether we like it or not. But we also need terms to indicate whether that con-
dition is understood and acted upon in a positive or negative light, and where the
scope for agency and policy lie. Contested pluralism means that there is substantial
resistance to the material and ideational reality of deep pluralism. This might take
various forms: states resisting the roles and standing of non-state actors; former
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superpowers (most obviously the US) refusing to give up their special rights and
privileges; great powers refusing to recognize each other’s standing and playing
against each other as rivals or enemies. Consensual pluralism means that the main
players in GIS not only tolerate the material, cultural, ideological, and actor-type
differences of deep pluralism, but also respect and even value them as the foun-
dation for coexistence. Another way of seeing this is that consensual pluralism is
about the preservation and/or cultivation of the political and cultural diversity and
distinctness that are the legacy of human history, to be valued for its own sake in
the same way as biodiversity (Jackson, 2000: 23). It is highly probable that deep
pluralism in either form will see a sharp weakening of the homogenizing liberal
teleology that has been both an implicit and explicit assumption in much West-
ern thinking about the evolution of the global order. This raises the question of
whether GIS will have sufficient cultural and ideological unity to foster deep co-
operation on global challenges, such as environmental protection (Falkner and
Buzan, 2019).

Within this unfolding new structure of deep pluralism the rise of China, In-
dia, and other emerging non-Western powers is creating a growing interest in new
great powers and their roles and responsibilities in international society (Gaskarth,
2015). A lot of the discussion here focuses on the so-called BRICS group of states
(Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa). While BRICS has some actor quality
in terms of setting up its own institutions (the BRICS bank), it is otherwise an
odd grouping. China is on the brink of being an emerged rather than an emergent
power. India is on the borderline between being a big regional power and a small
great power, with Brazil further behind on the same track. Russia is not emergent
at all, but rather a fallen and declining superpower. South Africa is clearly only
a regional power. China and India (and perhaps later Brazil and Indonesia) raise
the question of whether countries still classified as ‘developing’ can also be clas-
sified as great powers? Since the nineteenth century, being at or near the leading
edge of industrialization and modernity have been necessary conditions for great
power status (Buzan and Lawson, 2015: 240-270). If this condition is breaking
down, what are the implications for how we understand both the qualifications
for great power status and the rights and responsibilities associated with great
power status? As noted, big developing countries such as China and India quite
rightly give their own development first priority, and understandably argue that
they should not be obliged to burden themselves with global managerial responsi-
bilities. There has been a particular focus on rising China, which is pressured from
without to become a more responsible great power and from within to balance the
domestic political needs of the Chinese Communist Party with the necessity to
engage in a Western-defined global economic order (Jones, 2014). More broadly,
there has been interest in how rising powers gain the ‘legitimate’ great power sta-
tus in ‘recognition games’ (Suzuki, 2008) and some discussions on the legitimacy
of power (Reus-Smit, 2014).
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The exercise of GPM responsibility under deep pluralism will be more diffuse
and more complicated than under the relatively concentrated domination of the
US over the last few decades. Ideological differentiations mattered during both the
interwar and Cold War years, and they may well matter again under deep plural-
ism, where there will not only be a divide between authoritarians and democracies,
but also one between the different civilizational values represented by the US,
Europe, Russia, China, India, and the Islamic World. We might anticipate that
under deep pluralism the extent and character of great power cooperation/conflict
generally will depend on whether deep pluralism is more contested or more con-
sensual. Within that, a great deal will depend on how the great powers respond
to the various shared-fate threats, such as climate change and pandemics, that af-
fect them all. Such threats stand outside ideological and cultural framings to a
much greater extent than do questions of global economic management or hu-
man rights. This ideological neutrality opens a path to the possibility of GPM on
a shared-threat functional issue such as climate change, even if deep pluralism, as
seems increasingly likely, unfolds in contested form.

Diffusion of Capabilities

An entirely different complication for great power responsibility and manage-
ment is raised by the diffusion of some capabilities away from great powers and
towards both lesser states and non-state actors. Increasingly, as Cui and Buzan
(2016: 207-210) argue, great power responsibility and global governance now
overlap, and might even be thought of as merging. In specific issue areas, the am-
biguity about what constitutes a ‘great power’ becomes a major problem. Saudi
Arabia might be a ‘great power’ in oil and religion, but in general terms only a re-
gional power. Once we get down to energy, disease control, cybersecurity, climate
change, and suchlike, the criteria for defining not only great powers but also great
power responsibilities may need to be tailored to the specifics of the issue. As we
discuss below, the same applies to the field of global environmental protection.
And as the convergence of great power responsibility and global governance sug-
gests, in some issue-areas special responsibilities are diffusing not only to actors
other than great powers, but to actors other than states.

The diffusion of capability and responsibility away from great powers is a very
complicated issue. Since it has been set out in detail by Bukovansky et al. (2012),
it does not require detailed elaboration here. Great powers have often been ‘great
irresponsibles, making themselves more part of the problem of world order than
part of the solution. This paralysis at the top has opened up space for more bottom-
up forms of global governance involving lesser powers, IGOs, and non-state actors.
Great power capabilities might well have been decisive in relation to the classical
high politics agenda, but as an ever-wider array of functional, non-military issues
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has come onto the security agenda, the capabilities of other kinds of actors have
become more relevant. In these functionally specific issue-areas, even the capa-
bilities of quite small actors might count as ‘great. The Ebola crisis of 2014 is an
interesting case involving not only great powers but also non-state actors such as
M¢édecins Sans Frontiéres (MSF) and drug companies, whose specialized capabil-
ities made them an essential part of the response to the medical emergency, and
IGOs that were important to legitimation and coordination (Cui and Buzan, 2016).
This opens the pathway to a quite radical reinterpretation of special responsibili-
ties, which are becoming more widely diffused to a range of actors able to deploy
special capabilities in relation to specific issue-areas of global order. This develop-
ment does not remove great powers from the equation, but it does open up a much
more diverse and complicated picture of the relationship between capabilities on
the one hand, and special rights and responsibilities on the other.

How, then, do these general considerations about great powers and great power
responsibilities play into the environmental sector?

Environmental Power and Great Powers

As argued in the first part of this chapter, the concept of ‘great powers’ has been
central to IR theorizing about international order, but important ambiguities per-
sist with regard to defining what constitutes power in international relations, and
the criteria for identifying great powers in specific issue-areas. Both these prob-
lems are clearly evident in the field of global environmental politics (GEP). As we
discuss in this section, there are important similarities between GEP and other in-
ternational issue-areas that justify talk of environmental great powers. The effects
of power inequality on outcomes in international environmental negotiations can
be found across a wide range of environmental issues, from climate change to the
regulation of chemicals and marine protection. At the same time, GEP is also char-
acterized by a high degree of diffusion of relevant capabilities, and lesser powers
and non-state actors generally play a more significant role. The general premises
of the great power concept, and great power theory, do not translate to GEP in a
straightforward manner. It is important, therefore, to start with a discussion of the
issue-specific characteristics of power in GEP before we can approach the question
of what counts as a great power in the environmental field.

Environmental Power

The dual material and social understanding of power discussed above is appli-
cable to all international policy fields, including GEP. In a material sense, a
state’s environmental power is based on its control over important ecosystems
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or natural resources (e.g. forests, rivers, fossil fuels) or its ability to cause signif-
icant transboundary environmental harm. Furthermore, a state with significant
economic and political might (military strength is generally a less fungible power
resource in GEP) can use such capabilities to influence international bargain-
ing over environmental rules, for example by providing environmental aid or
threatening trade sanctions. Environmental power also has an important social
dimension in that states that command legitimate authority in GEP are able to
influence the identities and interests of other states, thereby shaping outcomes
in international environmental policymaking. Environmental power exists where
states are able to provide intellectual or entrepreneurial leadership that sets inter-
national agendas or shapes bargaining outcomes. We can also find it where states
create social structures that legitimate certain forms of environmentally relevant
behaviour (e.g. regulated vs unregulated forms of pollution), define environmental
roles and responsibilities (e.g. differentiated responsibilities under the UNFCCC),
or create or privilege certain types of meaning that shape relevant social fields of
action (e.g. ‘sustainable development” and ‘green growth’ discourses).

It is important to recognize that that the exercise of environmental power
can serve different purposes. Some literature restricts the term ‘environmental
power’ to only those actors that use their power to advance global environmen-
tal objectives (e.g. Sotero and Armijo, 2007; Dauvergne and Faria, 2012; Viola
and Franchini, 2014). This is too restrictive a conception, however, as it ignores
ongoing contestation over what counts as environmentally friendly behaviour
(e.g. some environmentalists support pro-nuclear energy policies as they reduce
greenhouse gas emissions, while others oppose them as they create long-term risks
of nuclear accidents and radioactive pollution). It also fails to capture situations in
which states can be said to possess environmental power but use it to weaken,
rather than strengthen, global environmental objectives. ‘Environmental power,
just like economic or military power, should be understood as a neutral concept.
It reflects a state’s ability to influence processes and outcomes in GEP, and to shape
other states’ behaviour, interests, or identities, irrespective of its underlying mo-
tivation or objective. This means that, broadly speaking, we can distinguish two
principal uses of environmental power: negative and positive. Both uses of environ-
mental power are essential to understanding a state’s overall power and influence
in GEP, and by implication its (potential) great power status.

This distinction between negative and positive uses of power is not a unique
feature of GEP alone. Any form of power gives rise to similarly diverging, and in-
deed conflicting, uses. From the perspective of maintaining international peace
and stability, military power is a predominantly negative form of power when
used in an offensive capacity to pursue a country’s expansionist goals, but can also
serve a positive purpose when used for defensive purposes, to contain or defeat
military aggression, to maintain a balance of power, or to support humanitar-
ian interventions. Economic power similarly gives rise to negative usage where
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it allows powerful countries to pursue their own interest by exerting leverage over
weaker countries, but such economic leverage is also at the heart of international
sanctioning mechanisms that seek to uphold international trade rules.

In the environmental field, negative power reflects a country’s control over cer-
tain environmental ‘goods’ and/or its ability to produce environmental ‘bads” in
the form of environmental degradation. The former is the case where countries
control large shares of natural resources or ecosystems (e.g. forests, lakes, rivers,
biodiverse habitats) that are of global, regional, or just transboundary significance.
In such cases, control over significant environmental goods gives countries the
ability to degrade or destroy internationally significant ecosystems or resources,
or to refuse to cooperate in their international management. The latter is the case
where countries cause a significant share of global environmental degradation (e.g.
emissions of pollutants, consumption of environmental goods) and are therefore
able to undermine international environmental management efforts by refusing
to reduce transboundary environmental harm. In both cases, significant negative
power gives rise to de facto veto power in international environmental affairs as
countries in control of environmental goods/bads can slow down, weaken, or even
block multilateral environmental efforts (Porter and Brown, 1996: 14; Falkner,
2005: 591).

Examples of such situations where one or several countries possess veto power
include ozone layer depletion, where five industrialized countries (USA, Germany,
France, Britain, Japan) dominated the global market for ozone-depleting sub-
stances at the time of the ozone regime negotiations in the mid-1980s; interna-
tional climate politics, where the top 10 emitters are responsible for two-thirds
of global greenhouse gas emissions; international whaling regulation, where a
small number of states (Japan, Norway, Iceland) are responsible for most of the
global whaling catch; or deforestation, where three countries (Brazil, Congo, In-
donesia) control large parts of the world’s remaining tropical rainforests. As these
illustrations show, negative power in GEP is issue-specific, and countries that
possess it in one environmental issue area may not possess it in others. Some
developed or rapidly developing economies with large populations (e.g. United
States, China) tend to have a large ecological footprint across all or most envi-
ronmental issue-areas, largely because they consume a large share of the Earth’s
natural resources and produce a large share of global pollution. Because they pos-
sess negative power across a wide range of issues, they can be considered critical
to the successful management of the global environment. Others (e.g. Norway,
Indonesia), however, will have globally significant negative power only in those
few issue areas where they control significant shares of global environmental
goods/bads.

The positive use of power in GEP rests on a country’s ability to engender
positive change in international environmental politics and promote effective
solutions for global, regional, or transboundary environmental problems. This
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constructive use of power is closely related to the concept of international en-
vironmental leadership (Skodvin and Andresen, 2006; Eckersley, 2020), which
is based on the notion that leaders are needed to establish environmental is-
sues on the international agenda, propose cooperative solutions and diffuse
innovative policy ideas, provide technological and economic aid in support of
environmental policies, and push for an international consensus behind spe-
cific regulatory approaches. Such leadership can take many forms, from facil-
itating compromise and coalition-building (entrepreneurial leadership) to the
creation and diffusion of innovative policy solutions (intellectual leadership)
and the use of economic incentives and sanctions to change actors’ behaviour
(structural leadership) (Young, 1991; Tews, 2004; Skodvin and Andresen, 2006).
The environmental leadership literature assumes that such leadership is pro-
vided not only by powerful states but also by other actors, such as less power-
ful countries or even individuals in international organizations acting as norm
entrepreneurs (Young, 1991). In this sense, GEP lends itself to the diffusion
of capabilities and responsibilities away from great powers, and is a signa-
ture sector for the merger of GPM and global governance (Cui and Buzan,
2016).

The literature on the history of GEP has identified several instances in which
powerful states have used such positive power to promote global environmental
solutions. The US played a key role in establishing environmental stewardship
as a fundamental norm in international society at the 1972 Stockholm confer-
ence and beyond (Falkner and Buzan, 2019; Falkner, 2021: chapter 5), and US
pressure was instrumental in getting to international environmental agreements
on issues ranging from the protection of endangered species to ozone layer de-
pletion (DeSombre, 2000). In the 1990s, Japans dominant role as a provider of
international environmental aid, especially in Southeast Asia, led to the country
being described as an ‘environmental superpower’ (Dauvergne, 1998: 2). Inter-
national environmental leadership is generally said to have passed from the US
to the EU since the 1990s (Kelemen and Vogel, 2010), and the EU has more re-
cently played a leading role in pushing for higher international environmental
standards and new environmental agreements (Zito, 2005; Vogler and Stephan,
2007; Kelemen, 2010), even though the US continues to a play a leadership role
in certain specific contexts, such as air pollution (Gouldson et al., 2015). More re-
cently, the Obama administration negotiated a bilateral climate agreement with
China in 2014 that signalled America’s renewed support for international climate
action. This bilateral agreement was widely praised as a key game changer in the
Paris Agreement negotiations, as it ensured that the two largest greenhouse gas
(GHG) emitters were committed to working towards the goal of climate change
mitigation.

It is important to note that these two uses of power in GEP are not mutually ex-
clusive. In fact, in many cases positive and negative dimensions of environmental
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power coexist or overlap. A large and populous country may cast a long ecological
shadow but may nevertheless play an active international role seeking to advance
environmental protection. Thus, China, the US, and the EU are the three leading
emitters of GHG emissions, but each of them can be said to have taken a leader-
ship role at various points in the recent history of international climate politics. We
also need to consider the issue-specific nature of the use of environmental power.
Countries that lead on one international environmental issue may be laggards on
other issues. Indeed, countries rarely take a consistent stance across the wide range
of environmental problems that can be found on the international agenda. Japan
and Norway, for example, are noted for their international leadership in some
environmental areas (e.g. supporting biodiversity protection in developing coun-
tries) but play a more obstructionist role in other areas (e.g. whaling). More often
than not, some of the most powerful nations on the planet can be found to be both
leaders and laggards in international environmental politics, and some oscillate
repeatedly between negative and positive uses of environmental power (e.g. US
foreign policy shifts from Bush to Obama, and from Trump to Biden). Just as in
other global policy fields, great powers may aspire to be responsible leaders but
often end up acting as the ‘great irresponsibles’ (Bull, 1980).

Great Powers in Global Environmental Politics

What makes a powerful country a ‘great power” in GEP? In line with the ES’s so-
cial framing, we can stipulate that great power status is a social phenomenon that
depends on other actors according a country recognition as a responsible power.
Great powers, as Bull (1977: 200-202) defined them, are ‘recognised by others to
have, and conceived by their own leaders and peoples to have, certain special rights
and duties! How does this notion of great power status manifest itself in the field
of GEP? Should we expect conventional great power status directly to translate
into GEP? Or are there issue-specific characteristics in the environmental field
that need to be taken into account when discussing the role and responsibilities of
great powers?

Building on the above discussion of environmental power, it is fair to conclude
that the conventional great powers are likely to possess both significant negative
and positive environmental power. Their dominant military and economic might
is invariably based on a resource-intensive industrial system that casts a long eco-
logical shadow over the planet, and their political power gives them considerable
diplomatic clout in international negotiations, including on environmental mat-
ters. That said, the usually small group of states that are considered to be great
powers in international society are not the only ones that possess relevant environ-
mental power across the many environmental issue-areas. This accords with the
view of Bukovansky et al. (2012: 73-78) that the domains of special responsibility
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are fragmented into issue-areas, each different in its social construction, actors,
sources and types of power, social dynamics, etc. One implication of this is that,
even allowing for ambiguities, the group of environmental great powers is larger
than the group of great powers. Another is that similar ambiguities will attend any
attempt to draw up a definitive list of environmental great powers. A brief discus-
sion of the most likely contenders for the status of great power in GEP reveals the
ambiguity implicit in this categorization.

What Counts as an Environmental Great Power?

