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Abstract

We examine the sources of the transatlantic climate divide between
the US and Europe. First, we take up the proposition that differences
in the material conditions of the US and Europe are responsible for
the dustup over global warming. We argue that relative power posi-
tions do not determine a nation’s choice of broad climate policy
approaches. Moreover, we emphasize that mitigating climate change
will ultimately require wrenching policy adjustments for both the US
and Europe. While there may be short-run differences in cost profiles,
these should not pose such a hindrance that careful policy design can-
not overcome them. Next, we evaluate the claim that a difference in
values or culture is responsible for the rift. A highly oversimplified
version of the argument holds that Europeans just care about climate
change more than the Americans. We find evidence for this to be
mixed. We suggest that differences between the US and Europe
derive not so much from material interests or cultural values but from
different political systems that shape the interests and values that have
influence on policy. America’s political system permits certain inter-
ests—namely climate skeptics and business interests—to exercise veto
power over external environmental commitments. European decision-
makers, by contrast, face environmental movements more capable of
exercising influence over electoral politics. The interaction of the two
systems internationally has hobbled global climate policy cooperation.
Negotiations are complicated by inadequate sensitivity to each other’s
internal political conditions. Better understanding of each other’s
domestic politics and more careful institutional design of climate
change policies may yet overcome these obstacles.
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Introduction

Climate change is one of the most significant issues that divides the
US and Europe, raising crucial questions about human relationships
with nature, the structure of the world economic system to come, the
future of the West, North-South relations, and intergenerational
equity. It is a complex issue that has significance for almost every area
of life. Climate policy is not simply environmental policy, as it touches
other core issue areas from energy and economics to transport and 
tax policy.

Climate policy, compared to other arenas of international relations,
has a short history. Compared to the free trade architecture, the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) and the Kyoto process are institutional infants. With 188
countries party to the Framework Convention, it is no wonder that
agreement on this issue has been hard to come by. However, with
decisions taken now having a fundamental impact on greenhouse gas
emissions for decades to come, the global community really has little
time to dally. If the US and Europe, closest of allies for over fifty
years, cannot agree on how to deal with climate change, then it is
highly unlikely other actors will rise to the occasion.

Climate change has taken on new significance since 2001 when the
George W. Bush administration repudiated the United States’ com-
mitment to the Kyoto Protocol.1 Since then, the issue has been ele-
vated to high politics, a symbol to both the US and its European allies
of an underlying disunity in the transatlantic partnership. In this essay,
we explore the source of the differing approaches to climate change
between the US and Europe. In so doing, we go beyond the present
cast of characters in governments to understand the deeper founda-
tions of recent difficulties.2

Relations between the US and Europe have actually been con-
tentious since the beginning of international negotiations in the early
1990s. The US and Europe throughout have advocated different
views about several aspects of climate policy, including: (1) the neces-
sity of binding targets; (2) the kinds of instruments/measures and how
to implement them; and (3) who should participate in the interna-
tional regime. Broadly stated, the US has favored non-binding targets,
market mechanisms, and the inclusion of developing countries, while
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Europe has backed binding targets, more direct regulation, and sup-
ported the idea that mitigation should begin with the advanced, indus-
trialized countries (see Oberthür and Ott, in this volume).

From the very beginning of the UNFCCC process, the debates
about climate change within Europe and the US have been conducted
in very different ways. In the US, there is no consensus that binding
emissions reductions are necessary, whereas a broad cross-party con-
sensus exists in much of Europe. If we take Germany as an example,
the Bundestag unanimously backed the Kyoto Protocol.3 Likewise, in
the UK, both Labor and Conservative governments have supported
ambitious climate change policies internationally. By contrast, in the
US, there was and still is a majority in the Senate, the House, and the
Executive Branch that opposes Kyoto.

From our perspective, the degree of disagreement is puzzling
because Europe and the US share similar interests. We identify three
general explanations—not necessarily mutually exclusive—that might
potentially explain the climate divide. The first explanation empha-
sizes a difference in material conditions, the second a difference in val-
ues, and the third focuses on domestic political systems. Ultimately,
we place greater emphasis on the final explanation, suggesting that
our respective political systems permit different material interests and
values to influence policy. This complicates mutually acceptable bar-
gains and exacerbates other differences between us.

