Climate Change, Mitigation and Governance

Introduction - governance is part of the problem, not just the absence of policies

How do we bring about adequate climate mitigation? On the surface, the solution appears to be obvious: we design the necessary policies that governments can agree between themselves and then governments impose these policies, as frameworks which nudge and guide energy using behaviours, in their respective countries. As this approach does not seem to be getting anywhere - as in the failure of Copenhagen - the conclusion appears to be that we need different policies. 

But what if the governance framework is part of the problem too? There is no use having policies for governments if governments in their present form are incapable of delivering anyway. There seem to be ample reasons for believing that governments are indeed incapable of delivering.

Hitherto most of us have taken for granted a world in which the role of environmental organisations, organisations and campaigns is essentially to advise policymakers, senior officials and ministers, about what they should be doing. We assume that if they listened and did what we suggest then things would be all right. Clearly this idea needs looking at. Are we not being a little naive?

Focusing on (inactive and ineffectual) governments relegates everyone else

One consequence of this approach is that most of us effectively have very little role. Only a tiny number of us actually have the ear of ministers and officials. We may sign letters and petitions and attend demonstrations now and then but that’s about it. Even those of us who do manage to get to speak to ministers find we get very little time devoted to our point of view. OK, credit to the FoE and their campaign “The Big Ask” for the Herculean effort of getting the Climate Change Bill through Parliament - and to the “Big Wave” in the lead up to Copenhagen. But now what? If government adopts inadequate targets – and then doesn’t meet them, what next?  It all feels like trying to push string and most of us, in our heart of hearts, feel we are losing. 

In any case, if the truth is known most of us are aware that it is officials that mainly write the detail of the policies and not the politicians. It is the officials who work in long run consultative relationships with key business interests. They have mostly developed different ideas from our own, are hemmed in by different priorities and contexts, have other interests that they must accommodate, and develop different policies from the ones that we would like to see - they have the decisive influence over ministers that we do not have. Sure, we can lobby them too – but when we do we find that they have their own agenda – in Ireland, the UK and Europe, this is mostly filling in the policy spaces not covered by the EU ETS. 

Focusing where the return to effort is greatest - in a movement of projects

So let’s go back and look at the main issue: is it actually true that the main or principle task, to which we should devote most attention and effort, is to design policies for governments? What if, instead, we developed ideas for and with the movement of people who are actually getting on with the job of developing an ecological society? What if we put our main focus on working with communities, with organic farmers, with community gardens and city farms, with community energy projects, with transition initiatives, with eco-teams, with the developers of eco-villages, with permaculture projects, with local currency projects - before we concern ourselves about government? I dare say some people will say we can do both – perhaps we can, but where is the return to effort likely to be greatest at this time? It’s a valid question.

It is true, of course, that we want government to support, without taking over, the constructive initiatives of what I would describe as this “movement of projects”. But let us get this crystal clear - we want government support for the project initiatives of the movement. That is not the same as suggesting that the movement should preoccupy itself with what government does. Nor is it saying that governments are, or should be considered, the main actors in the drama of climate mitigation. The main actors in climate mitigation are us, the citizens who are doing something about it. Indeed, at some point along the line we would hope that our movement becomes so relevant, and so influential, that governments are almost totally preoccupied with supporting what we are collectively trying to achieve. 

At this point in time, in a very different future, designing policies for governments would actually yield a greater return to effort than it does now. At that later time, but sadly not yet, it might mean that the people whom the officials were having to accommodate, and that the politicians would be wanting to support, would be the representatives of emergent ecological economy and society.

Yes, we do need government action - but will only get it when our movement is stronger

Please note that this future state of affairs is not only desirable but essential. If the best return on effort at this time is not to spend our energies in work focused on government policy, it does not follow from this that government and policy support is unimportant. On the contrary it is vital – without it whatever a citizens movement of projects can achieve will be undermined and undone. Without government support to impose an overall rapidly reducing cap on emissions whatever efforts are made by individuals, communities, regions and nations, reduce the demand for carbon energy at one place, make carbon energy prices lower than they would otherwise be, and encourage those who are climate irresponsible to burn the saved energy somewhere else.