Some cases are fairly straightforward. The world’s most powerful nation, the US, is
both a superpower in conventional terms and one of the world’s leading environ-
mental powers. As the largest economy with a high per capita ecological footprint,
the US is both deeply implicated in many global environmental problems and plays
a critical role in most multilateral environmental negotiations. In the early days of
modern environmental politics, it pioneered new forms of environmental regula-
tion, which were widely copied around the world, and promoted the creation and
expansion of the international environmental agenda from the 1970s onwards.
The US continues to lead on environmental issues where it has a strong domestic
policy mandate, though the administrations of George W. Bush (2001-2009) and
Donald Trump (2017-2021) are noted for their assertive anti-regulatory stance.
Over time, the US has thus moved away from its early role as international envi-
ronmental leader and has, more often than not, come to exercise negative power
by rejecting a special responsibility for the global environment (Falkner, 2005).

The EU, initially a laggard on environmental issues in the 1970s and 1980s, has
more recently pushed for international action on a wide range of environmen-
tal issues, most notably climate change (Wurzel and Connelly, 2010). Much like
the US, the EU possesses considerable environmental power with global signif-
icance. Its economy, although more energy eflicient and with a lower per capita
ecological footprint than that of the US, is a major source of global environmen-
tal degradation. The EU’s claim to be an environmental leader has been widely
noted, both as a demandeur in international negotiations and a ‘market power’
(Damro, 2015) that has the ability to raise global regulatory standards (Selin and
VanDeveer, 2006), though questions persist about its ‘actorness’ (Vogler, 1999)
and coherence (Barnes, 2010) as a power in international forums.’

* This question of the EU’s ‘actorness’ is a general one in thinking about great powers. The strict
state-centrism of realists means that they cannot ‘see’ the EU as an actor because it is not a state. If
actorness is taken as an empirical question rather than as a theoretical presupposition, then the EU
clearly has a significant degree of actor quality, and more so in issue-areas such as GEP, than in the
‘high politics’ of the traditional security agenda.
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Russia, once considered a superpower alongside the US, but merely an
‘honorary power’ during the 1990s, now falls more into the category of a declining
great power in international affairs but is punching above its weight under Presi-
dent Putin. It is perhaps best thought of as a second-rank great power with mainly
regional power resources but with some global aspirations remaining. Both its mil-
itary and industrial strength have declined sharply since the end of the Cold War,
with post-1991 deindustrialization also leading to a notable reduction in its global
ecological footprint. Still, its considerable draw on natural resources, its substantial
role as a fossil fuel producer, and its inefficient industrial system give it signifi-
cant negative environmental power. What sets Russia apart from the US and EU
is its relative weakness as a positive force in GEP. Having initially rejected the
global environmental agenda as a Western, capitalist issue at the 1972 Stockholm
Conference, the Soviet Union and later Russia has mostly taken a backseat role in
international environmental negotiations, including in the climate negotiations. It
rarely, if ever, aspires to play a positive, leading role in GEP.

Given its large economic size, Japan surely ranks as a leading environmental
power with a considerable ecological footprint. Foreign investment by Japanese
multinationals and the need to import vast amounts of natural resources (energy,
timber) have been noted in the past as the source of the country’s considerable
‘environmental shadow’ (Dauvergne, 1997; Hall, 2009). At the same time, Japan
has at times taken on the role of a global environmental leader, promoting
international cooperation on environmental management issues and exporting
environmental technologies to developing countries (Maddock, 1994; Schreurs,
2004), even though this international role has come under growing domestic strain
as the country’s economic woes have increased (Tiberghien and Schreurs, 2007).

The rise of non-Western powers, most notably China and India, but also Brazil,
South Africa, and Indonesia, has attracted growing attention in international af-
fairs generally as well as in GEP. As mentioned above, questions can be raised
about categorizing developing countries as great powers. However, there can be
little doubt that most rising powers have become formidable environmental pow-
ers, mainly because their combination of rapidly rising economic fortunes and
large populations has led to a dramatic expansion of their ecological footprint.
China is the standout case in this regard. Having grown at around 10% per annum
for the last three decades, the Chinese economy, expected to become the world’s
largest within a few years, has one of the highest consumption rates for many global
resources. It is the world’s biggest importer of oil and largest consumer of coal, alu-
minium, nickel, zinc, copper, iron ore, and lead, among others (Armbrecht, 2015).
China’s overall ecological footprint is said to have surpassed that of the US in the
early 2000s (Global Footprint Network, n.d.), and in 2006 it overtook the US as the
world’s largest emitter of GHGs. Other emerging economies, such as India, Brazil,
and Indonesia, still lag behind China’s dramatic economic growth, but their eco-
logical footprints are expanding rapidly as their large populations are joining the
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global middle class and are ramping up consumption of the world’s commodities.
In many global environmental issue-areas, from climate change to air, water, and
marine pollution, emerging economies have joined the leading great powers as
major sources of global environmental degradation.

Many of the larger developing countries also possess significant environmental
power because they control environmental goods that are of vital importance to
the health of the planet. Brazil holds c. one-third of the world’s rainforests and is
the most biodiverse country on the planet, being home to at least 103,870 animal
species and 43,020 plant species. Indonesia, one of the 17 ‘mega-diverse’ countries
with large forested areas, contains 2 of the world’s 25 biodiversity ‘hotspots’ and
ranks second in the world as the home to 12% of the world’s mammals. India,
also a mega-diverse country, harbours an estimated 7-8% of the recorded species
and contains a vast range of globally significant ecosystems and habitats, such as
forests, grasslands, wetlands, deserts, and coastal as well as marine environments
(Convention on Biological Diversity, n.d.).

While emerging powers™ rising economic profile and control over environ-
mentally sensitive ecosystems has given them significant veto power in inter-
national negotiations, they are only slowly beginning to match this with cor-
responding positive power, that is the desire and capability to positively shape
the international environmental agenda and promote global environmental so-
lutions. In the past, emerging powers were viewed primarily as reluctant part-
ners in GEP, at best, and as veto powers exercising negative power over issues
such as deforestation and global warming, at worst. The long-standing fram-
ing of global environmental politics around the North-South divide, with in-
dustrialized countries cast as the main environmental culprits yet also leading
demandeurs for international environmental action, has reinforced a defensive
posture by developing countries and a strategic focus on regulatory differenti-
ation and financial compensation. More recently, some emerging powers have
begun to be more serious about addressing the worst environmental excesses at
home and are also playing a more nuanced and constructive role internation-
ally. Brazil has received widespread international praise for its efforts to tackle
Amazonian deforestation, though these achievements are now threatened by the
environmental policy shifts introduced under the presidency of Jair Bolsonaro
(2019- ). China has adopted a more proactive approach in the climate negotia-
tions after having stepped up its efforts to curb rising GHG emissions at home
(Green and Stern, 2017). Furthermore, the creation of the BASIC group in the
UNFCCC negotiations, consisting of Brazil, China, India, and South Africa,
signalled greater willingness among emerging powers with a large emissions pro-
file to accept some regulatory differentiation from the rest of the developing
countries (Hochstetler and Milkoreit, 2014).

Thus, as for great powers generally, only more so, no definitive list of great
powers exists for GEP. The largest and most advanced industrialized countries
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(the US, EU) can be considered to be of systemic importance across most, if not
all, areas of global environmental protection. The populous and rapidly growing
economies in the Global South are fast developing a similarly large ecological foot-
print, with China already in a leading position as the world’s largest consumer of
environmental resources. Until recently, their significance as environmental pow-
ers has rested more on their ability to obstruct than to promote environmental
protection, though some (again, China) are beginning to claim an emerging lead-
ership role in GEP. Some other countries that are conventionally considered to
be great powers (e.g. Russia) are mostly noted for their negative environmental
power, while others not normally considered to be great powers are significant en-
vironmental powers in one or a few specific areas (e.g. Malaysia in tropical forests,
Indonesia in tropical forests and coal, Norway in whaling).

Sectoral and Spatial Differences

The question of what counts as a great power in GEP is complicated by two
characteristics of the environmental policy field. For one, global environmental
policymaking is highly fragmented, with hundreds of international environmen-
tal treaties and dozens of international organizations dealing with the wide array of
environmental sectors that make up the international environmental agenda: from
climate change to ozone layer and transboundary air pollution, and from biodiver-
sity protection to deforestation, desertification, toxic waste, and marine pollution,
each environmental issue has its own distinctive problem structure, which in turn
results in a range of different power structures and institutional contexts. Despite
overarching UN summits with universal participation and the United Nations
Environmental Programme’s role as a facilitator of international policymaking, no
central forum exists for dealing with all, or even most, environmental issues that
are of global concern. With environmental power being so fragmented, it is un-
likely that a fixed set of environmental great powers exists that are in a dominant
position across all environmental subfields. The US, EU, and now China, appear
to be major powers across a wide range of environmental issue-areas, while other
countries are powerful only in specific subsets of the international environmen-
tal agenda. We can thus distinguish great powers in GEP according to whether
they possess wide or narrow environmental power, which exists either across a
wide range of sectors or is concentrated in just a small set of sectors. In this sense,
GEP is an extreme case of the diffusion of capabilities and responsibilities that has
marked great powers generally. Probably, any country with wide environmental
power will be a candidate for great power status, but it seems doubtful that the label
‘great power’ should be applied to those with narrow power in just one or two en-
vironmental sectors. They would seem to fall more comfortably into the framing of
Bukovansky et al’s (2012) argument about the diffusion of special responsibilities.
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A further complicating characteristic of GEP is that the issues that make up the
international environmental agenda exist at different scales of international poli-
tics and involve different constellations of countries. Only some, such as climate
change and ozone layer depletion, are truly global political problems that require
a global approach. Others are of a more regional nature, from desertification to
transboundary air pollution and water management, while yet others require only
bilateral or plurilateral cooperation beneath the regional level, such as the man-
agement of rivers and riparian zones. Yet other environmental issues are highly
localized phenomena (e.g. deforestation, whaling) but have regional or even global
implications (e.g. local forests acting as carbon sinks for the global climate; local
whaling leading to global species loss). For this reason, environmental power, both
in its negative and positive use, has distinctive spatial dimensions that affect our
understanding of what counts as a great power in GEP.

As noted above, great power interest and responsibility can exist at different
spatial scales, from global through regional to local. In the environmental sector,
great powers may operate at different levels, from the global down to the regional
or other sub-global levels. Environmental regionalism has always played an impor-
tant role, despite the global policy aspirations of the UN environment summits of
1972, 1992, 2002, and 2012. More recently, regional environmental cooperation
has further gained in political significance as it offers opportunities for regula-
tory harmonization that meet both environmental and trade/investment policy
objectives (Schreurs, 2013). Regionalism also appeals to environmental leaders
as a more congenial forum in which environmental protection policies can be
advanced, especially at a time when many multilateral efforts at the UN level ap-
pear to be deadlocked. We can thus distinguish between countries whose great
power status in GEP is global in nature, while others may only be considered to be
environmental great powers in a regional, or even subregional, context.

When it comes to negative environmental power, the distinction between dif-
ferent scales of great power status is reflected in the spatial dimensions of the
environmental resources that a country controls or of the environmental harm
it can cause. Such spatial categorizations are subject to change over time, however,
depending on how environmental problems are defined and impacts are under-
stood. Deforestation, for example, was primarily seen as a local problem in the
nineteenth century and well into the twentieth century, affecting mainly the coun-
try where it was occurring. By the late twentieth century, due to wider recognition
of the importance of tropical rainforests for biodiversity and climate stability, de-
forestation had become a global environmental problem, as is evident from the
repeated but failed efforts to create a global forest regime since the early 1990s
(Humphreys, 2006).

Similarly, positive environmental power comes with distinctive spatial charac-
teristics. The US and the EU both have global policy ambitions in their engagement
with the international environmental agenda and have provided international
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leadership on environmental issues that has had a lasting impact on the insti-
tutional and legal structure of GEP. At the same time, the US and EU also play
distinctive regional roles in their respective neighbourhoods. The US has sought
to shape environmental policies of neighbouring countries through regional
initiative such as NAFTA and bilateral agreements with Latin America. The EU
has developed a distinctly regional dimension to its external environmental role,
using environmental conditionality in its negotiations with countries that want to
join the Union (Andanova, 2003; Knill and Tosun, 2009). Of all emerging pow-
ers, China comes closest to playing a systematically global environmental role,
mainly because of its rapidly growing environmental footprint and increasing
global power ambition. China has also started to stake out an emerging (though
widely contested) regional environmental leadership role, particularly in the con-
text of regional investment and trading relationships (e.g. the Belt and Road
Initiative). Armed with its own concept of sustainable development (‘ecological
civilization'—see Goron, 2018), the country is increasingly trying to project an
image, if not a reality, of environmental responsibility in these various regional
partnerships. Other major environmental powers have seen their global policy
ambition reduced in recent years, even if their status as a leading economy ensures
that their environmental footprint remains global in nature. Japan, for example,
was once assumed to have global environmental leadership ambition (Maddock,
1994; Dauvergne, 1998) but is perhaps better thought of as a regional, not global,
environmental power (Graham, 2004), with much of its environmental aid efforts
concentrated on the Asian region, and particularly Southeast Asia.

Towards Great Power Responsibility for the Environment?
This section addresses three themes:

o The relationship between great power status and the management of global
international society;

o The specific nature of great power responsibility for the global environment;
and

o The question of whether to securitize the environment or not.

Great Powers as Managers of International Society

Power inequality is one of the eternal features of international life, and most IR
theories have attributed some form of wider managerial role to those nations
that possess the most power in international relations. Materialist theories of
IR (e.g. realism) assume that great powers are the dominant players by default,
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whether or not they actively seek to manage the international system. Great
powers largely determine outcomes in international interactions, with the main
variation being the distribution of power and the number of great powers. In a
unipolar system, individual superpowers can exercise hegemonic power world-
wide, while in a multipolar system groups of great powers may form alliances
in an effort to maintain a rough balance of power. Social theories (e.g. ES, con-
structivism) accept the material reality of power inequality but qualify it with an
important dimension: legitimacy. The role of great powers as managers of inter-
national society is determined not only by the distribution of power but also by
whether they can claim to act with a certain degree of legitimacy. In this view,
great powers may have the material means to shape outcomes by power inequal-
ity, but their managerial role is also subject to social approval by the other, less
powerful, members of international society.

The ES has taken the idea of great power legitimacy furthest and identifies
GPM as one of the five classical primary institutions of international society
identified, the other four being war, diplomacy, international law, and the bal-
ance of power (Bull, 1977). As noted above, in Bull’s formulation, great powers
not only assume themselves but are also recognized by others to have man-
agerial rights and responsibilities for international order. The key to GPM as
an institution of international society is thus that the powers concerned at-
tract legitimacy to support their unequal status as leaders by accepting special
responsibilities as well as claiming special rights (Bull, 1977: 74; Bukovansky
et al., 2012: 26-27). They do this both by displaying good manners and by ef-
ficiently providing public goods (Clark, 2009: 207-220). GPM thus embodies
a quid pro quo in which lesser states legitimize a degree of sovereign inequal-
ity in return for the provision of order that only the great powers have the
capacity, self-interest, and will to provide. A classic example is Britain pro-
viding the charts, the standards, and the rules of the road for maritime nav-
igation during the period in which it had much the biggest world-spanning
navy and merchant marine. The US similarly defined the rules of the road
for the internet. More broadly, this inequality takes the form of great powers
forming a club, or collective hegemony, in which they recognize each other as
equals at a higher level, and enjoy privileged positions in IGOs. In return,
they take responsibility for upholding the core norms of international society
(Simpson, 2004; Suzuki, 2008: 50).

The GPM concept is not without its problems. Various authors have pointed out
that the link between the possession of great power capabilities and acceptance of
global responsibilities is not straightforward, and that the inherently social nature
of the concept of great power responsibility implies a certain degree of ambiguity
when it comes to defining its content.

The first ambiguity in GPM thinking concerns the link between the pos-
session of capabilities on the one hand, and the assignment and acceptance
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of special rights and responsibilities on the other. As discussed above, in
the classical formulation of GPM, it was the big differentiation of capabili-
ties amongst states that both motivated and justified the assignment of spe-
cial rights and responsibilities to those in possession of greater capabilities.
Great powers were assumed to have both the self-interest and the capability
to take on managerial responsibilities. Lesser states were assumed to have suf-
ficient interest in the maintenance of international order so that they would
acquiesce to the derogation from sovereign equality that GPM required.
But is this as straightforward as it may seem? Do states always accept the respon-
sibilities that are commensurate with their power?

We know from international history that great powers don't necessarily accept
the responsibilities that are ascribed to them, nor do they always act accord-
ing to those responsibilities that they have come to accept. Alternatively, a
power might have the capability but not be sufficiently trusted by lesser pow-
ers and/or other great powers to be given special rights and responsibilities.
Powerful states may have the necessary prerequisites to be considered a legiti-
mate great power, but this does not guarantee that they will act in a responsible
manner. Bull (1977: 207) made this point when he referred to great power re-
sponsibility as a concept that ‘is not a description of what great powers actually
do. It is rather a statement of the roles they can, and sometimes do, play that
sustain international order. One of the enduring themes in the great power
responsibility literature is this inherent tension, and at times open conflict, be-
tween intersubjective understandings of what rights and responsibilities the most
powerful nations have and the way these nations interpret their great power
status. In an ideal scenario, great powers can be expected to adopt an ethic
of responsibility (raison de systéme) that serves the benefit of the greater col-
lective, the society of states. However, whether great powers’ national interest
(raison détat) does actually manifest itself as enlightened self-interest remains
an empirical question. Bull's depiction of the US and the Soviet Union as ‘great
irresponsibles’ is a good example of great powers preferring to pursue their
own disputes and so refusing to take up responsibilities commensurate with
their capabilities. So, while the linkage between capability and responsibility
underpins GPM in principle, in practice it sometimes works and sometimes
doesn’t.