Before turning our attention to climate change, it may help to situ-
ate the issue in a wider strategic setting. While something of a carica-
ture of public opinion, average Americans continued to worry about
new potential terrorist threats in the aftermath of September 11,
2001. By contrast, the average European worried more about George
Bush. Europeans were concerned his policies would provoke war and
instability in their near abroad.4 In fact, the differences between
Americans and Europeans go deeper than this, have other roots, and
are manifested in other ways.

Are the ties that bind us, the US and Europe, less significant, less
important than the pressures that pull us apart? At first glance, the
signs are ominous. Aside from Iraq, on a host of other issues—from
global warming to landmines to the International Criminal Court—it
appears the United States and its allies in Europe are out-of-step with
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each other. Although the events of September 11, 2001 have reminded
us of our continued shared interests, it is unclear whether these other
issues will enjoy future consensus. Even if the possibility of war and
balance of power politics among the advanced industrialized countries
has receded, the potential for pervasive diplomatic conflict remains. At
the same time, despite the rallying effect of September 11, broader
concerns about US unilateralism remain.5

Fears of a maverick US foreign policy were fed by decisions by the
Bush Administration to repudiate the Kyoto Protocol and the
International Criminal Court (ICC), its withdrawal from the Anti-
Ballistic Missile Treaty, and its efforts to derail enforcement of the
Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention. Despite broad support for
the war in Afghanistan, intervention in Iraq has renewed and
intensified these fears.6 This falling out may have important conse-
quences for the world, not only for issues over which a difference of
opinion exists, but may also cross-contaminate issues over which there
is more widespread agreement.

It would be easy enough (and wrong) to suggest that the so-called
“transatlantic divide” is only a recent product of George W. Bush’s
unilateral policies. While his presidency accelerated a worrisome
trend, he did not initiate it. Bill Clinton’s presidency, on issues like
landmines, the International Criminal Court, and Kyoto, was already
out of sync with its European allies. Clinton differed from his succes-
sor in the way he managed to persuade the Europeans to like him even
as he told them “No.” Indeed, Clinton and Bush may differ less in
substance than in form.

Perhaps the difference—on substance—between George W. Bush
and Bill Clinton is actually quite vast. Left to his own devices, Clinton
may well have ratified Kyoto and the ICC and banned landmines. In a
sense, that is precisely the point. The American system is not one that
leaves the President to his own devices. The system of checks and bal-
ances is such that decisions are not made by one but by the many.

Despite a growing sense of distance in some quarters, there are 
reasons to remain hopeful, not least of which is our shared history 
of cooperation since WWII and Europe’s concomitant defeat of 
inter-state rivalry through the European Union. Others are less san-
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guine. In an influential article, Robert Kagan concluded: “on major
strategic and international questions today, Americans are from 
Mars and Europeans are from Venus: They agree on little and under-
stand one another less and less.” 7 What follows is an assessment 
of this view and an exploration of the fissures that tear at the fabric 
of US-European solidarity, with specific reference to the climate 
change debate.

Material Conditions and Preferences

What is the source of the “transatlantic divide” and how is it mani-
fested in the case of climate change politics? One explanation would
ascribe differences to divergent material conditions between the US
and Europe. This argument has two strands. The first is offered by
Kagan, who suggests that differences in preferred means and ends are
a product of underlying power positions.8 The second strand, more
relevant to climate change, emphasizes the different costs of compli-
ance with Kyoto commitments.