So governments do have to get involved. We need policies like cap and share. It is just that it doesn’t seem realistic to see ourselves as being very influential with governments yet. It seems that the reality of peak oil and climate change has to sink in a bit more yet. We can expect to see governments flounder – as I argued in my paper “After Copenhagen”. Meanwhile, we have to create the conditions for a new beginning.

Demonstrating new governance principles in practice - in our own organisations first

A large part of that new beginning will be in thinking about governance itself. These can be encouraged and promoted when it becomes clear to millions of people that things can be organised successfully on different principles from the usual top down command structures. Principles for governance used successfully in a movement of projects will then come to seem the obvious choice for government itself. Governance considered as a meta-system activity will still be conceived as a necessary constraint on the activities of everyone but far more as a facilitative service helping constructive eco-social initiatives and change. It will be about creating the structures to enable citizens to create coherence between all their diverse efforts.

A new social system would have its own purposes and its own development dynamic. Obviously it cannot be brought about all at once, overnight. It would, or it will, need to start as small projects that network and mesh together alongside/inside the market economy that we have at the moment. New systems do not start through the transformation of old ones – they start alongside old ones and become alternatives, as old ones disintegrate.

We have the embryonic beginnings of this new system in projects like the Transition Initiatives although, of course, they have a long way to go. In addition to the Transition Initiatives there are many others – like eco-teams and or community gardens or other eco-social enterprises. Across the world we are talking of a movement involving hundreds of thousands, perhaps even as many as 2 million organisations. 

Creating eco-citizens through citizen action creates conditions for a matching state

People everywhere are responding to local conditions and working towards environmental sustainability, social justice, and indigenous rights. There is a global movement of " eco-citizenship " where people have taken the initiative without waiting for governments. Paul Hawken describes this being akin to a biological process. He describes it as the " Earth's immune system " kicking in to save Gaia. 

Well, that is certainly one way to describe it. In this paper the argument is that the vast and varied movement will have to go beyond acting as an immune system if it is to do its job. It will have to develop relationships so that it can function as a new nervous system for Gaia too. 

Let us put this in another way. The task at hand is not so much to devise policies for governments as to evolve the ideas, ways of working, and policy frameworks to enhance and encourage the emergence and evolution of a vast process outside government but involving an activated citizenry. 

Governance is networking diversity - only variety can absorbs variety

This is NOT, it should be stressed, about creating and imposing a central uniform policy across the diversity. This would not work for reasons clearly spelled out by Wendell Berry "There is, as maybe we all have noticed, a conspicuous shortage of large-scale corrections for problems that have large scale causes. Our damages to watersheds and ecosystems will have to be corrected one farm, one forest, one acre at a time. "(Wendell Berry, "The Way of Ignorance " in “The Virtues of Ignorance. Complexity, Sustainability and the Limits of Knowledge” Vitek, B and Jackson, W eds., 2008, page 45). No one and no committee can ever possibly know enough to centrally impose solutions for the eco-crisis from afar. As Hawken explains, the strength of this movement lies in its diversity. One wants and needs a movement whose responses match the diversity of their huge number of problems facing us at each place.

Another way of describing this is in terms of management cybernetics as explained by the late Stafford Beer: “Variety absorbs variety, and nothing else can”.   According to the so called Conant-Ashby Theorem – “the regulator of a system needs to have as much variety as the system that is regulated”

The responses to climate change involve many different kinds of actions by billions of people working in millions of groupings of many different kinds. In order to regulate the negative impacts we are having on the climate we need a model of human interactions affecting climate change that provides the variety to match not only that of Gaia but also of the many different kinds of human actions and their effects.  

No government can do possibly do this – the only possibility is a movement of the people which manages to network together coherently.