The second ambiguity in the GPM literature concerns the inherently social
nature of the concept of great power responsibility. Simply put, it is far from clear
what the content of great power responsibilities should be, and what processes ex-
ist through which this content is being defined and contested. As Loke (2016: 852)
notes, the scope of responsibility ultimately depends on the normative ambition
of international society, which can change over time. At the lower end of the nor-
mative spectrum, labelled pluralist in ES theory, great powers are expected to act
merely as the guardians of the Westphalian order, guaranteeing the stability and
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survival of the society of states. In this perspective, global environmental protec-
tion would most likely not enter the remit of great power responsibility, unless
environmental degradation poses a systemic risk to international society. At the
other, solidarist, end of the spectrum, great powers may take on a more expan-
sive role in realizing certain global public goods that go well beyond mere system
survival. These might include management of the global economy, control of dis-
ease, and environmental stewardship. The range of such enlarged international
responsibilities will ultimately be determined by processes of social negotiation,
involving primarily states as the members of international society but poten-
tially also non-state actors. As international society moves either way along the
pluralist-solidarist spectrum, between a logic of mere coexistence on the plu-
ralist end, to a logic of cooperation on the solidarist one, we would thus expect
great power responsibilities to expand and contract in line with the underlying
normative change.

Bukovansky et al. (2012: 47) suggest that there is an important linkage between
the special responsibilities of great powers on the one hand, and the international
security agenda on the other. Cui and Buzan (2016) develop this argument to show
how the expansion of the international security agenda from its traditional mili-
tary concerns to include a much wider array of non-military, but securitized, issues
(see Buzan and Hansen, 2009: chapter 7) is a key to understanding the expansion
of great power responsibility to a much wider range of issues. As Bukovansky et al.
(2012: 73-78, 250-263) note, the domains of special responsibility are now frag-
mented into issue-areas, each different in its social construction, with different
actors, sources and types of power, and social dynamics.

The critical role that security plays in GPM thinking is evident in Bull’s thinking.
Bull (1977: 200-229) makes clear that the scope and function of classical GPM is
deeply rooted in security, and that therefore, in both theory and practice, GPM
norms can also be sustained by calculation or coercion, as well as shared belief.
The functions defined by the traditional (i.e. military-political) security agenda
are set out by Bull (1977: 207), who argues that the basic role of great powers is to
manage their relations with each other and to ‘impart a degree of central direction
to the affairs of international society as a whole’ This nicely differentiates raison de
systéme from raison détat. More specifically he identifies six functions for GPM:

To preserve the general balance of power;

To avoid or control central crises;

To limit or contain central wars;

To exploit their local preponderance to maintain regional order;
To respect each other’s spheres of influence; and

To take joint actions.

AN

These traditional functions do not disappear after 1945, but they are increas-
ingly accompanied by new functions that emerged from the wider and deeper
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understanding of security (Buzan, Weever, and deWilde, 1998; Buzan and Hansen,
2009). As the so-called non-traditional security (NTS) agenda comes into play,
the functions of GPM expand into economic, environmental, health, human, and
identity security. Bukovansky et al. (2012: 47) suggest that the widening of the
security agenda has extended and deepened what is accepted as the special respon-
sibilities of great powers. This is an important insight. It provides both a driving
force and a legitimating framework for tracking how and why the functions of
GPM have changed over time.

Cui and Buzan (2016: 197-198) show how elements of the traditional security
functions of GPM persist even after the post-1945 shift to a postcolonial GIS.
As shown by the ongoing manoeuvres amongst the US, China, Russia, the EU,
and India, the great powers still have to manage their relations with each other.
They have to pursue arms control, as in attempts to prevent the spread of nuclear
weapons. They also, up to a point, take joint action against international terrorism
and piracy. And although more divisive (think of Syria, Libya, North Korea), great
powers still intervene regularly when domestic turmoil in lesser states is thought
to threaten international security.

From the end of the Cold War, the risk of great power war declined very substan-
tially, and during the 1990s, a range of non-military threats occupied the leading
edge of securitization. These often, but not always, came in the form of shared-fate
threats—such as air pollution, financial crises, migration, disease, cybersecurity,
transnational crime, and nuclear pollution—that can and do spill over territorial
borders. Much of this NTS agenda is about a range of functional issues that do
not necessarily, or even usually, link to political violence. These wider logics of
functional, non-military, ‘common security’ (security with) are becoming more
intense, and compete with the traditional, often military, logics of ‘national secu-
rity’ (security against). Some of these shared fates will create sustained pressure
for global management, most obviously the global market, climate change, disease
control, and planetary protection against space rocks. But some will create both
‘security with’ pressures for global cooperation and ‘security against’ opportunities
for weaponization in great power competitions, most obviously in cybersecurity,
migration, the rise of artificial intelligence, and possibly pandemics. Which ten-
dency dominates will interplay strongly with whether GPM expands or contracts
in the emerging world order of deep pluralism.

Cui and Buzan (2016: 198-203, 207-210) go on to argue that the widening
of the international security agenda into these non-traditional functional areas,
has not just extended the scope of GPM, but also pushed it towards merger with
global governance. The global governance literature emphasizes the role of lesser
powers, IGOs, and non-state actors, and tends to see great powers as being more
part of the problem of world order than part of the solution. This literature has
tended to stand back-to-back with the one on GPM, with neither addressing the
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increasing overlaps and synergies between them resulting from the expanding
functional scope of GPM. This de facto merger of GMP and global governance
puts onto centre stage the argument of Bukovansky et al. (2012: 73-78, 250-263)
about how special responsibilities have diffused away from great powers to a va-
riety of other actors, the mix differing according to the issue. The wider security
agenda has indeed pushed great power responsibilities into new issue-areas. But
at the same time, it has given special responsibilities to actors other than great
powers. Global environmental protection is one of those issue-areas to which the
diffusion of special responsibilities to both great powers and other actors applies.

Great Power Responsibility for the Global Environment?

As noted above, the link between the international norm of environmental stew-
ardship and traditional notions of great power management is (as yet) relatively
weak. However, this has not prevented the great powers from facing critical
scrutiny in global environmental debates and growing demands to make a big-
ger contribution towards collective environmental management. One reason for
this is, of course, that they are seen as a major part of the problem. By virtue of
their large industrial and military strength, the great powers are bound to have
an oversized environmental footprint and are therefore likely to be implicated in
most global environmental problems. Great powers have also been called upon
to provide additional leadership because of the increasing gridlock in multilat-
eral forums dealing with environmental issues. The G7/8, for example, has been
drawn into debates on climate change on several occasions, especially in the run-
up to important Conferences of the Parties (COPs) of the UNFCCC (Kirton and
Kokotsis, 2016). And the UN Security Council (UNSC) has debated on several
occasions whether and how it can play a more active role in global environmen-
tal politics (Conca et al., 2017). In both cases, demand for great power leadership
and the perceived failings of the existing architecture for global environmental
governance make up two sides of the same coin.

A new source of demand for great power responsibility for environmental pro-
tection has emerged in the context of the debate on socializing emerging powers.
China, in particular, has come under growing international pressure to make a
greater contribution to global environmental protection. Such expectations are
partly the direct consequence of China’s extraordinary economic growth over
the last three decades, which has put increasing strain on the planet. They also
reflect China’s growing regional and global power ambition, which has raised
the question of whether the country will also shoulder greater responsibility in
international affairs more generally. In this respect, taking on an enhanced inter-
national environmental role offers an opportunity for an emerging power such
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as China (but also India, Brazil, and others) to signal its intention not only to
rise peacefully but also to accept the duties that come with being a legitimate and
responsible great power.

Although great power responsibility for the global environment remains an
emerging expectation that has not yet been anchored in the institutional archi-
tecture of GEP, various forms of experimentation with an enhanced role for great
powers have surfaced. The failings of environmental multilateralism have encour-
aged some powers to experiment with minilateral cooperation and environmental
clubs, which might allow them both to assert their special position in GEP and also
explore new avenues for enhanced environmental cooperation. Such minilateral
efforts signal growing unease about the weakness of existing international envi-
ronmental processes and institutions, as well as willingness among at least some
great powers to explore alternative arrangements, though they are still far from
a fully fledged engagement of GPM in global environmental protection. Various
international forums, such as the G7/8 and the G20, have been used to create a
political consensus among leading powers behind environmental objectives, most
notably in the context of the climate negotiations (Kim and Chung, 2012). So far,
their contribution has been limited to debating global objectives and passing non-
binding resolutions. At best, G7 or G20 declarations have generated momentum
in the multilateral negotiations under the auspices of the UNFCCC; at worst they
have provided inconsequential opportunities for grandstanding on environmen-
tal issues. Some countries have gone a step further and have proposed to create an
environmental/climate mandate for the UNSC, which would be the most dramatic
step towards a GPM-style formation of a great power club in GEP. On several oc-
casions, the UNSC held debates about whether it should play a formal role in the
fight against climate change, but all such proposals have been rejected and there ap-
pears to be little appetite to expand the institution’s remit in this way (Scott 2015),
though this can change anytime as global environmental problems such as climate
change increase the pressure on the UN to play a more proactive role (Conca et al.,
2017:17).

One reason why it has proved more difficult to establish formal institutional
mechanisms for engaging GPM for environmental reasons lies in the difficulty to
establish corresponding great power rights and privileges that would go with great
power responsibilities. Great powers usually expect exclusive great power rights
and privileges if they are to take on special responsibilities for maintaining the
international order. The most prominent example of this is the UN security sys-
tem, in which the Permanent Five (USA, Soviet Union, China, France and Britain)
are tasked to protect order and peace in international society, in exchange for
which they were given a permanent seat on the UNSC and a veto over any UNSC
decisions. Apart from this explicit form of legalized collective hegemony, other
more informal clubs have evolved to give great powers certain privileges in carry-
ing out managerial roles, with varying degrees of institutionalization. The Nuclear
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Non-Proliferation Treaty established a certain number of countries as recognized
nuclear weapons states; decision-making in the IMF favours leading industrial-
ized countries as voting rights are weighted according to economic importance,
with the US having a de facto veto over important decisions; and various minilat-
eral groupings give leading countries from the North (G7) and from industrialized
and emerging economies (G20) a privileged position in the management of global
economic affairs. As members of a formal or informal club, great powers thus en-
joy privileges within international society that are legitimized by other states in
return for the provision of international order and the protection of core interna-
tional norms (Bull, 1977: 74). No such system of balanced great power rights and
responsibilities has ever come into existence in GEP. International environmen-
tal negotiations continue to emphasize a strong form of multilateralism, which
ensures the broad participation of virtually all countries and consensus as the
default norm in decision-making.

Instead, informal minilateral processes have been used in GEP, either as a com-
plement to multilateral processes or as a substitute when formal multilateralism
proves to be ineffective. Throughout the history of GEP, informal discussions and
pre-negotiations among a small group of environmental powers have been rou-
tinely used to advance international cooperation. This was most clearly the case
in the 1970s and 1980s, when many environmental treaties were negotiated by
only small groups of countries, often not more than 20 or 30. Even as partici-
pation in multilateral environmental agreement negotiations expanded from the
1990s onwards, it has not been uncommon for small groups of powerful states to
pre-negotiate contentious issues in smaller settings before they are adopted multi-
laterally. This has been the case especially in politically contentious areas, such as
climate change, where leading environmental powers have tended to assert their
influence and play a more active role in shaping international outcomes (Brenton,
2013). When a small group of great powers tried to broker a political deal at the end
of the 2009 Copenhagen Conference on climate change, this helped to produce a
breakthrough compromise in the form of the Copenhagen Accord. More recently,
the US and China reached a bilateral agreement on climate change cooperation in
November 2014, thereby paving the way towards the successful negotiation of the
Paris Agreement in 2015.

The experience with the climate negotiations shows both the growing tendency
to rely on informal great power minilateralism and the legitimacy challenges that
such a shift creates. When US President Obama and the leaders of the BASIC
countries agreed the Copenhagen Accord to prevent the 2009 Copenhagen con-
ference from collapsing, the accord was immediately challenged in the final COP
plenary for having been negotiated without the participation or consultation of
other parties. Lack of multilateral legitimacy was the main reason why the ac-
cord was only noted, but not adopted, at the end of the COP (Dimitrov, 2010).
Developing countries have since reiterated their opposition to any reliance on
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climate minilateralism, either within or outside the UNFCCC. Interestingly, sur-
veys of elite opinion within the UNFCCC process reinforce the perception that
minilateral clubs carry only limited legitimacy among climate negotiators (Hjerpe
and Nasiritousi, 2015). The question then arises whether this might change
should environmental multilateralism continue to produce diminishing returns
and the urgency of fighting global ecological challenges, such as climate change,
gIrOws.

Securitizing the Environment?

The security dimension, which is central to the classical form of GPM, is of critical
importance in this regard. A formal system of GPM is assumed by most IR theo-
rists to arise out of the concerns for security in international society. This is how
Bull defines the scope and function of GPM, as a function of a narrow concern
with military-political security (Bull, 1977: 200-229). Being a socially determined
norm, GPM is not static, however; it can take on a more expansive and ambitious
agenda in line with the changing international normative agenda. As international
society moves towards a more solidarist logic of international cooperation, we
should expect great power responsibilities to go beyond classical concerns with
military security. In the post-Cold War international order, for example, great
power competition receded and shared-fate issues moved to the top of the inter-
national security agenda (Buzan, Weever, and deWilde, 1998; Buzan and Hansen,
2009), which raised the possibility of bringing a wider range of global management
issues (economic, health, environmental) into GPM’s purview.

Securitization of global environmental issues thus provides one important logic
for creating special environmental responsibilities as part of an expanded system
of GPM. There are good reasons why global environmental degradation ought
to be thought of as a non-traditional security concern that should motivate great
powers as part of their traditional special responsibilities. The first reason is that
some environmental problems, most notably climate change, pose an existential
threat to individuals and societies. In the case of rising sea levels caused by global
warming, for example, the very survival of low-lying islands and heavily populated
and urbanized coastal areas, including many of the world’s great cities, is at risk.
Second, securitizing the environment can lead to the development of more fo-
cused and urgent policy responses, potentially helping to overcome the pervasive
collective action problems that afflict environmental management. Adopting a se-
curity framing can mobilize extraordinary political responses that go beyond the
slow-moving ordinary political processes so common in environmental politics
(Buzan, Weever, and deWilde, 1998). On this basis, one would expect great pow-
ers to assume special responsibilities for global environmental protection where
this relates to the core functions of GPM.
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As yet, however, despite repeated efforts to establish an environmental secu-
rity agenda, the securitization of GEP remains incomplete and great powers have
not yet developed systematic environmental responsibilities in line with their
other great power responsibilities. Securitizing moves in GEP go back at least to
the late 1980s, when the debate on the link between environment and security
first gained wider academic and political attention (Myers, 1989; Mathews, 1989;
for a counterpoint see Deudney, 1990). Various political and military organiza-
tions have since debated the merits of applying a security lens to environmental
issues (US Department of Defense, NATO, UNSC, OSCE, UN Development Pro-
gramme, EU). The security dimensions of climate change—as a threat multiplier,
source of internal and international conflict, and cause of migration flows—have
attracted the most attention in this context. Securitization of climate change
reached a high point during the first Obama Administration in 2008-2009, with
the White House and its congressional allies making the case for framing the cli-
mate challenge as a security issue. This effort failed, however, both in terms of
gaining public acceptance and initiating policy change (Hayes and Knox-Hayes,
2014). Securitization moves by advocates of environmental protection continue,
both in the US and in other countries, but they have yet to have a lasting impact
on the framing and execution of national or global environmental policy.

There are several reasons for the limited success of past environmental securiti-
zation attempts. For one, it has generally proved easier to securitize specific threats
that originate with human agents (e.g. military power, terrorism, migration, trade
surpluses) than diffuse threats arising from structural causes or from nature (e.g.
climate change, disease, space rocks, the global economy), even if the latter may
threaten more people’s lives and livelihoods. Furthermore, although securitization
would legitimate the application of urgent and extraordinary political measures in
response to environmental threats, it is far from clear whether a national security-
type response would be able to tackle their complex roots. Many environmental
problems require long-term and internationally coordinated changes to energy
systems, industrial processes, consumer behaviour, and societal norms. In con-
trast, securitization tends to encourage short-term, territorially defined, and even
militarized policy responses. Unsurprisingly, many environmentalists have there-
fore resisted securitization as an unhelpful legitimation of state-centric approaches
that would prove to be counterproductive (Deudney, 1990). The two problems
for securitizing the environment identified by Buzan, Weever, and deWilde (1998:
71-93) also remain in play. The first is that there are two agendas in play in the
securitization process—scientific and political—and these often do not line up.
The second is that climate change as an issue is particularly vulnerable to becom-
ing entangled in the often intense economic polarizations of North-South global
politics.

The weak or incomplete securitization of GEP points to a further reason why
GPM has not been fully mobilized for environmental purposes. Environmental
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stewardship, although having been established as a primary institution of global
international society, has not yet assumed systemic importance to international
order and stability (Bernstein, 2020). Environmental threats, such as ozone layer
depletion, climate change, and biodiversity loss, may be of global importance and
pose a long-term threat to the sustainability of global ecosystems, including those
that support human life on the planet. But the long-term and uncertain nature
of many of these planetary threats has meant that failure to tackle them does not
yet place international society and its current order in jeopardy. Even when called
upon to act in the interest of planetary sustainability, great powers have largely re-
jected doing so as part of their broader responsibility for maintaining international
order. This is not to say that environmental concerns may never assume systemic
importance to international society. A rapid acceleration of the global warming
trend and a collapse of vital ecosystems could quickly turn environmental sustain-
ability into a life-or-death matter for international society. Recent mobilizations
around the notion of a ‘climate emergency’ (Davidson et al., 2020) are pointing
in this direction. One of the questions, then, that we explore in this volume is
how close international society has come to accepting that reaching certain eco-
logical tipping points would trigger a wholesale securitization of environmental
protection.

