Political climate not right to protect global climate

As the dust begins to settle on the COP15 (Copenhagen) it is time to reflect on the outcome. After the whirlwind of negotiations, statements and counter statements, what was left standing at the end was a flimsy non-binding agreement that satisfied no one, but all could reluctantly agree on.  The Copenhagen climate accord does not seem to provide the limit on temperature rises that UN scientists wanted but does include recognition to limit temperature rises to less than 2°c. Included in the accord is a commitment to deliver $30bn of aid for developing countries over the next three years, with a goal of providing $100bn a year by 2020 to help poor countries cope with the impact of climate change.

The reality is that although a weak agreement was better than nothing, the fact that there is no mechanism for enforcement makes it easy to ignore or undermine national commitments in the future. That’s why for countries that make things, immediately, the attention has focused on the COP16 in Mexico in 2010.
The COP16 in Mexico will offer an interesting opportunity for unions to package a number of important issues surrounding trade union rights under the climate change umbrella. If a binding agreement is to be finalized before Kyoto expires in 2012 then the COP16 will represent the last opportunity given the time it takes for implementation and for governments to develop concrete transition plans. However a number of major hurdles and stumbling blocks still remain that in fact prevented any chance of a binding agreement in Copenhagen and must still be overcome.

Industrial unions continue to have a vitally important role to play in future negotiations as major stakeholders and contributors to the debate. The extend of ambition shown by the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) in the last round of negotiations was to get the concept of Just Transition and Decent Work established in the proposed agreement, which after a lot of hard work and co-ordination it succeeded in doing.
With more time before the next COP it should be possible for the unions to develop further issues surrounding industrial policy. It’s important to do this as many of the barriers to a binding agreement stem from the fear of the impact emissions targets would have on industry, trade, development and subsequently jobs. Building a comprehensive policy on issues that raise questions about the north-south divide are key. Natural areas for trade union involvement are issues such as the responsibilities of transnational corporations, education, training and skill development. It is also true to say that many of the difficult issues that need to be overcome internationally are also present among unions but if it’s possible to find a solution and build solidarity we will have a stronger position.
Failure to find a voice on behalf of industrial workers will mean a top down corporate approach that will simply isolate unions and put profits before people. The IMF must also continue to raise the profile and offer opportunities for debate on this important issue among its affiliates. Building unity and understanding among IMF affiliates will strengthen our position. Developing the appropriate training and education materials to meet affiliates needs is important. Based on discussions at the IMF executive in December 2009, IMF and ICEM will continue to develop a joint program to address areas of mutual interest. In June 2010 ICEM and IMF will hold a joint conference in Toronto which will address three main topics: the impact of the Global Economic Crisis; sustainability and climate change; and, financial markets and global governance. The main outcomes from the conference will be presented to the G20 shortly afterwards and taken forward to the COP16. 
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