Principles to underpin variety governance

What does ‘coherence’ mean in this context? It is clear that a movement of projects and initiatives based in a citizenry active at the local level must find a way of working together across wider areas, and ultimately, across the whole globe – for this is a global crisis. So what principles would underpin that joint networking?

While there will be a need for maximal autonomy for each group this cannot be a total autonomy – because there is a need to work synergistically with other active groups. There is a need too that the greater whole is safeguarded so that no-one has the freedom to wreck the rest of the process. To take the example of the Transition Initiatives, it is not legitimate to set up something called a Transition Initiative and run it in such a way that would serve to discredit or subvert the whole movement. Also, if there are circumstances where different groups find themselves in competition – e.g. for resources – it makes sense to devise ways of mediating and settling those disputes in the interests of the whole. Indeed, by learning from each other and joint activities synergies between groups can be devised. 

Beyond Leviathan - the Viable System Model for governance

The “Viable System Model” has something to teach us here. It suggests  a paradigm for governance based on the principle of maximum freedom for the individual, for local communities and the groups based on them - and likewise for regions and for countries - while at the same time creating the best arrangements for working relations between the different levels.  So what we are trying to do is to make possible working towards a situation in which all the many local constructive initiatives make more sense as a unified whole - so that conflicts between the groups are settled, synergies are enhanced, and so that the initiatives take account of the challenges posed by evolution of the whole human-Gaia interaction. 

This requires a different understanding of what is normally described as "the body politic ". The phrase "body politic" goes back to the ideas of Thomas Hobbes and, in particular, the famous picture on the front of his book " Leviathan". 
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When one looks at this picture one notices the central important of the all deciding head. Without collectively surrendering power to this head Hobbes argued that the natural condition would be a struggle of all against all leading to lives that would be " solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short ". In the Hobbesian view, if the sovereign individual (or the sovereign assembly) did its job then people would still be able to trade, farm, travel and form association – but within limits. It was not the peoples’ job to be deeply involved in political life in the way that the ancient Greeks, and Aristotle conceived (aside from women and slaves!). For Hobbes citizenship is a very limited affair as a subject – because when people are allowed to pursue what they want they end up fighting – too many are greedy or vain and hungry for reputation. Even if this is only a minority then problems arise. 

It is not difficult to think of people in our times that are greedy and vain in government – but that is no reason why the movement that is trying to do something about the dynamic of a money and celebrity addicted society should not itself try to organise on different principles. In his study of the Viable Systems Model as a principle for co-operative management, John Walker shows how the Mondragon Co-operatives in Spain, work on pretty much the VSM principles and there is no denying their success and sophistication over many years. http://www.esrad.org.uk/resources/vsmg_3/screen.php?page=preface

Another world is not only possible - in the future only different principles stand any chance

Another world is possible. In the subsequent development of a social-ecological movement it should also be possible to develop meta governance arrangements on different principles to the usual top down command structures usual in our world.  A movement networked on different constructive principles then stands a real chance of becoming a centre of attraction for millions of people, developing an influence to change the political environment and eventually, hopefully, becoming a new mainstream by the power of successful example.

It is desperately needed. Whatever Hobbes says about organising society in the face of greed and pride his head downwards decision making cannot function in current conditions. We know that top-down command structures are hopeless at effective decision-making in conditions of complexity - elected politicians or their officials - simply cannot process all the evolving diversity into coherent decision-making. We know that the world has become so complex that they are increasingly making a hash of it.

A diferent kind of "body politic"

Different kinds of arrangement are necessary. It is interesting to note that when the cybernetician, Stafford Beer, came to study the best way of decision-making in complex structures, that he too, use the human body as his model. Unlike Hobbes, however, Beer used a modern understanding of how the body works as a system. He made this the basis of the Viable Systems Model and this in turn enables us to understand how a different kind of " body politic " might come to look. In an ecological age it is appropriate that our ideas of the " body politic " should be based on a realistic biological model.
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System 5
The Cortex. Higher brain functions.

System 4
Diencephalon Input from senses, forward planning.