Conclusion

This chapter has set out the theoretical context and analytical framework that the
contributors to this volume have worked with. Our framework builds on a mate-
rial and social understanding of power, and of great powers, and applies this to
the field of environmental politics. As we have shown, some of the ambiguities
that surround discussions of great powers in international politics apply to the en-
vironmental sector too, particularly when it comes to determining a definitive list
of great powers and identifying different sectoral and spatial dimensions. On the
whole, because of their oversized economic presence and ecological footprint, con-
ventional great powers are also environmental great powers. Some countries that
are not in the former category are significant environmental powers in one or two
specific areas, pointing to the general diffusion of capabilities and responsibilities
that characterizes great powers today. However, it seems unlikely that those that
possess narrow but not wide environmental power can count as environmental
great powers. The emerging powers of the Global South pose an interesting chal-
lenge to established great power categorizations. The shift towards a deep pluralist
international system/society involves an expansion of the number of countries
whose influence extends beyond their own regions. China is already well estab-
lished as a geopolitical rival to the US, India is on the edge of the great power
club, and Brazil can claim to be more than a regional power. If anything, their en-
vironmental great power status is even more firmly established, given their large
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populations and dramatic economic expansion in recent years. However, just as
in the international security realm, emerging environmental powers are cautious
about taking on additional international responsibilities that would be commen-
surate with their enhanced international status. They, as much as the established
powers, may be facing growing demands to take on great power responsibility for
environmental protection. But a collective GPM approach has yet to emerge, and
this is a key problem for GEP.
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Great Expectations: The United States and
the Global Environment

Robyn Eckersley

The US occupies a central place in debates about great power responsibility and the
global environment. Indeed, no other great power has been the subject of so many
political expectations and so much scholarly scrutiny. Yet the US’s environmen-
tal aspirations have not always been in alignment with international expectations,
above all under the anti-environmental Trump administration.

Most analyses of US environmental foreign policy and diplomacy have been
organized around the frame of leadership rather than great power responsibility.
These analyses generally converge around an overarching narrative of declin-
ing leadership, despite variation along the way (Buzan and Falkner, Chapter 2,
this volume). Yet there is surprisingly little debate about what exactly constitutes
leadership and how the US’s shifting leadership aspirations relate to shifting inter-
national expectations of the US’s environmental responsibilities as a great power.
This chapter seeks to clarify these conceptual linkages and then revisit the his-
tory of US environmental diplomacy since 1970 through this new conceptual
framework.

Falkner and Buzan (2019: 132) have argued that environmental stewardship has
evolved to the point where it is has become a primary institution of global inter-
national society (GIS), reflected in ‘a vast network of international environmental
regimes and in state-level behavioural and constitutive changes’ However, most of
these regimes provide a set of general environmental responsibilities for all states,
and only a very small subset of regimes and instruments include special environ-
mental responsibilities for certain states, and these fall along a North-South axis
rather than the division between great powers and ‘the rest’ (e.g. Montreal Pro-
tocol; Kyoto Protocol; Paris Agreement; Rio Declaration, Principle 7; Sustainable
Development Goals, Goal 3; Convention on Biological Diversity). Nonetheless, the
US has played a pivotal role in the negotiations of the two most significant regimes
that include special environmental responsibilities for developed countries: the
ozone regime and the climate regime. These cases provide striking contrasts in the
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US’s approach, but this chapter argues that they are nonetheless consistent with
the more general patterns that have emerged in the US’s relationship to multilateral
environmental agreements (MEAs). One key pattern is that the US has shown con-
siderable reluctance to lead and/or embrace special environmental responsibilities
if the MEA obligations challenge the US’s relative economic advantage under the
existing international order. Connecting the US’s role as a great power in global
environmental governance with US grand strategy and its role in managing the
(declining) liberal international order is therefore crucial to understanding the
US’s approach to great power management (GPM) in the environmental domain.

The chapter unfolds as follows. Part One conceptualizes and clarifies the rela-
tionship between environmental capabilities and powers, special environmental
responsibilities, and environmental leadership. Part Two re-examines the history
of US environmental diplomacy since 1970 through this framework and critically
assesses the narrative of declining US leadership and the US’s role in negotiating
special environmental responsibilities while managing rising powers. The con-
clusion relates this history to the US’s shifting aspirations as leader of the liberal
international order.

Part One: Conceptual Groundwork
The United States’ Environmental Capabilities

Few would deny the US’s status as a great power by any conventional measure. It
has the greatest military capability in the world with global reach, the largest econ-
omy in terms of nominal GDP (although China has reached number one in terms
of purchasing power parity), significant technological capacity, a large population,
a large territory, high-quality education, advanced research capabilities, and sig-
nificant diplomatic capability. The US is therefore well placed to make a significant
positive contribution to any collective international effort, including to protect the
global environment, should it choose to mobilize its considerable financial, ad-
ministrative, and technological capacity to take domestic action and support and
fund multilateral institutions, assist other states, and thereby strengthen collective
agency in pursuit of collective goals or the protection of global public goods.
Traditionally, ‘environmental capacities’ have not been included in the reper-
toire of great power capabilities, or else they are simply regarded as derivative
of traditional capabilities. In the post-Second World War period, a large ecologi-
cal footprint and, since the 1980s, rapidly growing aggregate emissions are widely
seen as by-products of being a great or emerging power. Indeed, the top aggregate
emitters in the world (China, the US, India, and Russia) are all rising or declining
great powers. While possession of state environmental capacity may be emerging
as a new source of international prestige, a marker of an advanced economy, and a
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necessary basis for good international environmental citizenship, it is not widely
considered a marker of great power status per se.

The OECD has sought to give greater specificity to the notion of ‘environmen-
tal capacity’ by defining it as ‘a society’s ability to identify and solve environmental
problems’ (OECD, 1994, 8). For Janicke et al. (1997) environmental capacity refers
to the conditions for successful environmental policy, which means that the great-
est environmental aspirations in the world cannot compensate for the lack of these
capacities. These include relevant ecological, scientific, technological, and admin-
istrative knowledge; financial and legal resources; robust environmental laws and
institutions; as well as societal capacity, which includes environmental NGOs and
environmental research and education institutions, advocacy, and community
outreach.

Buzan and Falkner (Chapter 2, this volume) make a normative distinction
between ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ uses of environmental power, understood as
a state’s ability to produce global environmental goods or bads. This account
goes beyond environmental capacities to include the management of national
environmental endowments and state purposes. Positive environmental power
would presuppose the possession of an adequate level of state environmental ca-
pacity. It arises when a state uses its capacities and endowments in ways that
contribute to global environmental protection. Negative environmental power,
which may or may not include state environmental capacity, arises in relation
to states that are major contributors to global environmental problems (e.g. due
to their oversized contribution to emissions, transboundary pollution, deforesta-
tion, etc.). The participation of such states is essential to successful collective
action devoted to reducing such problems. This can also give such states a greater
bargaining power in international negotiations and even raise the prospect of
‘environmental blackmail. However, if the distinction between positive and neg-
ative environmental power is to remain consistent with a social and relational
understanding of power, then it is necessary to distinguish between state ca-
pacities and environmental endowments and how and to what end they are
exercised vis-a-vis international expectations in order to understand whether
capacities and endowments convert into ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ environmental
powers (and to what degree). For example, states that are major contributors to
a global environmental problem may have low state environmental capacity,
and this gives rise to different social expectations of what is a positive or nega-
tive environmental contribution relative to other states with high environmental
capacity.

The US is clearly well endowed with national environmental capacity, as well as
traditional capabilities. Moreover, its oversized ecological and carbon footprint
and significant capacity to generate environmental harm makes its participa-
tion essential to the success of many, if not all, MEAs. The extent to which
these capabilities and endowments are managed in ways that are recognized as
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positive or negative depends on the US’s national and international aspirations
and international expectations.

Special Environmental Responsibilities and the United States

The classic English School (ES) account of great power responsibility rests not only
on the possession of superior military capabilities but also on the mutual recog-
nition by great powers and international society that great powers have special
responsibilities to maintain international stability and peace. In Special Responsi-
bilities: Global Problems and American Power (Bukovansky et. al 2012) (hereafter
Special Responsibilities) we argued that the allocation and discharge of special re-
sponsibilities is a site of constant political struggle in international relations, and
that the politics of conferring, claiming, accepting, and performing special re-
sponsibilities are often not in alignment. Nonetheless, the more the ‘demand’ and
‘supply’ align, the more the distribution of special responsibilities conditions legit-
imate political agency and action in an anarchic order characterized by the formal
legal equality of states and their material inequality.

Special Responsibilities also argued that the allocation of special responsibilities
varies across different policy domains. This differs from traditional ES accounts
of special responsibilities by focusing on a wider range of relevant capabilities
(not just military and economic capabilities), potential recipients (not just great
powers or states), and collective purposes (not just security concerns), while also
focusing more explicitly on the contested ethics of special responsibilities. More-
over, while the more traditional special responsibilities were attached to special
privileges (such as the special responsibility of the nuclear powers to uphold in-
ternational peace, which comes with the right of veto as a permanent member
of the UN Security Council), this is not the case with special environmental re-
sponsibilities, which has made them less attractive to the putative holders of these
responsibilities.

Here we can add one more source of variation for special responsibilities,
namely, the degree to which they challenge the existing international order, in-
cluding the hierarchy of states and the political and economic norms of the order.
Historically, special responsibilities have been restricted to great powers and the
purpose has been to maintain the peace and stability of the existing order, which
entails preserving the status quo. In contrast, special environmental responsi-
bilities seek to promote equitable sustainable development and environmental
justice, which entails a degree of redistribution of capabilities and/or entitlements
in favour of developing countries. In the climate regime, this is reflected in the
principles of equity and common but differentiated responsibilities and respective
capabilities (hereafter CBDR-RC). Although these responsibilities are conferred
on developed countries, the US has nonetheless been widely singled out politi-
cally by the G77/China and many environmental NGOs as having ‘extra-special
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responsibilities’ given its significant environmental capacity, its oversized ecolog-
ical footprint, and especially its historical/cumulative emissions. This offends the
US’s free market philosophy of a ‘level playing field’ and places more onerous du-
ties on the US, relative to other developed countries, to take domestic action and
assist other countries, which puts it at a relative economic disadvantage to rising
powers such as China and India. Throughout the climate negotiations, the US has
worked hard to uphold a more restrictive understanding of CBDR-RC by focusing
on differences in capacity rather than historical responsibility, drawing attention
to where future growth in emissions lies (rising powers, not the US), and gener-
ally encouraging a greater diffusion of responsibility that blurs the North-South
divide. While the US executive (as distinct from the Senate) has more often than
not accepted that developed countries should do more than poorer countries, it
has baulked at the idea that they should also go first.

Special Responsibilities and Environmental Leadership Distinguished

Special Responsibilities did not provide a systematic analysis of the relation-
ship between leadership and special responsibilities. Rather, we simply argued
that they are conceptually distinct but may nonetheless sometimes be conjoined
(Bukovansky et al., 2012: 60-61). But if special responsibilities and leadership both
entail asymmetric roles and responsibilities vis-a-vis larger communities, how
then might they be conceptually distinguished?

This is no easy task given the wide variety of meanings attached to leadership,
but necessary if we are to determine to what extent the US has played an inter-
national leadership role as a great power, or merely as developed state. Here I
distinguish between two different types of leadership that are most relevant to
global environmental governance (Eckersley, 2020). The first is the popular un-
derstanding of environmental leaders as those in the vanguard of a performance
field. This includes national front runners that go first and/or do more in terms
of their environmental ambition, advocacy, policy performance, and/or contri-
butions to multilateral funds. This type of national environmental leadership is
positional, judged in terms of the performance standards of the relevant MEA. Tt
includes cooperative front runners who are seeking to induce international cooper-
ation by setting a national example irrespective of whether they succeed in attracting
followers. It also includes competitive front runners (such the pioneers in a green
technology race) who seek to win at the expense of others but may nonetheless
sometimes attract followers. However, as Liefferink and Wurzel have argued (2017:
953), pioneers of this kind are not leaders if they do not intend to attract followers.

The second understanding of leadership is substantive rather than positional;
it entails a relationship between leaders and followers, based on asymmetric roles
and responsibilities, in the pursuit of a collective and shared purpose. It may be
conceptualized as
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a process of interaction whereby one or more actors (the leaders) exercise asym-
metric influence in attracting or negotiating the consent or acquiescence of
other parties (the followers), either directly or indirectly, in ways that facili-
tate collective action towards the achievement of a common purpose in a given
community.

(Eckersley, 2020: 1179-1180)

On this account, leadership may be understood as a form of legitimated authority
that is marked off from domination or mere success in bargaining because it serves
to facilitate and/or expand collective agency in the pursuit of collective goals. What
counts as legitimate influence by the leaders and what counts as consent or acqui-
escence by followers depends on the social and institutional context. To establish
leadership in the field of international diplomacy and multilateral negotiations it
is necessary to find evidence of asymmetric influence, the building of support by
others, the successful negotiation of agreement through recognized channels and a
commitment to the collective purpose. This does not necessarily mean that leaders
must be purely altruistic (they may fold their own goals into the collective goals),
but nor can they be purely self-serving; rather, they must be recognized as commit-
ted to the negotiating community’s collective goals (Parker, Karlsson, and Hjerpe,
2015: 449).

It should be clear that this account of leadership is agential, not structural;
that is, it is understood as an artful practice by the political executive of a state
rather than a pre-given attribute of states based on superior capabilities relative
to other states in a system or international society (Eckersley, 2020: 1180). While
the possession of superior capabilities by a state, and environmental capacities in
particular, certainly confers an advantage on their diplomats—and indeed, they
raise expectations of diplomatic leadership—this only translates into leadership
when the negotiating team is seen as genuinely committed to bringing all parties
to an agreement to enable the pursuit of a collective purpose (Parker, Karlsson,
and Hjerpe, 2015).

Leadership also carries responsibilities to act in good faith and answer to the rel-
evant constituency that the leaders have created and/or serve. These are the general
leadership responsibilities. They are not special responsibilities owed to a larger
community that arise by virtue of the possession of relevant capabilities that are
essential to the achievement of the collective goals of that community. General
leadership responsibilities and special responsibilities are therefore conceptually
distinct. However, as we noted in Special Responsibilities, they may be conjoined.

For example, the burden sharing principles of CBDR-RC in the climate regime
require develop countries to ‘take the lead’ in mitigation and also provide finance
and other assistance to developing countries to assist them with mitigation and
adaptation. This provides a clear case where special responsibilities and leadership
are completely conjoined. This type of leadership requires developed countries to
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play the role of a cooperative national front runner to facilitate collective action
in ways that do not disadvantage developing countries. But this is not the same as
diplomatic leadership in international negotiations.

There is no necessary connection between cooperative and competitive front-
runnership, special responsibilities, and diplomatic leadership. For example, it
is always risky for a state unilaterally to perform the role of a cooperative en-
vironmental front runner since it may play badly in domestic politics, may fail
to induce emulation by other states, and may not necessarily lead to successful
diplomatic leadership in highly contested environmental negotiations. Perform-
ing the role of a cooperative environmental front runner can nonetheless shore up
diplomatic credibility by demonstrating commitment to a collective purpose, but
there are also other ways of demonstrating commitment, such as providing signif-
icant financial and other supports, and these may suffice in leading other states to
consent to an international agreement. In contrast, competitive front runners in en-
vironmental technology races enjoy first mover advantages. When conjoined with
cooperative front-runnership, it can ease domestic political concerns about the
costs of action, while the diffusion of new technologies can also help to reduce the
general costs of collective action. As we shall see, all three types of leadership came
together for the US in the ozone negotiations, but not the climate negotiations.

Part Two: One Shining Moment

Scholarship on US environmental diplomacy tends to converge around a general
narrative of declining leadership. That is, the US gave birth to a vibrant environ-
mental movement in the 1960s and thereafter became an environmental leader in
the 1970s and 1980s, exporting environmental norms to the rest of the world and
more often than not playing a proactive role, despite a period of significant do-
mestic environmental rollback under the Reagan administration. Since the end of
the Cold War, the story goes, the US has more often than not been a laggard than
aleader (Hopgood, 1998; Soden and Steel, 1999; Paarlberg, 1999; Depledge, 2005;
DeSombre, 2005; Falkner, 2005 and 2007; Sussman, 2008; Busby, 2015; Eckersley,
2018). Efforts to play a more proactive role in the international climate negoti-
ations by the Clinton and Obama administrations have been constrained by a
hostile Senate and an increasingly polarized Congress. The Trump administra-
tion (2016-2020) appeared to vindicate this long-term shift from leader to laggard
by renouncing his predecessor’s international environmental leadership aspira-
tions and embracing the role of active international spoiler. This included taking
steps to formally withdraw from the Paris Agreement (2015) and withholding any
further contribution to the Green Climate Fund. Domestically, President Trump
oversaw a major environmental regulatory rollback. However, the new Biden ad-
ministration returned the US to the Paris Agreement and promised to ‘restore’
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the US’s leadership role in international climate diplomacy (Biden, 2020), but the
administration’s record is yet to be written.