For Kagan, the US, as the most powerful country on earth, is unilat-
eralist because it can be, while Europe, as a relatively weak region mili-
tarily, is multilateralist because it must be. However, John Ikenberry, in
his book After Victory, reminds us that, through careful design of multi-
lateral institutions like NATO, the World Bank, and the IMF, the US
was able to extend its power and legitimate its influence after the
Second World War.9 The interests of great powers are not always best
served through the expedient choice of unilateral means. Another way
to put this point is that while the US possesses enough military power
to achieve most of its ends through force alone, there are better (read:
less costly) ways to get things done in the international system than
through coercion. Indeed, if Ikenberry’s analysis is correct, the
“ambivalent internationalism” that has characterized US foreign policy
since the end of the Cold War demonstrates a misunderstanding of the
US national interest and the lessons of history.10

Indeed, transnational problems like climate change demand global
solutions because of the impossibility for any one country to solve the
problem on its own. Even if the US is relatively more powerful mili-
tarily than all rivals, it is not all powerful and cannot get its way 
without, at the very least, token overtures to its allies to participate.
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This was clearly evidenced by US difficulties to secure basing rights
from Turkey before the war in Iraq and has since been borne out in
problems the Americans have experienced in inducing others to con-
tribute to Iraq’s reconstruction. The climate arena more clearly
requires policy adjustments by all states, as emissions reductions by
only some countries might not have any meaningful impact on miti-
gating global warming.

Even if we accept that underlying power positions do not necessar-
ily lead to divergent policy approaches in this case, the “climate
divide” between the US and Europe may be the manifestation of dif-
ferent costs of mitigation. In its crudest form, the argument suggests
that the Europeans are more enthusiastic about climate change poli-
cies because it is relatively cheap for them to meet their Kyoto com-
mitments. America, by contrast, is resistant to climate change
mitigation measures because of the costs. Germany and the UK, for
example, find it relatively easy to meet their mandated emissions
reductions under the Kyoto Protocol, partially as a result of other pol-
icy choices having little to do with climate policy per se.11 The US, by
contrast, experienced such robust economic growth during the 1990s
that it now finds it exceptionally expensive to meet its commitments.
Moreover, American geography—vast distances, varied climates—
makes it all the more costly to adjust to the problem.12

At first blush, this argument has persuasive appeal. On deeper
inspection, there are a number of flaws that make it less convincing.
While the US and Europe are markedly diverging in greenhouse
emission trends, economic models that predict the costs of mitigating
climate change do not conclusively find significantly lower costs for
Europe.13 Indeed, given the current emission trends in the European
Union (EU), politically and economically costly policy measures will
have to be enacted. In fact, the European Union has recently put in
place a raft of policy measures (and is considering a number of new
ones) to try to meet its Kyoto commitments, most notably an emis-
sions trading directive. Together, these new policy initiatives suggest
Europe is more prepared to take decisive action on climate policy
despite facing similarly high material constraints to the United States.
In our view, we have to look elsewhere for the main source of differ-
ences in climate policy between the US and Europe.
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To substantiate our argument, let us review the state of greenhouse
gas emissions in the US and Europe. Under the Framework
Convention, the US made a voluntary commitment to return its
greenhouse gas emissions to 1990 levels by the start of the new mil-
lennium. However, US emissions in 1999 were 11.7% higher than the
1990 baseline.14 In 2001, the US Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) prepared a draft of its third Climate Action Report. In the
report, the EPA estimated US business-as-usual aggregate gross
greenhouse emissions in 2010 would be 44.2% higher than its Kyoto
reduction target of 7% below 1990 base levels.15

Europe faces a very different situation. In 2001, the EU’s green-
house gas emissions were down by 2.3% compared to 1990. Europe is
part of the way towards meeting its 8% collective reduction under the
Kyoto Protocol. European emissions reductions, however, were
almost exclusively the result of emissions reductions in Germany and
the UK, where emissions in 2001 were, respectively, 18% and 12%
lower than in 1990.16 Only three other EU countries—Sweden,
Luxemburg, and France—also reduced emissions in this time period.
Together, Germany (69.88%) and the UK (27.85%) account for
97.73% of gross European emissions reductions.17