System 3
Base brain. Pons and medulla. Internal regulation. Optimisation.

System 2
The sympathetic nervous system. Its function is to stabilise the activity of muscles and organs.

System 1
Muscles, organs. Primary activities.

That’s how it looks in human body terms. In system management terms this translates to this, an alternative view of governance

System 5 Policy, ultimate authority, identity. 

System 4 Adaptation, forward planning, strategy. 

System 3 Internal regulation, optimisation, synergy. 

System 2 Conflict resolution, stability. 

System 1 Primary activities.

In this new model of the "body politic " we are not " subjects " of a head (whether that head be a monarch, a one party state, or an elected government), obliged to pay taxes and perhaps serve in its  army. The key component is the active citizenry who have maximal autonomy at the lowest level to do what they need to in the light of local circumstances but networked more widely on these different System Principles.  At some stage we can then hope and work towards these governance principles, which are successfully applied within and between the networked projects of citizens being adopted and applied inside governments too – with a convergence towards a Gaian Democracy.

Recursion - using the same principles at different scales

Inevitably the networking will be needed at different scales - neighbourhood, local, regional, national, continental and global. The important point here is that at each scale the same basic principles would apply in networking. In that sense the movement governance needs to be recursive http://www.esrad.org.uk/resources/vsmg_3/screen.php?page=recursion 

As we move towards the wider networking local arrangements will always be part of a larger whole and the relations with this larger whole must be worked on and through - initially by starting to use a common  language to describe and classify our different problems. As we wrestle with different problems at each scale level it is helpful for us to start to describe them as either system one, system two, system three, system four or system five problems.

In this regard there is often a danger, in the presentation of new ideas to imply that they are a panacea that do away with all the problems – when what they do is pose old problems in a new and different way – but still leave issues to be worked upon. We must not confuse the policies that will be needed to solve the problems, that will still need to be worked out, with the governance framework that is needed to solve them.

 For example –  there is inevitably a conflict over how the burden sharing of climate mitigation is to be shared.  That is true at each scale - including at national and global scales. That conflict has to be worked through in some way. Unfortunately the statement of the need for an arrangement to deal with the conflict does not ipso facto provide the policy solution to that conflict. To this author we need arrangements like cap and share on an equal per capita principle with, as far as possible, the carbon revenues going to the lowest possible level – to the ordinary people. That corresponds to the governance principle for me.  However, it must be recognised that not all agree that the equal per capita principle is the most appropriate criteria for fairness – so there may need to be some negotiated deviation from this principle because equal per capita does not quite capture all of the justice issues. Whatever view we take on this however the point here is only that this is what Beer would have termed a system 2 issue – and there must be a place in any governance framework to deal with issues of this sort. It has been a noteworthy feature of many climate policies to date that there is no clear place where at national and international level system two issues are sorted out - and hence system two conflicts are generated because vested interests capture and dominate policy development. 

At system 3 there are synergy issues – for example what can we learn from each other about how to develop and adopt carbon mitigation technologies and financing arrangements. How can we optimise by taking best practice from other places where it does fit the circumstances of other places? 

At system 4 levels there is a need for us all to share a common understanding, as much as we can of how the whole global system is evolving. The problems of peak oil and gas and other limits of growth and planetary boundary problems are coming down the tracks towards us – we need common orientation to problems that we can forsee and we need to set up joint arrangements to try and understand and cope with them as best we can. 

At system 5 level we need a common vision of the kind of civilisation that we are moving towards – a clearer sense of its identity. We need generic (global) rules of interaction to avoid negative (human) impact on climate change and develop a balance between humanity and Gaia.

Such rules are already largely in existence in the form of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Earth Charter, The Convention on Biological Diversity, the Indigenous and Tribal People's Convention etc.  Perhaps the most fundamental problem with the existing global political/economic system is that it has an identity separate from its purpose: it is not designed to enable humanity to survive, but to coordinate and help to manage tensions between existing political forms which are seen as intrinsically distinct and competitive. The over-arching vision is the imperative for economic growth above all else.  However, we need to organise to for the explicit purpose of planetary wellbeing with processes that ensure the proper representation of all impacted interests - the young, the elderly, nature - to secure a truly inclusive system of governance.