This overarching narrative of decline appears to find support from the empiri-
cal record of US ratifications of MEAs. Of the eighteen MEAs concluded over the
period from 1970 to 1991 (with 1991 marking the disintegration of the USSR),
the US signed fifteen and ratified or acceded to twelve; this stands in contrast to
the period 1992-2016, when seventeen MEAs were concluded and the US signed
twelve but ratified only eight MEAs (Eckersley, 2018). Three of the ratifications in
the 1992-2016 period related to protocols dealing with three different air pollu-
tants under the same Convention on Long-Range Transboundary Air Pollution.
If these ratifications are counted as one, then the ratification rate drops from 66%
in the period 1970-1991 to 60% in the period 1992-2016. All but three of these
ratifications occurred when the Senate was controlled by Democrats (Eckersley,
2018). The Paris Agreement is an exception since it was ratified under the Pres-
ident’s existing executive powers to regulate CO, emissions as a pollutant under
the US Clean Air Act.

Clearly, the US has appeared to be much more willing to contribute to collec-
tive efforts to protect the global environment during the Cold War period than
the post-Cold War period. This is consistent with the US’s greater relative com-
mitment to multilateralism with its Western allies during the Cold War than the
post-Cold War period. However, treaty ratification signals willingness to cooper-
ate but is does not suffice as evidence of diplomatic leadership. Before assessing
the evidence of US leadership in environmental diplomacy, a closer examination
of the subject matter of MEAs reveals certain general patterns of enthusiasm and
disinclination that are consistent across both periods, and which provide impor-
tant clues to the US environmental proclivities and more general foreign policy
priorities.

First, the ratification record shows that the US has generally been an enthusiastic
participant in MEAs dealing with biodiversity and habitat protection, especially in
the marine environment. The US is a party to the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands
(1971), the Convention on the International Trade in Endangered Species (1972),
London Convention on Ocean Dumping (1972), World Heritage Convention
(1972), Convention on the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources
(1980), and the Madrid Protocol on Environmental Protection to the Antarctic
Treaty (1991). Moreover, at the Stockholm Conference on the Human Environ-
ment, the US was an enthusiastic supporter of the proposal for a moratorium
on whaling under the International Conventions for the Regulation of Whaling
(1946). The US’s concern for marine mammals is also reflected in US trade policy,
where it has imposed a unilateral ban on the importation of tuna that is caught
with driftnets due to the high incidental kill of dolphins, as well as a unilateral ban
on the importation of shrimp caught with a high incidental kill of sea turtles. Both
of these bans were the subject of a World Trade Organization (WTO) dispute as
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unjustified restrictions on trade. Yet, unlike the European Union, the US has not
otherwise been a major green demandeur in the environmental negotiations under
the stalled Doha Development round of negotiations, although it has insisted on
environmental clauses in its negotiation of preferential trade agreements.

However, the US’s enthusiasm for the protection of biodiversity has noticeably
waned when the treaties are not ‘pure and simple’ cases of species or habitat pro-
tection but rather entangled with rights of economic exploitation. This applies to
the two most significant ‘omnibus treaties’ that seek to protect marine and terres-
trial biodiversity: the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS
III) and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD; 1992). In both cases the US
has not participated because the treaties were argued to be inconsistent with US
commercial interests. The Reagan administration refused to sign UNCLOS III on
the ground that the provision on the mining of deep seabed resources would re-
quire US corporations to share their seabed mining technology with other nations
(Malone, 1983). The US preferred a regime that enabled the private commercial
exploration and development of deep seabed minerals. The Bush senior adminis-
tration welcomed the biodiversity protection provisions of the CBD but rejected
the provisions relating to the sharing of biotechnology and the benefits gained
from developing genetic resources because they were not seen to provide sufficient
protection of the intellectual property rights of the US biotechnology industry
(Downes, 1993; Blomquist, 2002). The US was also critical of the provisions on
finance to developing countries, particularly Article 20(4), which makes the ex-
tent of implementation by developing countries dependent on receiving financial
resources and the transfer of technologies.

A concern to protect the commercial interests of the US biotechnology indus-
try was also central to the US’s role as a leading member of the ‘Miami group’
of countries that opposed the ‘prior informed consent’ restrictions on the trans-
boundary movement of ‘Living Modified Organisms’ (i.e. genetically modified
(GM) organisms) under the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety (2000), negotiated
under the under the CBD (Falkner, 2001). The US also succeeded in an action
brought under the WTO’s Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) Agreement against
the EU for its moratorium on the importation of GM products pending revision
of the relevant EU directives (Eckersley, 2007). The WTO rules provided a less
demanding standard than the precautionary principle embodied in the Cartagena
Biosafety Protocol, which, as a party to the Protocol, had formed part of the basis of
the EU’s defence before the WTO’s dispute settlement body. The WTO panel ruled
in favour of the US, rejecting the relevance of the Biosafety Protocol in interpreting
WTO rules, as the US was a party of the latter, but not the former.

In the area of pesticides and hazardous pollution/waste management, the US
has also been an outlier largely due to a reluctance to bring its domestic regulations
into line with international standards, some of which could not be clearly known
in advance. These concerns underpin its refusal to ratify the Basel Convention on
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Control of the Transboundary Movement of Hazardous Waste and their Disposal
(1989), the Rotterdam Convention on Pesticides and Industrial Chemicals (1998),
and the Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants (2001).

Turning to climate change, the Byrd-Hagel resolution of the US Senate, issued
in June 1997, six months prior to the final negotiations of the Kyoto Protocol, is
emblematic of this general concern to protect domestic commercial interests. This
resolution declared that the Senate would not ratify the protocol if it did not re-
quire developing countries to undertake commitments in the same time period as
industrialized countries or would result in serious harm to the US economy. This
was the basis of the second Bush administration’s repudiation of the Kyoto Proto-
colin 2001, and it has also formed a plank in the Trump administration’s rejection
of the Paris Agreement.

Looking for United States Leadership

In Part One, it was argued that to establish environmental leadership (in the sub-
stantive rather than positional sense) in international diplomacy and multilateral
negotiations it is necessary to find evidence of asymmetric influence by the leader
in generating the terms of cooperation, building support and negotiating consent
in accordance with recognized multilateral processes, and a commitment by the
leader to the collective environmental purpose.

Looking back over the period from 1970 to 1991, the US’s ozone diplomacy
during the 1980s represents the greatest shining moment of US environmental
leadership, not the early 1970s. To be sure, the US was certainly a national front
runner in the early 1970s, most notably in establishing a national Environmen-
tal Protection Agency (EPA), which many other states more or less copied, along
with the Council for Environmental Quality (CEQ). But as Flippen (2008: 614)
has argued, ‘the Nixon administration witnessed the birth of modern American
environmental diplomacy’, but ‘it was a breech birth’ This was because the admin-
istration used the environment opportunistically as a means to other ends—to win
approval and dampen opposition to the Vietnam War, at home and abroad, and as
an avenue for GPM.

It was no secret that President Nixon cared little for environmental issues, but he
found himself presiding over an environmentally active and bipartisan Congress
and a period of rising public support for environmental initiatives which he prag-
matically recognized would earn him political capital (Soden and Steel, 1999:
347-348). Henry Kissinger, and Russel Train (chair of the CEQ and Nixon’s envi-
ronmental envoy), saw environmental diplomacy as providing a potential avenue
for détente with the Soviet Union, given strong public environmental concern in
the US and serious environmental degradation in the Soviet Union (Flippen, 2008:
626). This resulted in the signing of the US-USSR Agreement on Cooperation in
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the Field of Environmental Protection in May 1972, which covered areas such as
air and water pollution, animal conservation, and forestry (Flippen, 2008: 626).
The Nixon administration also seized on the 1972 Stockholm Conference on the
Human Environment as an opportunity to win favour, and it took steps to ensure
the participation of the People’s Republic of China, even though it was not then
officially recognized (Flippen, 2008: 626).

The primary evidence that is usually cited for US international leadership in the
early 1970s is its support for the establishment of the United Nations Environment
Program (UNEP) with a pledge to provide 40% of a $100 million fund to support
the fledgling programme. Yet it is noteworthy that the US also objected to the idea
of additional funding to support developing countries (Hopgood, 1998: 79), which
represented an incipient form of special responsibilities. Moreover, the US’s en-
vironmental reputation was tarnished at Stockholm when the host, Olaf Palme,
prime minister of Sweden, referred to the US’s use of the defoliant Agent Orange
in the Vietnam War as ‘ecocide’ (Flippen, 2008: 631). The US’s strong support for
the resolution recommending a ten-year moratorium on commercial whaling is
also treated as evidence of US leadership, but this resolution subsequently failed
to muster a two-thirds majority in the International Whaling Commission. This
does not constitute leadership because the US failed to attract the necessary fol-
lowship. In all, the Nixon administration had the domestic support to do much
more on the international stage but it lacked the commitment and it was soon
overwhelmed by the Watergate scandal and the energy crisis.

In contrast, the US’s ozone diplomacy stands out as the most successful case of
diplomatic leadership in relation to the most successful MEA in the post-Second
World War period. This was also a case where the US EPA was a clear cooperative
front runner at the domestic level in the regulation of ozone-depleting substances
and where the US chemical industry was a clear competitive front runner in
developing technological substitutes for chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs). These two
developments provided the impetus for the US’s energetic diplomatic leadership,
which succeed in building support for the CFC phase-out while also preserving
the competitive advantage of the US chemical industry. This treaty also pioneered
the use of a multilateral fund to assist developing countries while also affording
them a longer time period in which to conform to the phase-out, which provided
an emergent form of special responsibilities for developed countries. But, unlike
the climate negotiations, these responsibilities were uncontroversial since the vast
bulk of ozone-depleting substances were manufactured by developed countries.

Under the Clean Air Act, the EPA had phased out non-essential CFC aerosols
in 1978, making the US a cooperative front runner in protecting the ozone later.
Although US CFC producers had initially opposed the EPA’s unilateral domestic
phase-out, they changed position once they had devised a technological substitute
for CFCs, making the US industry a competitive front runner in the technologi-
cal race to find alternatives to CFCs. These twin developments provided a strong
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domestic basis for the US executive to build international support for a phase-out,
which would also enable the international ‘export’ or internationalization of its
domestic ozone regulations (DeSombre, 2000: 93-94). As Benedick (1991: 55-67)
notes, the US campaign utilized its embassies around the world to explain the US
negotiating position and build support, beginning with like-minded countries and
then reaching out to non-like-minded countries (Benedick, 1991: 55-67).

It is no small irony that this leadership occurred under a president who was
not known for his environmental sympathies. Indeed, President Reagan presided
over a major rollback in domestic environmental regulation and expenditure.
However, following the discovery of the ‘hole over Antarctica’ the US State
Department, working closely with major CFC producers, such as Dupont and
Allied Chemical, as well as the US EPA, mounted a concerted and successful
diplomatic campaign to build international consensus for a complete phase out
in the production and trade of ozone depleting under the Montreal Protocol
1987 (Benedick, 1991: 55-67; DeSombre, 2000: 93-94). The Reagan administra-
tion’s ozone diplomacy clearly qualifies as international environmental leadership
because it intentionally and actively built an agreement to further a collective goal
(ozone protection).

However, when we turn to the US’s role in the development of the climate
regime, which contains much more substantial and consequential special respon-
sibilities than the ozone regime, we see significant oscillation. Over the period
1992-2020, the US’s involvement has swung from mere cooperation based on
significant concessions (under President Bush senior), to frustrated leadership
(under President Clinton), to defection (under President Bush junior), prag-
matic leadership (under President Obama), spectacular defection (under Presi-
dent Trump), and, finally, a renewed and strengthened commitment to climate
leadership (under President Biden).

The Obama administration’s role in the negotiation of the Paris Agreement,
which entailed the reinterpretation of CBDR-RC as part of a process of GPM,
stands out as a much stronger example of leadership than the Nixon administra-
tion’s role at Stockholm and was much more significant and consequential than
the diplomacy of the Clinton administration at Kyoto.

However, unlike the Reagan administration, this was not a great shining mo-
ment, since the Obama administration faced significant domestic opposition and
intense international disagreement, so its diplomacy was more constrained and
pragmatic. But it clearly qualifies as leadership on the basis of the Obama admin-
istration’s expressed commitment to lead, clear evidence of asymmetric influence
in shaping the mitigation architecture of the Paris Agreement, and success in
building support in ways that were consistent with multilateral practices (unlike
the Copenhagen negotiations). Climate change was a legacy issue for President
Obama and his secretary of state, John Kerry, and the US provided the largest sin-
gle contribution to the Green Climate Fund. The idea of nationally determined
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contributions and a hybrid treaty came from the US (US, 2013: 2), and these
ideas were also central to the US’s bilateral diplomacy with China. This diplomacy
yielded the crucial joint US-China statement in Beijing in November 2014, which
declared both parties’ nationally determined contributions and their commitment
to a successful treaty. Indeed, the formula ‘in light of national circumstances’ in
the joint statement represented a significant rapprochement on the interpretation
of CBDR-RC and found its way into the Paris treaty text. This was followed up
with a second joint statement prior to the Paris meeting. The Obama administra-
tion’s diplomacy was pragmatic in improvising around domestic and international
deadlock by promoting a new agreement that would provide considerable national
flexibility to draw in the major emitters, especially China and India, while also in-
cluding provisions for the deepening of commitment over time. This also required
making concessions on the long-term temperature targets (including 1.5 degrees)
to the High Ambition Coalition to win the support of the vulnerable states at Paris.

However, unlike the ozone negotiations, the US was not a clear cooperative or
competitive national front runner in climate performance (although some sub-
national jurisdictions such as California arguably qualify). Although the Obama
administration’s Clean Power Plan represented a significant step up from all pre-
vious national initiatives, the US’s targets were modest when set against the US’s
environmental capabilities and carbon footprint (historical, aggregate, and per
capita). Moreover, this plan bypassed a deeply polarized Congress and relied on
the president’s existing executive powers to regulate CO, emissions as a danger-
ous pollutant under the US Clean Air Act. This had the advantage of avoiding the
need for the advice and consent of the Senate, but the strategy also rested on the
hope that a future Senate might find the national flexibility of the Paris Agreement
acceptable (Wirth, 2016).

Finally, an understanding of the US’s climate diplomacy would be incomplete
without a critical examination of US energy policy, which has been central to
both the economic and security dimensions of US grand strategy. In the same
year that the US repudiated the Kyoto Protocol, the Bush-Cheney National Energy
Policy responded to shortages in oil and gas by stepping up domestic and inter-
national supply (rather than reducing domestic demand), by allowing drilling in
the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge and taking steps to enhance access to over-
seas supplies, including in the Persian Gulf, to keep oil prices low. Despite the
Obama administration’s commitment to action on climate change, it supported
an ‘all of the above’ energy strategy, which put no brakes on the steady climb in
the domestic production of gas and oil enabled by the technological revolution
in hydraulic fracturing. The Trump administration sought to accelerate domes-
tic fossil fuel production, including attempts to revive coal production, which has
been in general decline due to the falling price of gas. According to the US En-
ergy Information Administration, the US overtook Russia as the world’s biggest
producer of gas in 2011, and in 2018 it overtook Saudi Arabia as the world’s largest
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petroleum producer. The increase in production in 2018 was declared to be ‘one of
the largest absolute petroleum and natural gas production increases from a single
country in history’ (EIA, 2019). These developments are deeply inconsistent with
the fundamental objective of the United Nations Framework Convention on Cli-
mate Change (UNFCCC, 1992) and the temperature targets and long-term goals
of the Paris Agreement.

MacNeil and Paterson (2020) provide a very different evaluation of the US’s cli-
mate diplomacy, as distinct from national climate policy. They characterize US
climate diplomacy as oscillating between ‘hegemonic multilateralism, imposing
US preferences on the world, and a retreat to isolationist rejectionism, and they
see this leadership’ versus ‘isolation’ as ‘the flipside of each other: each competing
expressions of US attempts at political dominance’ (5).

I do not take issue with their critical assessment of the inadequacy of US
national climate policy. MacNeil and Paterson are also right to note that US
leadership in the climate negotiations is mostly divorced from national climate
performance. However, their assessment of US climate diplomacy may be chal-
lenged on both conceptual and evidentiary grounds. They make no conceptual
distinction between national front-runnership and diplomatic leadership (and
assume the former must necessarily be part of the latter), or between interna-
tional leadership, hegemony, and domination. At issue here is whether success
by a great power in shaping a regime is always tantamount to domination ir-
respective of whether it is achieved by via bribery, coercion or negotiated con-
sent, and irrespective of the personal commitments of the political executive,
especially the president and secretary of state. If the concept of international
leadership is to have any added value, then it needs to be conceptually distin-
guished from domination and mere success in bargaining (where self-interest
is the only driver). The foregoing account of leadership shows how leader-
ship can be distinguished: it requires not just asymmetric influence but also a
commitment by the political executive to a collective (rather than purely self-
ish) purpose, the building of support by others through established multilat-
eral processes in artful ways that can manage deep-seated disagreement and
provide concessions to ensure the participation of all parties. It should not
be forgotten that the US was not the only party to require national flexibil-
ity (e.g. China, India, Russia, to name only a few) and that the EU could not
win support for legally binding emission reduction obligations. Without the
Obama administration’s committed diplomacy, including its decision to join
the High Ambition Coalition, an agreement would not have been reached.
This account rests on a neo-Gramscian approach to the consent: that which
is minimally needed to acquire political acceptance. (Eckersley, 2020: 1184).
This is not a very high bar, but it excludes resorting to coercion to hold sway be-
cause this is a sure sign of lack of political acceptance and therefore a failure of
leadership.
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Unlike neo-Gramscian approaches in IR, classical ES theory has focused on
great power responsibility (rather than leadership) and assumed that GPM is fun-
damentally about security. Buzan and Falkner (Chapter 2 this volume) and Cui
and Buzan (2016) have tracked the growth of the non-traditional security agenda,
including climate change, and suggested that this is creating pressure for a merger
of GPM with global governance. However, the long history of deep disagree-
ment between the US and China in the climate negotiations is less about security
(traditional or otherwise) and more about efforts to protect their economic com-
petitiveness in an increasingly globalized capitalist economy. The brief period of
cooperation between the US and China leading to the Paris endgame reveals the
deep conservatism of GPM, in this case, in preserving rather than transforming the
economic status quo. The rapprochement over CBDR-RC between the world’s two
biggest emitters acknowledged and preserved their respective rights to make their
own national judgments about mitigation ambitions, leaving them unshackled by
any formal obligation to take on a larger burden of emissions reductions. This was
not about security; indeed, both parties have generally resisted efforts to bring
climate change within the purview of the UN Security Council (see Scott, this vol-
ume). In many respects, the Paris Agreement has returned full circle to the pledge
and review model in the UNFCCC, where the parties made a non-binding com-
mitment to reduce their emissions to 1990 levels by 2000. At Rio in 1992, President
Bush senior had made it clear that the US would not commit to the UNFCCC if it
included binding targets and timetables. At Paris, the Obama administration com-
mitted to a binding timetable of emissions reductions and nationally determined
rather than internationally negotiated targets.