Trends in Europe are now moving in the opposite direction, how-
ever. In 2001, greenhouse emissions in Europe went up for the second
year running. Emissions were 1% higher than a year earlier. In 2000,
emissions were 0.3% higher than in 1999. Moreover, 10 of 15 EU
members are not on track to meet their EU burden-sharing emissions
targets. Ireland, for example, is allowed to increase its emissions 13%
by 2008-2012. By 2001, Irish greenhouse emissions had already
increased 31% above the 1990 base line. Austria had an emissions
reduction target of 13%, but its emissions in 2001 were 10% higher
than 1990 levels.18 For the ten countries not on track to meet Kyoto,
emissions are up 14.4% from 1990 levels. Moreover, despite the col-
lective Kyoto commitment of an increase in emissions of only 0.7% by
2010 for these 10 states, their 2010 emissions are projected to be
nearly 30% higher than 1990 levels.19 Based on these trends, the
European Environment Agency (EEA) concluded, “If no over-delivery
by Member States is considered, the EU as a whole is projected to
achieve a 0.5% greenhouse gas reduction with existing policies and meas-
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ures,” well shy of its 8% Kyoto commitment. With additional domestic
policies, the EEA calculated, Europe could obtain a 6% reduction.20

Even if Europe ultimately attains only a 0.5% reduction, this would
still be a markedly different situation from the US, where emissions
are projected to be 34% higher in 2010 than in 1990.21 Is this differ-
ence alone enough to warrant the problems between us? Given these
different emissions profiles, is it necessarily true to say that emissions
reductions in the longer term are more costly in the United States
than in Europe? 

Higher emissions trajectories in the US compared to Europe do not
translate cleanly into higher mitigation costs for a number of reasons.
It is true that the US—as of 2003—is in no position to meet its Kyoto
target in the first commitment period. A 44% reduction in carbon
emissions in less than a decade would prove prohibitively costly for the
US. However, the marginal costs of mitigation in the US initially are
likely to be low. Moreover, the use of flexibility mechanisms, according
to modelers, will narrow the cost differential of mitigation between the
US and Europe. While these mechanisms will bring down the costs,
particular for the US, mitigation is likely to require costly adjustments
in both the US and Europe. We need to look beyond aggregate emis-
sions trends to better understand the issues at stake.

A 1999 Stanford study, summarized in the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC) 2001 Mitigation report, projected the dif-
ferential net economic costs for different regions of the world if a car-
bon tax were imposed to meet Kyoto commitments. Using the
assumptions of a dozen different modeling teams, the Stanford study
examined what each model would predict. Of the seven models that
made projections for net GDP losses in 2010 to meet emissions tar-
gets, GDP losses were generally higher in the United States than
Europe.22

Even if the US faces higher overall costs of abatement given its
emissions trends, its marginal costs of mitigation were predicted to be
lower in seven of ten models.23 In other words, given how little has so
far been done in the US, the incremental cost of emissions reductions
for the Americans is lower than for the Europeans. While lower mar-
ginal costs in the US suggest some low-hanging fruit can be gathered
with greater investment in energy efficiency and other measures, the
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overall GDP losses incurred by fully meeting Kyoto commitments
would be daunting. For example, if US GDP had been 1.3% lower in
2002 than it actually was, this would have meant a loss of $135.4 bil-
lion from an overall $10.4 trillion economy.24 This is roughly compa-
rable to the impact the attacks of September 11, 2001 had on the
American economy.25

If there were a way to reduce the costs associated with mitigating
climate change, then one could imagine there might be a threshold at
which the US would be willing to bear those costs. For example, let us
suppose that in 2002 US GDP had declined by only 0.98%—equiva-
lent to the average GDP loss predicted for Europe from the various
climate models—instead of 1.3%, the average predicted GDP loss for
the US. While 1.3% and 0.98% may not seem markedly different, this
would translate into an extra $33.3 billion for the American economy.
Even then, the $102 billion in lost GDP might not be a cost US
politicians would be willing to bear.