Providing the model for governance in the governance of our projects

To summarise, it seems evident that todays governance arrangements are not working adequately to respond to the climate crisis. The movement that is doing most to address the ecological crisis does not have sufficient power to influence governments and is unlikely to find this power in the immediate future. The returns to effort for those involved in this movement are going to be greater working on their own patch, developing practical projects and arrangements which help movement individuals and communities to a lower energy and lower carbon future. These projects will not be enough on their own – but the movement of projects can develop and deepen its power by its ability to network together. It can also demonstrate the potential of new governance and management arrangements in the way that it manages itself and its own relationships. This can, in turn, provide a model for governments who are likely to be floundering as energy descent proceeds and their prescriptive top down models for government break down in the complexity of the crisis. This provides a different vision of the body politic Gaian governance, eco-economics and eco-politics. The function of governance is above all to serve and promote an active citizenry and thus to jointly cultivate the emergence of an ecological Society.

The initial possibility for this different perspective has been emerging because of the increasing number of citizens active in community groups, a voluntary sector and NGOs. These beginning are now increasingly being greened so that we now have a movement which has developed worldwide - the beginnings of eco-citizenship. The further development of this process is where we need to focus our main activities, our main thinking. The role of the state in the future will then be to service the activities of the citizens when they are organising and acting as best they can for the collective well-being in the face of the ecological catastrophe that we are being plunged into

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N1fiubmOqH4

Conclusion

In conclusion - because of the need to adapt to millions of unique locational circumstances there can be no top-down overall control over the process shaping the future. There can be no preconceived detailed plan or little in the way of overall design because what we are doing has never been done before. But it is possible to aim for an over-all coherence. We can do this because the " on the spot improvisation " by millions of eco-citizens, the projects that they develop, the productive relations that they evolve, can be nudged according to common principles to ensure optimal non-hierarchical working relationships inside, within, between this "movement of projects ". 

Hundreds of thousands and soon millions of groups, and individuals, will be making their initiatives and their attempts to respond to the difficulties that are threatening to overwhelm us. The first principle is that as far as possible people must be left to get on with the job as best they see fit in the circumstances they find themselves. After that however we already know that as far as possible people and groups will gain through being able to work together cooperatively and will gain if they get constructive and appropriate support. We know too that it is inevitable that they will be conflicts on the road - for example for available resources. So what we can say is that certain principles and certain common arrangements will help all these practical initiatives to advance. Arrangements to mediate conflicts for example. 

Discussions and arrangements to maximise synergy where the actions of groups acting together are far more than the actions of groups taken on their own.  We have much to learn from each other. Of course when groups come together to deal with potential conflicts and maximise synergy they should only be expected to yield any of their autonomy of action to wider groups if the wider groups of which they are a part are threatened by their failures or actions. It is in contexts like this that cap and share makes sense as an overarching framework that prevents the actions of millions being undermined by the actions of those who want to deny climate change and use the fossil energy that others save. Thus a framework is needed that locks in the gains made by individuals and groups through a reducing cap.

Over and above these 'here and now' issues about how best to organise together, this movement needs to share and develop a common orientation to the bigger picture - what is actually happening in relation to greenhouse gas emissions, what is happening and is likely to happen in the banking and finance sector, what is the prospect in relation to oil and gas depletion, what are the implications of the other planetary boundraries like the biodiversity crisis, ocean acidification and so on. These are issues of ' there and then' - to help the movement develop and share a common view of the larger context in which it is evolving and trying to play its role. They help the wider movement develop new approaches in responses to new situations of opportunity and threat and new understandings of what is happening. It is above all in this role that organisations like Feasta can play an important part.

Brian Davey

Version 2 January 2010

With thanks to John Jopling – who understood the potential of the VSM and introduced me to it. 