Ironically, the US Department of Defence (DoD) and National Intelligence
Council have taken the security implications of climate change more seriously
than Congress. From as early as 1990, but particularly since the early 2000s, the
DoD has examined these implications, including on the US military’s infrastruc-
ture, operations, and missions (Werrell and Femia, 2017). It has also taken steps
to improve its resilience to climate change by increasing energy efficiency and
promoting renewable energy (DoD, 2014; 2015; 2019). At times this has put it
increasingly at odds with Congress and sometimes out of step with the president.
While the Obama administration’s 2015 National Defense Strategy gave promi-
nence to climate change, the Trump administration eliminated any such reference
in the 2018 National Security Strategy.

Conclusion
This chapter has challenged the generic narrative of declining US environmen-

tal diplomatic leadership by parsing MEAs into different issue areas and showing
different patterns in US environmental diplomacy across these areas. Moreover,
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conceptually disentangling national front-runnership (in both its competitive and
cooperative forms) from international diplomatic leadership shows that Stock-
holm may have marked the launch of the US’s attempted diplomatic environ-
mental leadership (Busby, 2015), but it was opportunistic, anaemic, and did not
attract sufficient followers. It therefore marked a low entry point from which to
climb, rather than a high point from which to decline. The high point of US en-
vironmental leadership was, ironically, its ozone diplomacy in the 1980s under
an anti-environmental president. The high point of US climate leadership thus far
is the Paris negotiations, but this was followed by a dramatic reversal under the
Trump administration. However, President Biden has clearly signalled that his ad-
ministration will do more than simply return to and maintain the climate legacy of
President Obama, whom he served as vice-president. As a presidential candidate,
Biden laid down his climate commitments in clear terms:

The United States must lead the world to take on the existential threat we face—
climate change. If we don’t get this right, nothing else will matter. I will make
massive, urgent investments at home that put the United States on track to have
a clean energy economy with net-zero emissions by 2050. Equally important, be-
cause the United States creates only 15 percent of global emissions, I will leverage
our economic and moral authority to push the world to determined action. I will
rejoin the Paris climate agreement on day one of a Biden administration and then
convene a summit of the world’s major carbon emitters, rallying nations to raise
their ambitions and push progress further and faster.

(Biden, 2020: 6)

The GPM dimension in this climate diplomacy is also clear. In relation to China,
Biden’s diplomatic plans include pressuring China to stop financing fossil fuel en-
ergy projects as part of its Belt and Road Initiative. However, consistent with the
golden thread running through US environmental diplomacy, Biden has also sig-
nalled that his administration would pursue ‘strong measures to make sure other
nations can’t undercut the United States economically as we meet our own com-
mitments’ (Biden, 2020: 6). While president-elect, Biden appointed John Kerry
as his special envoy on climate change, and he has assembled a progressive en-
vironmental and economic cabinet to take a ‘whole of government’ approach to
climate change at the domestic level (Friedman, 2020). He has also signalled that
the climate challenge will be prioritized in his economic recovery plans in response
to the pandemic (Tankersley and Friedman, 2020). However, legislating Biden’s
climate agenda is unlikely to be plain sailing given the Democrats’ narrow majority
in the House and bare majority in the Senate.

The conceptual framework on leadership in Part One helps to clarify the con-
ditions that are most conducive to international environmental leadership for
the US: an alignment of cooperative and competitive national front-runnership
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with the goals of the international regime. However, such an alignment has
been relatively rare. This is not simply due to the US’s fragmented political sys-
tem of checks and balances, which tends to produce a status quo bias against
environmental regulatory change. We have also seen that a general concern
to protect the competitiveness of US industry, whether the chemical, pharma-
ceutical, biotechnology, or fossil fuel industries, has remained a central thread
running through the US’s history of environmental diplomacy. While it has
been a more emphatic preoccupation of Republican than Democratic presi-
dents, it has remained an enduring preoccupation of the US Senate. Indeed,
it is a singular achievement of the US Senate that it has remained a major
constraining force on the US’s climate diplomacy in general, and international
climate leadership in particular, and therefore a major constraining force on
an expansive interpretation and implementation of special climate responsibil-
ities of developed countries in general. The renewable energy revolution will
chip away at congressional resistance to decarbonization, but it remains to
be seen whether this will occur fast enough to produce a strong, virtuous,
and timely alignment between President Biden’s international climate leadership
aspirations and national climate performance.

Although the US Senate has been reluctant to import environmental norms and
standards from elsewhere, it has supported the export of US standards to the rest
of the world. As Busby puts it, ‘virtually every successful international (environ-
mental) regime has its roots in US domestic law” (Busby, 2015: 253). This pattern
of ‘environmental exemptionalisny’ for the US, which is consistent with the gen-
eral idea of US exceptionalism, signals a clear rejection of the general idea of great
power environmental responsibility.

The US case study suggests that the ES approach to GPM should be linked to not
only the management of international security but also the management of the in-
ternational economic order, particularly between incumbent and rising economic
powers. Special environmental responsibilities that require incumbent powers to
cede economic advantages to rising powers are always going to be challenging.
Moreover, drawing these connections highlights a ‘clash of responsibilities’ for
the US in relation to the global environment and the liberal economic order it
has led since 1945. Global environmental protection and ecologically sustainable
development have never formed part of the US grand strategy.

Bernstein (2020) has argued that great powers have not been willing recipients
of special environmental responsibilities in part because there are no necessary
links between the capabilities that can promote system stability and environ-
mental capabilities and in part because the trend in global environmental gover-
nance has been towards a greater diffusion and decentralization of environmental
responsibility towards a wider range of actors and across all levels of governance.
He sees benefits in the latter development because it enables more diffuse and
distributed leadership, and therefore progress on climate action. Yet, if global
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environmental problems are understood as systemically produced by an expand-
ing global capitalist economy, then the proactive use by ‘systemic players’ of their
economic capabilities is essential if indiscriminate growth under capitalism is ever
to be replaced with an equitable and ecologically sustainable post-growth economy
on a global scale. The Catch-22 problem associated with the increasing diffusion
and decentralization of environmental responsibility is that it has reduced pressure
on great powers like the US to employ their systemic capabilities in the service of
global climate protection and ecologically sustainable development. The US is one
of the few great powers that has the potential to make the single biggest difference
to catalyzing global action in response to irreversible global ecological systemic
problems like climate change where time is of the essence. But this requires the US
to commit to building a green international economic order. Biden may be the first
president to attempt a recalibration of this strategy, but his version of a green new
deal is based on green growth rather than a vision of a post-growth international
economic order.
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China as a ‘Partial’ Environmental
Great Power

Pichamon Yeophantong and Evelyn Goh

Introduction

How do we recognize an ‘environmental great power’ when we see one? How do
great powers wield ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ power in the contested realm of global
environmental governance, against the background of ever deeper pluralism in
international society? And how should we conceive of the rights and responsibili-
ties of environmental great powers? To answer these core questions posed by this
volume (see Falkner and Buzan, Chapter 1), we would ideally need to share sta-
ble understandings about an essential great power identity and what constitutes
‘great power-hood’. Yet, as the editors and other contributors in this volume note,
no easy agreement exists on these matters in international relations. In the Chi-
nese case, these assumptions run into acute problems, both in terms of China’s
self-ascription and recognition from others.

While China may appear to others to be an obvious environmental great power
due to its capability to cause environmental harm or provide environmental goods,
Chinese views on this subject are less straightforward. We posit that this is because
of two fundamental dualities in the Chinese condition. First, Chinese leaders and
policymakers hold a dualistic self-image of China, both as a developing country
and a great power. In this regard, China is the most prominent of that new gener-
ation of great powers breaking the Western mould of leadership that stipulates
industrialization and modernity as necessary conditions for great power status
(Buzan and Lawson, 2015). In what follows, we show the implications of this dual-
ity for China’s exercise of environmental power. Second, in terms of environmen-
tal degradation, Chinese actors are at once major perpetrators as well as victims.
For instance, China is one of the world’s leading carbon emitters; yet it is also prone
to a wide spectrum of extreme weather events and natural disasters that are exac-
erbated by global climate change. By the same token, China’s huge developmental
achievements have lifted hundreds of millions out of poverty, but can also generate
enormous local, national, transboundary, and global socio-ecological harm.

Pichamon Yeophantong and Evelyn Goh, China as a ‘Partial’ Environmental Great Power. In: Great Powers, Climate Change,
and Global Environmental Responsibilities. Edited by Robert Falkner and Barry Buzan, Oxford University Press.
© Oxford University Press (2022). DOI: 10.1093/0s0/9780198866022.003.0004
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This ‘identity paradox’ results in China’s chequered—selective, inconsistent,
and non-linear—track record in promoting environmental protection and gov-
ernance. Consider, for example, how Chinas world-leading policy commitment
to the renewable energy revolution (IRENA, 2019) has ironically reinforced the
country’s longstanding and controversial preoccupation with hydropower projects
that have significant adverse environmental repercussions (see Yeophantong,
2017; Yeophantong, 2020). More recently, President Xi Jinping’s pledge for China
to become carbon-neutral by 2060 (McGrath, 2020) seems discordant with how
Chinese companies (many state owned) are increasingly building coal-fired power
plants abroad (Inskeep and Westerman, 2020). To deal with this identity para-
dox, we need to pay sustained attention to the variegated ways in which Chinese
policymakers and leaders approach global environmental responsibility and lead-
ership. This chapter asks: how and to what extent does China define and act on its
environmental responsibilities as a great power?

We argue that China is a partial environmental great power. That is, while
China’s ‘negative’ or structural power in the global, regional, and national en-
vironmental realms is stark and clear, its ‘positive’ power or potential to act in
favour of environmental responsibility is less obvious and as yet indeterminate.
Not only does its identity paradox result in some reluctance on Beijing’s part to don
the mantle of great power-hood, but because the Chinese leadership continues to
prioritize the key imperatives of securing regime stability, economic growth, and
its international status, China’s policy behaviour in the environmental domain is
only partly motivated by concerns about environmental protection or sustainabil-
ity. Concerns about political risk, legitimacy, or status and about economic profit,
risk, or losses play very large roles. Thus, the Chinese state and its decision makers
constantly need to balance and mediate between multiple constituencies and in-
terests that impinge on how it adopts and acts on its environmental responsibilities
at home and abroad.

The following analysis unfolds in four parts. The first section sets out how China
qualifies, at present, as a ‘partial’ environmental great power. That China’s policy
behaviour is not purely shaped by environmental concerns is, of course, not a par-
ticularly surprising observation; nor is China unique in this regard. As seen in this
volume’s other chapters, contending interests and policy priorities likewise un-
derlie US, European, and Brazilian environmental policies. The more important
point is how environmental protection, responsibility, and leadership continue to
manifest in China’s foreign and strategic policy agendas in spite of, and alongside,
its other imperatives of regime security, economic growth, and international sta-
tus. The second and third sections present two thematic cases, probing China’s
policy behaviour as an environmental great power across two prominent issue-
areas: global climate change and the so-called ‘greening’ of the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) with a focus on renewable energy projects. These two sections
unpack how the contingent interaction of environmental concerns with (geo)
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political, economic, and commercial interests shapes the perception and perfor-
mance of Chinas environmental great power responsibilities in the global and
regional spheres respectively. The fourth section concludes with the implications
of our findings about China for power and great power responsibility in the global
environmental realm.

Before proceeding further, two caveats are in order. First, our use of the term
‘China’ constitutes a necessary abstraction. China is not a monolithic actor given
the diverse cast of subnational and non-state actors that operate within the envi-
ronmental governance space. Indeed, this applies to the case of China as much
as it does to other great powers—as is evident from the chapters on the EU and
the US in this volume. Second, because there is no single established definition
of environmental great power responsibility at the global level (Bernstein, 2020),
we must expect variations in how states define and act upon their environmental
responsibilities. For this reason, this chapter makes no assumptions or normative
adjudications about whether China is a positive or negative environmental great
power in absolute terms. Instead, we accept that China is akin to a chameleon in
this regard: depending on the context and issue at hand, China’s negative and pos-
itive uses of power that either weaken or strengthen environmental outcomes will
often coexist and intertwine.

Conceptualizing China’s Environmental Power

This section develops upon the definition of environmental great power-hood
used in this volume, assuming that it is informed by three elements: the state’s
(a) identity, i.e. its self-identification and others’ recognition of it as a great power;
(b) capability, i.e. its ability and willingness to affect significantly global envi-
ronmental outcomes; and (c) culpability, i.e. its involvement in causing major
environmental harm. We first investigate the related aspects of China’s capabil-
ity and culpability, before turning to an evaluation of its identity, to account for
why China is best understood as a partial environmental great power.

Capability and Culpability

Capability is the combination of political will and state capacity; we might have
a situation in which an environmental great power’s capability is relatively weak
because the policy rhetoric and decision makers may be willing, but the state’s
monitoring or legislative capacity is limited. Culpability is intimately connected
to capability if we focus on the potential for culpability by negligence, i.e. when a
state does not enforce agreed environmental regulations and thereby causes
ecological harm to others.
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In the contemporary era, China’s spectacular economic development interacts
with the sheer size of its population and land mass to endow it with significant
structural and systemic power, in the sense that many of its actions and policy
decisions are ecologically consequential on a transnational scale. By any objective
measure of capability and culpability, China would appear to fit the trappings of
an environmental great power, as understood in this volume. It has control over
a vast amount of natural resources—it is home to four of the world’s 36 biodiver-
sity hotspots that are ‘of vital importance to the health of the global environment’
(Cai et al., 2019). China also has in place a complex (even if still-developing) en-
vironmental governance regime made up of domestic environmental legislation
and multilateral environmental agreements. Yet, China has enormous capacity to
cause transboundary environmental harm: one major and recurrent example be-
ing the problem of ‘yellow dust, which is the result of serious desertification in
northern China and annually pollutes the air in neighbouring Japan and South
Korea (Park, 2017).

These observations reflect the country’s identity paradox, which not only serves
to underscore the limits of Chinese power but also gives rise to a continuum of
contending realities. A common criticism of China’s environmental performance
centres on how Beijing possesses the resources to effect positive change but lacks
the willpower to do so—this is the charge of culpability-by-incapability or negli-
gence. This critique draws attention to the decentralized nature of China’s environ-
mental governance system, which renders domestic authority over environmental
regulation necessarily diffused. It also helps to spotlight the sizeable challenges
that China faces in enforcing environmental protection across a huge diversity of
issue-areas, which individually and collectively test the authority and capabilities
even of a strong central state. Consider the example of the illegal wildlife trade. The
Chinese government has actively promulgated new laws and established a range of
domestic and transnational mechanisms to strengthen interagency and interstate
coordination to curtail the trade and enforce CITES (the Convention on Inter-
national Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora), but these efforts
have borne limited results. That China continues to be the world’s largest con-
sumer market for illicit wildlife and their derivatives, despite this raft of legal and
institutional mechanisms, is testament to the relative weakness of China’s diffused
environmental governance system (Jiao, Yeophantong, and Lee, 2021).

At the same time, the capability of an environmental great power can be limited
by unintended consequences resulting from policy choices in the environmental
space. Even when well intentioned, Chinese policy actions may engender negative
results that were not foreseen by Beijing. A classic instance arose in the mid-2000s,
when directives from the central government to the provinces to decrease the
country’s carbon emissions led some local governments to suddenly shut down
coal power plants, effectively depriving many rural homes of heating in the depths
of winter.
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By now, China has a well-publicized record in terms of sheer culpability, in
the sense of knowingly causing ecological harm. One prominent example con-
cerns Chinese-backed hydropower development on the Lancang-Mekong River,
described as Southeast Asias ecological and economic ‘lifeblood” (DeSombre,
2020). Even though Beijing presents these hydropower projects as a green en-
ergy alternative to fossil fuels, the negative social and environmental ramifica-
tions for downstream states and communities have generated much debate and
controversy (Johnson, 2020). To assuage external criticism of its secrecy and
unilateralism, Beijing sought to display ‘responsible leadership’ by establishing
the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (LMC) mechanism in 2016 to address the
‘economic, social and environmental challenges faced by the sub-region’ (Ministry
of Foreign Affairs (China), 2016). Even so, China continues to refuse membership
of other multilateral environmental development governance institutions like the
United Nations-affiliated Mekong River Commission, and continues to prioritize
its unilateral water-use rights as the uppermost riparian state (Wong and Siow,
2021). Over the past three decades, China’s actions in this major transboundary
river basin have resulted in a fair amount of straightforward culpability for the
detrimental effects on communities, livelihoods, and economic and ecological sus-
tainability in downstream Southeast Asian states. However, it is important to note
the geographical-political context here which also creates a cascade of culpabil-
ities in the Mekong basin: every riparian state is culpable, through its own dam
building, water diversion, and pollution, for socio-ecological degradation in other
states further downstream (Goh, 2007).