Could climate mitigation costs be even lower? Yes. Modelers have
also projected costs of mitigation with emissions trading. If emissions
trading were limited to Annex 1 countries,26 the models studied by the
IPCC predicted that GDP loss in the US in 2010 would be limited to
between 0.31% and 1.03%, with an average of 0.59%. The GDP loss
in Europe would range from 0.13% to 0.81%, (and average 0.42%),
reducing the discrepancy between America and Europe. An even more
optimistic scenario is predicted if trading is extended globally.
Predicated on “ideal implementation” of Clean Development Mech-
anism projects with developing countries, the models predicted that
GDP losses would fall in the US to between 0.06% and 0.66%, with
the average loss being 0.265%. In Europe, losses ranged from 0.03%
to 0.54%, with an average of 0.212%.27

To put these numbers into perspective, if US GDP had been
0.265% lower in 2002, this would have been equivalent to $27.6 bil-
lion, saving the US more than $100 billion in lost income from cli-
mate mitigation compared to the pre-trading situation. European
losses would be a comparable $18.28 billion from an $8.263 trillion
economy.28 Obviously, we have front-loaded these losses to 2002
instead of 2010 for illustrative purposes only.29 There may be heroic
assumptions about implementation involved in this trading scenario,
but, even if these models are somewhat dated, the lesson is clear:
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emissions trading may reduce the material discrepancies in costs
between the US and Europe. On both sides of the Atlantic, the costs
of climate change are likely to be significant, though trading may
make it cheaper to meet commitments.30

Thus, in our view, an argument that seeks to explain differences
between the US and Europe over climate change on the basis of dif-
ferences in military capabilities or the material costs of mitigation is
inadequate. This argument perhaps suggests at a general level what
obstacles faced the Kyoto negotiators, but it tells us little concretely
about why some acceptable compromise has not been reached. In par-
ticular, it is of little help in explaining why the Europeans and
Americans could not agree on flexibility mechanisms. We need to dig
deeper by looking for other, perhaps more significant, sources of this
transatlantic divide. If the US continues without policy adjustments
and the Europeans do implement the slate of mitigation measures
they have announced, the material discrepancy which has been a con-
tributing factor to past disputes may become the central barrier to
future agreements.

Values Gap

A second set of arguments, also echoed in Robert Kagan’s book Of
Paradise and Power, locates the source of conflict in a widening cultural
gap between the US and Europe over fundamental values. Here,
national preferences are not mere reflections of underlying material
conditions, but are more durable values that may transcend and run
counter to material incentives. The existence of a so-called “values
gap” or ideological divide between the US and Europe has already
become conventional wisdom. In a German Marshall Fund-sponsored
poll taken in June 2003 in seven European countries and the United
States, more than three quarters of both Europeans and Americans
polled believed there to be a “difference in social and cultural values.”31

Rather than emanating from different material (read: military or
economic) conditions, the argument goes, differences between us
derive from distinct historical trajectories and demographic trends.
We now want different things. There may be a “values gap” that mat-
ters for climate change politics, but we need to specify what it is.
There are at least five possibilities:
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1. Different values in terms of the use of force.

2. Different values in terms of broad policy approaches.

3. Different preferences about the significance of climate change.

4. Different preferences for kinds of policy tools.

5. Different attitudes about scientific uncertainty.

With respect to the use of force, this has perhaps limited relevance
for climate change, for this problem cannot be solved through military
might. To the extent that the US and Europe differ over the use of
force, this may contribute to negative spillover effects on other policy
dimensions. For example, with Europeans largely hostile to the use of
force in Iraq and less willing to support the use of force more
broadly,32 American and European cooperation on other matters—
namely climate change—may be cross-contaminated. It might also
affect threat perception and the relative importance assigned to cli-
mate change, the third potential area for a values gap. While this is
potentially a problem, Americans and Europeans can and do work
together on areas of mutual concern such as the trade agenda.33