Identity

What are the special responsibilities of an environmental great power? And is
it possible to expect ‘special’ responsibilities from a still-developing country like
China? As Robyn Eckersley observes in her chapter, most environmental regimes
seen in the world today incorporate general responsibilities that apply to all states;
only a few such regimes include ‘special environmental responsibilities for cer-
tain states, and these differentiations tend to ‘fall along a North-South axis rather
than the division between great powers and the ‘the rest” (Chapter 3, this volume).
Thus, in this chapter we are less interested in debating what China’s special duties
and obligations ought to be, and more focused on how Chinese policymakers con-
ceive of their environmental responsibilities, the ways in which these conceptions
interact with China’s self-ascribed identities, and how these responsibilities are
subsequently enacted.

To ascertain how China understands the notion of ‘special’ responsibilities, it
is important to first look at its identity conceptions. As Buzan and Falkner ob-
serve, great power-hood is predicated not solely on a state’s material capabilities
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but also on its recognition by others and on its acceptance of the special duties that
come with this status (Chapter 2, this volume). As such, the idea of ‘great power’
becomes normatively loaded. Particularly in the Chinese political context, it may
conjure the spectre of ‘big power chauvinism’ (daguo shawen zhuyi) that spurred
Maoist China’s deep-seated aversion to being externally perceived as a ‘great
power’ (the Chinese word ‘daguo’ can be translated to connote both ‘big’ or ‘great’
power) or ‘hegemon’ (see New China News Agency, 1966). Despite this historical
reluctance to embrace great power status, however, it appears that Chinese leaders
do currently see the country as an environmentally responsible great power. Sur-
veying the country’s official pronouncements and state-run media, it is striking
how the language of ‘responsible great power’ (fuzeren de daguo) has permeated
Chinese policy rhetoric ever since Robert ZoellicK’s 2005 ‘responsible stakeholder’
speech (Yeophantong, 2013). This language of responsibility also features notably
in the country’s environmental policy rhetoric, especially vis-a-vis climate change
(People’s Daily, 2018). And vyet, this identity does still sit awkwardly alongside
China’s self-image as a developing country that ought to shoulder ‘special’ or dif-
ferentiated obligations compared to those of developed states. As demonstrated
in the climate change case below, this is evinced by Beijing’s abiding focus on
promoting ‘South-South cooperation’ and ‘protecting’ the rights and interests of
developing countries.

That said, although the Chinese government still cleaves to the country’s ‘Global
South’ affinity, China has undoubtedly emerged as a—if at times reluctant—
powerbroker in wider global and regional forums. Speaking to the managerial
function of great powers, Beijing’s capacity to shape multilateral environmental
negotiations, including the global climate talks, has increased over time in line
with the country’s growing politico-economic clout—a trend that was particularly
pronounced during the Trump administration, which had abandoned any ambi-
tion for US environmental leadership (Hook and Hornby, 2018). Crucially, this
growing global role has also been matched by internal developments. Over the past
decade, Beijing has adopted new ‘vertical’ forms of leadership, giving provincial
and local authorities more responsibility and accountability to the central govern-
ment for a spectrum of environmental issue-areas ranging from air pollution and
afforestation to renewable energy technology and sustainable agriculture (Meng,
Chen, and Yeophantong, 2020). As environmental problems such as ‘dying’ rivers
(e.g. the Yellow River) and ‘cancer villages’ have come to feature prominently
within the domestic policy agenda, Beijing’s commitment to building an ‘ecolog-
ical civilization’ (shengtai wenming) at home can mutually reinforce the country’s
broader commitment to global environmental protection.

In sum, China is best understood as a partial environmental great power.
China’s ‘negative’ or structural power in the global, regional, and national envi-
ronmental realms is clear in terms of culpability and capability, while its ‘positive’
power or potential to act in favour of international environmental responsibility



CHINA AS A ‘PARTIAL’ ENVIRONMENTAL GREAT POWER 77

is less obvious and as yet indeterminate. Chinese ‘leadership’ in certain envi-
ronmental areas is not necessarily viewed as desirable by domestic and external
constituencies, and Chinese leadership also cannot be expected to always yield
‘better’ environmental outcomes given the confluence of collateral effects and un-
intended consequences. Even so, Beijing has come to accept—often gradually and
patchily—the idea that, as the ‘major developing country) it occupies a unique
position of power, one that does come with certain duties and obligations to pro-
tect the global environment. These ongoing transitions in perception, policy, and
interest generate a selective, inconsistent, and non-linear pattern of engagement
with and leadership in environmental protection and governance. The following
case studies allow us to unpack these trends in more detail.

China as a Global Environmental Power: Climate Change

As the ultimate global, complex problem, the issue of climate change offers nu-
merous opportunities for gathering insights into the global aspect of China’s
environmental power. Accounts of China’s role in climate change and its gover-
nance often begin with figures that capture convincingly its negative structural
power: the fact that it is responsible for approximately 26% of global carbon emis-
sions, continues to be the largest net coal consumer (accounting for 64% of the
global total), and is a major financier of fossil fuel projects globally, with over 70%
of the world’s coal power plants believed to be dependent on Chinese financing
(White, 2020).

There is a flip side to this structural power: should China alter its coal depen-
dency and promotion, it will have a disproportionate positive effect on global emis-
sions. Hence, President Xi’s 2020 pledge for China to achieve carbon-neutrality by
2060 is potentially game-changing at the global level. While it is too early to gauge
how the Chinese leadership will uphold this pledge—at the time of writing, the
14th Five-Year Plan was just released—ongoing shifts in government policy are
important indicators of Beijing’s sense of exigency vis-a-vis climate change threats
and its recognition of the country’s potential to exercise positive environmental
power. Within Chinese policymaking circles, climate change is now viewed as both
a political and security challenge. Beyond its immediate implications for China’s
energy security, there are growing concerns about the consequences of climate
change for national security, and the People’s Liberation Army has reportedly set
up expert commissions and specialized bodies to investigate these urgent prob-
lems (Brzoska, 2012). At the domestic level, the acute problem of air pollution has
already been the subject of policy focus for nearly a decade. A set of comprehensive
plans are being implemented in major Chinese cities, aimed at phasing out the use
of coal stoves and small boilers in the residential sector (from 2020, new regula-
tions required households to convert to natural gas supplies), as well as retrofitting
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coal-fired power and sintering plants, along with other carbon-intensive indus-
tries (International Energy Agency, 2020). Although coal continues to be central
to China’s energy supply, with coal consumption having increased during the
Covid-19 pandemic (Reuters, 2021), the pandemic has nonetheless accentuated
the need for China to diversify its energy sources and turn its attention more to
developing the country’s digital economy, as opposed to its heavy industry, in the
long term. This comes at a time when, on the world stage, Beijing has demonstrated
greater ‘climate activism’ by filling the leadership vacuum left by the US under
former president Trump and boosting hopes of an economic coalition forming be-
tween China and the EU in the wake of their ambitious climate pledges (Ambrose,
2020).

Climate change entails multiple and intertwined complex problems at the
global, regional, and national levels. Due to space constraints, this section cannot
examine the details involved in the panoply of China’s domestic and international
climate-related policies and actions. We focus on two areas—Chinas changing
agenda at the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) ne-
gotiations and its green technology transfers to developing countries—in order
to distil how Beijing’s conceptions of the country’s role and responsibility within
a polycentric climate governance space have evolved. While we are interested in
unpacking the ‘global’ aspects of Chinas environmental power, it is crucial to
note that Chinese policymakers do not see a unitary global audience; instead they
regard the global realm as fractured into multiple hierarchies and differentiated
constituencies (Clark 2011; see also Goh, 2013). Significantly, the climate change
realm shows that China’s self-identification as a ‘responsible great power’ is less
pronounced than its identification and discourse about being the ‘responsible ma-
jor developing power’. It would seem, for Beijing, the main expression of ‘special
responsibility” in climate change takes the form of showing leadership among de-
veloping countries and protecting the interests of the Global South in particular.
These two factors help to explain the ways in which geopolitics, security, and sta-
tus considerations intersect with environmental ones in China’s growing exercise
of environmental great power.

Negotiating the Global Climate

Discrepancies have historically existed between Chinas domestic and interna-
tional climate strategies. Whereas the country’s domestic climate policy has been
notably ambitious in its efforts to reduce fossil fuel reliance and flatten carbon
emissions, Beijing’s international climate diplomacy has had a more conservative
focus on safeguarding China’s—and other developing countries’—right to develop
under the ‘common but differentiated responsibilities’ (CBDR) principle. Even so,
China’s participation at the 2015 UN Climate Change Conference in Paris (COP
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21) marked a noticeable shift in Beijing’s projection of a greater degree of climate
leadership. Compared to the mixed reception of Chinas performance at COP
15 in Copenhagen six years earlier, where then-president Hu Jintao had pledged
‘impressive’ but not sufficiently ‘concrete’ emission targets, Beijing’s role in the
lead-up to the Paris Agreement was, overall, positively regarded by other parties
(Gao, 2018). China’s commitment to invigorated climate leadership was especially
evident from its climate diplomacy ahead of the conference, which saw China ink-
ing bilateral agreements on climate change and clean energy with a selection of
countries, including India, Germany, and most notably, the US (Ye and Wu, 2015).
Taken together, the US-China Joint Announcement on Climate Change in 2014
and the subsequent US-China Joint Presidential Statement on Climate Change
(2015) served to solidify both countries’ commitment to cutting carbon emissions
and to leading the way for more constructive multilateral negotiations at COP 21.
Beijing’s ability to cooperate with the other most important environmental great
power in terms of climate capability/culpability was a significant breakthrough in
global climate governance and a testament to the potential positive power of both
countries.

Since 2015, the Chinese leadership has advanced its goal of peaking the coun-
try’s carbon emissions before 2030 through a raft of domestic policies and interna-
tional commitments centred on the promotion of green financing, technological
innovation, and interagency cooperation on environmental protection. But, de-
spite this projection of positive environmental power, China’s self-ascription as
a ‘major developing country’ (fazhanzhong de daguo) continued to foment and
accentuate divisions between developed and developing countries. Since 1997,
Beijing has consistently and closely adhered to the CBDR principle and the dis-
tinction between a particular state’s ‘common’ and ‘differentiated’ responsibilities
for mitigating global climate change. Even at the Paris summit, Chinese negotia-
tors (along with their Indian counterparts) insisted that the onus of responsibility
for global emissions reduction and climate finance still rested with developed
countries, which should ‘pay their debts’ (Harvey and Doherty, 2018). Crucially,
most of China’s proposals were accepted by all parties, and the language of CBDR
featured prominently in the text of the Paris Agreement (UN, 2015).

The notion of ‘differentiated’ environmental responsibility mirrors what we
have called China’s identity paradox. The truly global arena of climate change mit-
igation affords China unparalleled opportunities to enact its dualistic identities as
great power and major developing country, and as perpetrator and victim of eco-
logical degradation. As a result, Beijing’s global climate strategy is variegated in
being concomitantly aimed at multiple constituencies: smaller developing coun-
tries, major emerging economies, developed countries, and the other great powers.
Thus far, while Beijing pays attention to each of these constituencies, it has cho-
sen mainly to focus its exercise of environmental power on the first two categories
of developing countries, leveraging China’s identity as major developing country.
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The main expression of China’s differentiated or ‘special’ responsibility as a major
developing country has taken the form of leadership within the BASIC (Brazil,
South Africa, India, China) and G77 groupings (see Falkner, 2016), coupled with a
stated commitment to protecting the collective interests of Global South countries
from a ‘conspiracy’ by the developed countries to ‘divide the camp of developing
nations’ and undermine the Kyoto Protocol (Watts, Carrington, and Goldenberg,
2010). In this way, aside from acting as a frame for multilateral climate negoti-
ations, the notion of differentiated responsibility has also served to inform the
selective way in which China has tried to exercise political leadership in climate
change negotiations.

The implications of Beijing’s strict adherence to the CBDR principle speak to
the partial and mixed nature of Chinese environmental power. On the one hand,
through its alignment with the BASIC countries, China has sought not only to
act as the vanguard of the Global South but also to position itself as a bridge
between the developed and developing worlds. While this role conception has
been subject to criticism from developed countries—most vociferously, the US
(Firstpost, 2014)—it has been relatively uncontested by most developing countries.
Despite its lacklustre performance at Copenhagen, China’s insistence on differen-
tiating emission targets on the basis of national circumstances was supported by
other BASIC nations (Jayaram, 2015). In this sense, China has exercised positive
power by harnessing some consensus within the developing country constituen-
cies that was vital for the progress of the global climate negotiations. But on the
other hand, the inward-looking nature of Chinas CBDR discourse risks alienat-
ing developed countries and further fragmenting, if not entirely derailing, global
climate talks. Even within the developing world, fractures are growing between
the emerging economies like India and Brazil championing their right to develop,
and small island states that emphasize climate change as an existential threat and
demand mandatory emission reductions for all parties (see Sareer, n.d.). Similar
tensions and limitations are manifest within the climate finance space, to which
this discussion now turns.

Transferring Technology to the Global South

The financing and transfer of green technology are the most obvious examples of
positive environmental power in the climate change arena, in terms of diffusing
innovative policy ideas and providing technological and economic aid in support
of environmental policies. At every COP, Beijing has maintained that the respon-
sibility for climate finance and capacity-building lies primarily with the developed
countries. But apart from acting as a staunch advocate, China has also become
more proactive over time as a provider of green financing and technology transfers
to the developing world—an emerging trend that is congruent with China’s rapid
transformation into the world’s largest market for green finance. While China’s
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stated commitment to these issues can be traced back to at least 2007 (Ministry of
Science and Technology (China) et al., 2007), it was arguably from 2015 that the
scale and scope of its commitment expanded significantly.

In that year, as part of China’s broader climate commitments, Beijing an-
nounced the creation of a US$3-billion South-South Cooperation Assistance Fund
(SSCAF) and an additional US$3.1-billion fund to support other developing
countries in climate change mitigation. The latter, popularly referred to as the
‘10-100-1000 Initiative, commits Beijing to implementing in developing countries
‘ten low-carbon development demonstration projects, one hundred climate miti-
gation and adaptation projects, and climate training programmes for one thousand
representatives from developing countries’ (Ma, 2017). Until now, the initiative’s
shorter-term objectives have reportedly been actioned mainly through equipment
donations and the organization of training modules, whereas the impacts of those
components that require longer-term policy formulation (i.e. the low-carbon de-
velopment demonstration projects) have yet to be implemented fully (Ma, 2017).
According to China’s “‘White Paper on China and the World in the New Era, by
2018, the country had launched over 200 SSCAF programmes in over 30 indus-
trializing countries in a range of issue-areas, including environmental protection
(State Council Information Office (China), 2019). And notably, in addition to co-
operative initiatives at the interstate level, Chinese government agencies have be-
come more embedded in public-private partnerships, working with philanthropic
foundations and billionaires—foreign and home-grown—such as Bill Gates and
Niu Gensheng to fund, inter alia, clean energy research, conservation, and envi-
ronmental restoration initiatives (Glowezewska, 2018; see also Geewax, 2015).

Some observers, including the vice-minister of China’s National Development
and Reform Commission, posit that ‘China has its own methods’ when it comes
to its South-South cooperation on climate change mitigation (Liu, 2014; Urban,
2018). Whilst reflecting the ‘unique Chinese characteristics’ of China’s ‘responsible
great power intentions (see Liu, 2014) that have the positive potential to further
catalyze Chinese overseas financing in this space, there are some noteworthy lim-
itations. Even though there are reportedly more successful examples of local skills
and knowledge-sharing, such as HydroChina’s expertise transfer to local engineers
and university academics during the construction of Ethiopia’s Adama wind farm
(Chen, 2018), questions remain as to the extent to which localized learning and
institutional capacity-building are facilitated by Chinese financiers in different
developing-country contexts (Chen and Landry, 2018).

As explored in greater detail in the BRI case below, China has a varied track
record when it comes to its renewable energy investment abroad, with Chinese-
backed hydropower development in the Global South proving especially problem-
atic. Likewise, in the solar photovoltaic (PV) space, concerns have been raised over
Chinese solar companies’ stronger focus on downstream activities (e.g. project
development, construction work, and operation and maintenance), as opposed
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to manufacturing and upstream (e.g. research and development) activities, that
are likely to yield more limited technology transfer outcomes (Jackson, Lewis, and
Zhang, 2021). Such criticisms mirror the widely publicized international concerns
over the extent to which China’s international investments are aimed at short-
term absorption of its excess industrial capability and geopolitical competition,
to the detriment of recipients’ economic and socio-environmental sustainabil-
ity (Brautigam, 2020). The mixed record thus far of China’s performance in the
South-South green technology transfer space reinforces the notion of its ‘partial
environmental great power identity and capability.