Do Americans and Europeans have different preferences over pol-
icy approaches? Are the Americans broadly unilateralist while
Europeans are multilateralist? If this were true, this might explain the
Americans’ willingness to drop out of the Kyoto Protocol process and
the Europeans’ continued faith in it.34 Polls do not show much sup-
port for the thesis that mass publics in the United States are unilater-
alist. As Benjamin Page and Dukhong Kim argued in a recent paper,
“The evidence from three decades of Chicago Council surveys indi-
cates that strong support for international cooperation has been an
enduring feature of US public opinion.” 35 A June 2003 poll by the
German Marshall Fund found continued support for this view; both
Americans and Europeans believe that US unilateralism is a prob-
lem.36 Both Americans and Europeans also support the UN. To be fair,
US support for the UN declined as a result of the failure to reach
agreement over Iraq, with 70% supporting strengthening the UN in
2003, down from 77% in 2002. Europeans held similar views, as 75%
and 74% supported strengthening the UN in 2002 and 2003, respec-
tively.37 Americans, unlike Europeans, were more likely to agree that
bypassing the UN when necessary for national interest was justified.38
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That said, it is difficult to argue that the American public is broadly
unilateralist in orientation.39

We should note that American public opinion is not monolithically
multilateralist. There is somewhat of a split along partisan lines. As
Page and Kim noted: “For example, about 80% of Democrats, com-
pared with only a little over 60% of Republicans, favored making joint
decisions with the European Union. But even among strong
Republicans a majority (53%) agreed.” 40 Similarly, when asked about
strengthening the UN, 90% of strong Democrats and 89% of liberals
were supportive, but only 54% of strong Republicans and 67% of self-
described conservatives agreed.41

If Americans and Europeans are both broadly multilateralist, then
might there be another cultural source of variation? One view is that
Europeans are generally more concerned about the environment than
Americans. For many in the United States, this would seem a bit
incongruous, as the green movement got its start in the US in the
1970s. Europeans, in many instances, were inspired by US models in
both policy and advocacy.42 Have cultural attitudes undergone a trans-
formation in the last thirty years? Do Europeans simply care more
about global warming than Americans?

One immediate objection to this line of argument is to ask what it
means to say Europeans culturally share a certain view.43 Even if views
in Europe in favor of action on climate change were higher on average
than in the United States, would calling this a deep-seated cultural
value be meaningful? Even if we look at the aggregate concern in
Europe and compare it to America, the evidence is mixed. Most
Americans believe that global warming is real and worth doing some-
thing about. A September 2001 Harris poll showed that 75% of the
respondents believed global warming was real, up from 72% in 2000
and 67% in 1997.44 Is this significantly different from European opin-
ion? Again, there is mixed support for the idea of a marked difference
of opinion. A 1998 survey found that, although US and European
publics largely agreed that global warming was real, Europeans were
more prepared to take action despite the costs. In France, Germany,
and Italy, more than 70% of those surveyed suggested we should,
assuming the worst, take action despite the possible costs. The US and
the UK were more equivocal, as 46% and 52% respectively said action
should be taken. More recent pre-9/11 surveys suggested increasing
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American enthusiasm for taking action.45 Even after 9/11, when
American and European views might be expected to have been col-
ored by their opinions about the threat posed by terrorism, polls sug-
gested similar percentages of Americans (46%) and Europeans (49%)
regarded global warming as an extremely important threat.46

While Americans and Europeans both can be said to be broadly
multilateralist and concerned about climate change, is it possible that
Europeans and Americans have, by virtue of the cultural divide, dis-
tinct preferences for different kinds of policy tools? Europeans, the
argument goes, are more accustomed to state intervention and there-
fore favor or are amenable to regulation as a means to solve problems.
Americans, by contrast, are accustomed to and favor market mecha-
nisms to resolve problems. Europeans are skeptical of the market as a
means of pursuing public purposes.

There is potentially some merit to this view, but we need to ask if it
is supported by the evidence and, even if valid, is it actually a manifes-
tation of culture. On the European side, the 2002 Eurobarometer poll
found that Europeans believed stricter regulation and fines from
national governments and the EU (48%), greater environmental
awareness (45%), and better enforcement of existing legislation (40%)
were the three most effective ways of resolving environmental prob-
lems. Higher taxes and incentives for industry figured much lower on
the list, partially suggestive that Europeans favor regulatory over mar-
ket mechanisms.47 However, in examining the evidence from the
American side, we are immediately confronted by public opinion polls
that show little support for emissions trading. A 1998 poll conducted
by the Program on International Policy Attitudes at the University of
Maryland found that 61% of Americans thought trading was a bad
idea. However, when presented with more information and a question
phrased slightly differently to emphasize the draw-backs of mitigation
without trading and the benefits for developing countries, public opin-
ion reverses, with 66% supporting trading.48 This variation depending
on the form of the question hardly suggests a deep-seated cultural
predilection for market mechanisms, even in the United States. In any
case, Kyoto includes a number of market mechanisms.