China as a Regional Environmental Power: Greening
the Belt and Road

China’s Belt and Road Initiative, first unveiled in 2013 by President Xi Jinping,
is a multibillion-dollar initiative aimed at enhancing interregional connectivity
and cooperation in more than 150 countries spanning the Eurasian continent and
beyond. This initiative provides a timely and significant arena to explore the re-
gional aspects of China’s environmental power. As the BRI highlights, China is
a great power with a lot of backyard: China’s expansive regional domain encom-
passes Central and South Asia, in addition to East Asia. This ‘westward march’
(Wang, 2011) helps China to extend ‘a more comprehensive embrace of the three
Asian sub-regional security complexes that China connects through its growing
capacities and interests’ (Goh, 2019). Currently involving 65 formally participat-
ing countries, the BRI targets a clear demand for infrastructure funding in both
the developing and developed world that has gone unfulfilled by other donors and
investors. Recent industry estimates expect this gap between projected investment
and the investment needed for ‘adequate global infrastructure’ to widen to US$15
trillion by 2040 (Global Infrastructure Outlook, 2021). Once again, this context
creates a double-edged sword for China to wield. Its infrastructure-heavy BRI
projects can potentially exacerbate its negative power, or culpability for creating
and facilitating ecologically destructive activities, industries, and consumption.
But Chinese actors could also leverage China’s growing ‘connectivity power’ across
this mega-regional domain (Goh and Reilly, 2017) in a positive way to stimulate
international cooperation and set standards for environmental accounting or pro-
tection, and to use its economic and political influence to change other states’
behaviour in favour of environmental protection. Although the BRI has gener-
ated political and economic controversy—including concerns about undesirable
Chinese ‘influence’ and unsustainable debt burdens—an estimated US$200 billion
has already been invested in BRI projects (Lelyveld, 2020). In addition, especially
with the Covid-19 pandemic further amplifying the need for enhanced digital
infrastructure globally, Beijing is positioning itself as a champion of investment
in ‘green and sustainable’ infrastructure (Goh and Cadell, 2019). Indeed, China
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has tried to use new initiatives and guidelines to raise the ‘green’ profile of the
BRI and its signature schemes in the energy, transport, and telecommunications
sectors.

The list of China’s efforts to enact positive environmental power this way within
the BRI is long and builds on international norms while creating new national
regulations and guidelines. For instance, the central government spearheaded
green financing initiatives that encourage China’s commercial and policy banks
to finance low-carbon BRI projects. One notable example of this is the Indus-
trial and Commercial Bank of China’s 2019 announcement of a US$2.2-billion
bond to finance green BRI projects. Touted as the first green ‘Belt and Road
Interbank Regular Cooperation’ bond, the funds are earmarked for projects in re-
newable energy and low-carbon transportation, as well as sustainable water and
wastewater management (Albuquerque, 2019). Notably too, China’s ‘green BRI
investment strategy’ expresses commitment not only to advancing ‘green devel-
opment’ but also the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly in
poor and vulnerable countries. The strategy documents include, for example, the
2017 Guidance on Promoting Green Belt and Road and the ‘Belt and Road Eco-
logical and Environmental Cooperation Plan. Both were released in 2017 by the
then-named Chinese Ministry of Environmental Protection (MEP)," in collabora-
tion with three other ministries, and are underpinned by the MEP’s ‘Action Plan
on Connecting the Belt and Road by Standards (2018-2020)" which committed
China to undertaking technical benchmarking and developing new international
environmental standards jointly with BRI partner countries.

More recently, the Green Finance Committees of China and the UK launched
the ‘Green Investment Principles for the Belt and Road’ (GIP) in November 2018,
which tasked investors with observing due diligence and integrating environmen-
tal, social, and governance considerations into their decision-making processes
(Green Finance Leadership Program, 2018). Whilst voluntary in nature, the GIP
adopted the language of established international investment instruments (e.g. the
Equator Principles and the UN’s Principles for Responsible Investment), and was
subsequently signed by 27 global financial institutions in 2019, including China’s
leading state-owned commercial and policy banks. Crucially, this came on the
heels of the Chinese Ministry of Commerce’s (MOFCOM) publication of the 2018
Guidelines for Country-by-Country (Region-by-Region) Foreign Investment and Co-
operation, which outlines the social, environmental, and governance conditions of
BRI host countries, as well as their environmental laws, in a bid to improve Chi-
nese overseas investment practices. Together, these developments have given rise
to new cooperative platforms at the global level. A case in point is the International
Coalition for Green Development on the Belt and Road, which was established

! In March 2018, the MEP underwent institutional transformation and became the Ministry of
Ecology and Environment.
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in 2018 by the Chinese government and the UN Environment Programme. The
latter is a coalition with a membership base of 80 institutions drawn from govern-
ment and international and non-governmental organizations, and is mandated to
provide support to countries for climate change adaptation as well as to develop
product standards for environmental protection (Hou, 2018).

These developments signal the potential for China to exercise positive en-
vironmental power in this domain. Yet, they also coexist with the continuing
negative aspects of China’s power as expressed through the BRI. Since 2013,
China has committed over US$50 billion in BRI financing to the construction
of 26.8 GW worth of coal facilities in 152 countries—a volume that still ex-
ceeds that committed to renewable energy projects. Such figures further raise
accusations that Beijing is merely ‘greenwashing’ the BRI (White, 2020). In-
deed, China is still among the world’s largest consumers, producers and im-
porters of coal, and is a net importer of oil and gas (see Green and Stern,
2016). On the African continent, roughly one-third of all of Africa’s coal-fired
power plants built since in the 2000s were constructed and largely funded by
Chinese companies. Moreover, through its policy banks, China continues to
invest in non-renewable energy: for example, a report by Oil Change Interna-
tional (OCI) estimated that 72% of Chinese investments between 2014 and 2016
went into upstream oil and gas projects, followed by coal-fired power (13%)
and large hydropower (10%) projects (OCI, 2018). Yet, the difficulty of deriving
a net positive or negative assessment of Chinas environmental power through
the BRI is compounded by the necessary lag time before the socio-ecological
implications of the wide range of relatively recent BRI projects can become
clearer.

Meanwhile, there are other complications arising from how national security
and commercial imperatives interact with environmental considerations in China’s
BRI policies. To unpack these, we delve briefly into Chinese BRI investment in the
renewable energy sector.

Investing in Renewable Energy

Renewable energy has been promoted as a key means to ‘green’ the BRI, and is
an understudied but potentially game-changing area in which China seems to
want to exercise regional (and international) environmental leadership. Although
it would appear, at first blush, that this sector offers an account of China flexing its
positive environmental power, it in fact challenges this straightforward depiction,
especially when one considers the negative collateral effects and unintended con-
sequences that such investment can yield. There are also region-based differences
to note in these effects of China’s environmental power.
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While much attention is given to Chinese green investment in geographical ar-
eas that fall within the BRI sphere, Chinese investors have been equally active in
non-BRI countries, with investment also flowing into the renewable energy sector
before the BRT’s launch (Nicholas, 2018). Since the turn of the century, the Chi-
nese government has greatly incentivized investment in renewable energy at home,
prompting a growth in the domestic wind, solar, and hydropower sectors and
consolidating the country’s position as a global leader in clean energy and infras-
tructure (Buckley, Nicholas, and Brown, 2018; Hood, 2017). That said, although
Chinese domestic investment in renewable energy still outpaces its overseas in-
vestment, the latter has grown noticeably since 2013 under the BRI. China’s total
investment stock in solar, wind, and other clean energy technologies grew from
US$8 billion in 2005 to US$103 billion in 2015 (Klein, 2017). China’s total in-
vestment in overseas clean energy projects also exceeded US$44 billion by 2017,
marking a US$12 billion increase from 2016 (IEEFA, 2018). Similarly, Greenpeace
has estimated that Chinese equity investments had resulted in 1,277 MW and 432.5
MW of new solar and wind capacity, respectively, being built in BRI countries
between 2014 and 2018 (Ma, 2020).

There are multiple factors responsible for China’s invigorated focus on overseas
renewable energy development. Importantly, concerns about mitigating Chinese
economic, political, and security risks feature prominently in Chinese motivations
to ‘lead the pack’ in this area, interacting unevenly with ‘pure’ environmental con-
siderations per se. Four decades of rapid GDP growth and heavy investment in
the construction and related industries has considerably depleted Chinas own fi-
nite natural resources. Diversification of its energy sources is thus a matter of not
only environmental sustainability but also of strategic necessity as China seeks to
become less reliant on fossil fuels and their geostrategically risky transportation
channels (i.e. the Straits of Malacca). At the same time, its massive domestic en-
vironmental problems—most notably, air pollution—demand a shift away from
fossil fuel reliance. Although the current financial rewards for Chinese firms to
invest overseas in renewables are still limited, the decreasing cost of renewable
technologies (e.g. solar cells and onshore wind turbines), combined with incen-
tives and political support from Beijing, could spur increased investment (Ma,
2020). Geopolitically, aside from the potential reputational gains from investing
more in green energy and related technologies, evidence would suggest that invest-
ment in renewable energy is equally critical to global climate security. According
to one report, if 126 of the BRI’s participating countries fail to cut their emissions,
global temperatures could rise to 2.7°C even with other countries meeting their
targets under the Paris Agreement (see Jun and Zadek, 2019). Especially with the
US refusal to commit to carbon reduction targets under the Trump presidency,
leadership in renewable energy could help China achieve multiple purposes: build
up its reputation as a responsible stakeholder, contribute to global security, and
expand its international dominance of this industry (Caughill, 2018).
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Over the past decade, it is estimated that Chinese companies have been involved
in at least 124 projects in the solar and wind industries across 33 countries, indi-
cating the potential for Chinese overseas investment in renewables to peak further
(Tan et al., 2013). Interestingly too, the majority of these 124 investment projects
are located in developed countries (e.g. the US, Germany, Italy, and Spain). Be-
tween 2004 and 2013, for instance, Italy and Spain had attracted 12% of China’s
total investment in Europe’s renewables market, with a particular focus on solar
energy, whereas Portugal and Greece have attracted more Chinese investment in
the wind sector (Pareja-Alcaraz, 2017). Notably, in 2018 China Energy Investment
Corporation—a state-owned enterprise (SOE)—bought a 75% stake in four Greek
wind projects while also indicating an intention to invest more in future energy
projects (Xinhua, 2018).

By comparison, Chinese energy investment in the developing world under-
scores the complexities of greening the BRI: here, Beijing’s decision-making and
what kind of ‘green face’ the BRI shows will often vary across local contexts, de-
pending on the constellation of interests and needs present.” In Africa, China has
become the continent’s largest development partner in the energy sector, with Chi-
nese private and state-owned enterprises winning tenders to build solar and wind
farms from South Africa to Egypt and Ethiopia. More recently, a reportedly leaked
letter sent from the Chinese embassy in Dhaka to the Bangladesh government
had indicated how ‘the Chinese side’ will ‘no longer consider projects with high
pollution and high energy consumption, such as coal mining, coal-fired power
stations’ (Islam and Hall, 2021). This decision was purportedly made in response
to a shift in Bangladesh’s energy development strategy towards renewable sources
and the country’s current power overcapacity; it also suggests the possibility for
coal investment to be phased out in the BRI more broadly (Han, Han, and Wang,
2021). Yet, despite these instances, Chinese non-hydro renewables investment in
developing countries remains incipient overall, with the majority of energy in-
vestment still destined for coal power and hydropower projects. In Southeast Asia,
China constitutes the largest and, arguably, most active investor in Cambodia’s and
Myanmar’s hydropower industries. In South Asia, the state-owned Three Gorges
Corporation has entered into a joint venture with the Nepal Electricity Author-
ity to build a 750 MW hydropower plant expected to cost at least US$1.6 billion
(Harris, 2017). Three Gorges Corporation, through its South Asian subsidiary, has
also established a growing investment track record in Pakistan’s renewable energy
market, acquiring a portfolio of US$6 billion worth of solar and hydropower plants
(Global Village Space, 2020). Likewise, in Latin America, Chinese state-owned hy-
dropower and electricity generation companies have expanded their presence: a
consortium led by Three Gorges Corporation, for instance, acquired the 456 MW
Chaglla hydropower project in Peru for US$1.4 billion in 2019, and in 2020, State

> We are grateful to Tom Baxter for this observation.
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Power Investment Corporation signed a 30-year concession agreement to operate
the 1.7 GW Sao Simdo hydropower station on the Parnaiba River in Brazil (Shan,
2020; Mandi and Bautzer, 2018). The Global South thus sees a different investment
trend that highlights how, for China, renewable energy is still a supplement, not a
replacement for, overseas investments in hydrocarbon energy.

In the developed world, Chinese investment in renewable energy has generally
been received positively, serving to improve external perceptions of Chinese busi-
nesses and China itself. In Europe, Chinese renewable energy projects in Poland,
the Czech Republic, and Slovakia have largely been welcomed by the respective
governments. Despite some national security concerns being raised over foreign
ownership of strategic infrastructure, these projects have been lauded for their
sustainability and economic benefits (see Turcsanyi, 2017). In the Global South,
however, the reception and overall experience are less positive. This is mainly
due to the different portfolio of renewable energy investments. Key projects in
developing countries spotlight the negative collateral effects of China’s leading
investments in renewables. The reality here is that even renewables can carry sig-
nificant socio-environmental externalities, and there are no better examples of this
than the many Chinese-backed hydropower schemes in the developing world.

The involvement of Chinese SOEs in large hydropower dam construction, es-
pecially in the ecologically fragile regions of Southeast Asia, Latin America, and
Africa, has resulted in a slate of adverse environmental and social repercussions.
These have ranged from ecosystem fragmentation due to the flooding of forest
land (to make way for dam reservoirs) to deforestation, illegal mining, forced re-
location, and livelihoods loss (Yeophantong, 2020). Additionally, hydropower also
produces harmful carbon dioxide and methane emissions: hydroelectric stations
in tropical areas can reportedly produce up to 15 times more greenhouse gas emis-
sions than non-tropical plants, and two to three times more emissions than gas, oil,
or coal-fired power plants (see Barros et al., 2011). Given such collateral damage,
other huge hydropower projects facilitated by Chinese investment give cause for
concern. For example, China Three Gorges’ continued expansion of hydropower
investment in Pakistan, with a combined volume of investment at US$5.7 billion,
is worrying in view of how many of these projects traverse the ecologically and
politically fragile Kashmir region (Timperley, 2018).

By the same token, only in recent years have the environmental and social
impacts of large solar and wind farms come under scrutiny. In various parts
of the developing world concerns are now being raised about the unintended
consequences of large solar and wind farms, which can potentially displace com-
munities and degrade the surrounding environment as a result of the land clearings
(Chandran, 2021). Together, these examples illustrate how China’s efforts to
‘green’ the BRI and provide leadership in the renewable energy sector do not
generate straightforward ‘positive’ environmental power—as Buzan and Falkner
observe in Chapter 2, the positive and negative dimensions of environmental
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power often coexist or overlap. It would be worth bearing this general constraint in
mind given the growing expectations, from within and without (see, for example,
Shepherd, 2020), for China to encourage greater capital investment and to con-
tinue exhibiting leadership in sectors like green technology and renewable energy
en route to becoming a full-fledged environmental great power.

Conclusion

This chapter has investigated how Chinese policymakers and leaders define and act
upon China’s environmental responsibilities as a great power. We find that China
is a partial environmental great power: its ‘negative’ or structural power in the in-
ternational environmental realm is stark, but its ‘positive’ power or potential to act
in favour of environmental responsibility is currently selective, inconsistent, and
non-linear. Due to its dualistic identity as developing country and great power,
and as perpetrator and victim of ecological degradation, China’s environmental
policy behaviour is only partly motivated by concerns about the environment; it
also reflects regime stability, economic growth, and international status impera-
tives. With respect to global climate change, we showed that Beijing prioritizes its
self-identification as a ‘responsible major developing power, and thus the main
expression of its ‘special responsibility’ takes the form of leading and protect-
ing the interests of developing countries. At the regional level, we demonstrated
how China’s significant efforts to ‘green’ the BRI are motivated by the interplay of
economic and political risk mitigation, expectation of commercial gains, and en-
vironmental considerations. Importantly, key instances of China’s ‘positive’ power
in the renewable energy sector are still accompanied by negative power behaviour
and marked by unintended consequences.

These findings about the vital case of one of the world’s two most important
states (in terms of capability and culpability) carry at least two implications for how
we conceive of great power and responsibility in the environmental realm. First, it
highlights the notion of deep pluralism in international society and the important
limits to great power capabilities that continue to constrain solidarist ambitions
in global environmental governance. This condition places limits on what we
might expect the strategic category of ‘great powers’ to be able to achieve on their
own in bringing about the types of socio-economic-political and mindset changes
required to generate rapid and significant action for environmental protection.

Second, however, these limits do not obscure the need to think normatively
about how to facilitate environmental great powers to wield more ‘positive’ forms
of power. China’s unfulfilled potential to wield ‘positive’ environmental power
highlights some key questions for those wanting to address the challenges of
negotiating the rights and responsibilities of environmental great powers. At
the global level, how can China’s differentiated responsibilities towards multiple
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constituencies be fostered so as to bring about overall positive outcomes in terms
of environmental governance? How can China’ different assets be leveraged more
effectively to harness developing countries, rapidly emerging economies, and great
powers towards ends that are both economically and ecologically sustainable in the
medium term? At the regional level, how can Chinese actors’ benefits or rights be
assured and fostered in return for increasing the ‘green’ and other positive aspects
of environmental power? Within the BRI, such benefits might be sought across
fungible domains, for example through dominance in technology and production
of key renewable sectors, but also through broader standard-setting authority. Try-
ing to tackle rights and responsibilities in a reciprocal manner may well be the key
to enabling environmental great powers to better incentivize state and other actors
to change their priorities and choices in favour of environmental protection and
sustainability.
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