Even if we had found evidence for this view, we might question
whether or not it represents a cultural perspective. If we identify cul-
ture with durable mass attitudes, it may be difficult to imagine that
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European and American publics have consistently structured views
about particular policy tools (regulation vs. market mechanisms).
Elites are more likely to hold such views. Even then, actual policy
behavior may be less a cultural phenomenon than a result of institu-
tional inertia and past practice.

European environmental protection may be more characterized by
regulation as a force of institutional path-dependency rather than
deep ideological attachment. American environmental protection used
to be like this more than a decade ago. In the face of business opposi-
tion and new policy ideas, the US experimented with market mecha-
nisms such as sulfur dioxide emissions trading. Europe has recently
embraced emissions trading as a means of meeting its Kyoto commit-
ments. Was the lag in views a reflection of “European” culture/ideol-
ogy? Just a few years ago, emissions trading found few supporters in
Europe. A cultural or ideological defense would argue that the failure
of the climate negotiations at The Hague in 2000, followed by George
W. Bush’s rejection of Kyoto, led to a crisis of belief in Europe.
European leaders re-evaluated their options, leading to a radical trans-
formation in elite attitudes if not mass publics.

In our view, mass publics are not deeply culturally committed to
certain environmental policy tools. They are environmental pragma-
tists, less likely to have opinions on specific measures, but generally
supportive of whatever policy international agreement produces, pro-
vided it appears to have a chance at working. In terms of specific pol-
icy measures, they take their cues from leaders and internationally
respected experts they trust. In the case of climate change, the US
public currently believes the scientists and the environmental commu-
nity that the problem is real and Kyoto is the appropriate mechanism.
In a 2002 Chicago Council on Foreign Relations poll, 64% said that
the US should participate in “the Kyoto agreement to reduce global
warming.” 49 Support actually increased to 70% when the question was
re-phrased to include arguments against the agreement (“Some people
say this would hurt the US economy and is based on uncertain sci-
ence.”)50 However, if the environmental community were to disavow
Kyoto and shift its allegiance to some other mechanism, we submit
that public attitudes would likely change. In any case, the relationship
between public attitudes and elite policy choices is a complicated one,
particularly where there is diversity of opinion at both levels. Elites do

48 Climate Policy for the 21st Century

K84466_002.qxd  1/7/04  10:15 AM  Page 48



not faithfully represent public attitudes, nor does the public respond
uniformly to changing elite sentiment.

A final values-based explanation of the transatlantic climate divide
is contained in the idea that Europeans are more willing to tolerate
scientific uncertainty and have embraced the precautionary principle
more than Americans. Evidence on this question appears to be mixed,
in part because it is hard to ask people about a philosophical idea few
of them have probably heard of. As the 2001 Eurobarometer poll
found, 61.4% of Europeans admitted to being poorly informed about
science and technology and 52% said they “were not very interested”
in the subject.51

Surveys do pick up, though, on some closely aligned concepts. As
noted before, some polls find Europeans have a greater willingness to
take action on climate change. Other polls are better at getting at the
precautionary principle. One American survey found in January 2000
that 70% of Americans agreed with the view that “protection of the
environment should be given priority, even at the risk of curbing eco-
nomic growth.” By March 2002, however, this percentage had fallen
to 54%.52 At once, this suggests that Americans, like the Europeans,
share the view that precautions to protect the environment may be
necessary despite the costs. On the other hand, declining support for
this view suggests American attitudes are less culturally determined,
but rather are more volatile and dependent upon economic conditions
and political cues from elites. Again, like the discussion of policy tools,
the public is not likely to have an established view about scientific
uncertainty and the standards of proof necessary to warrant policy
intervention. If elites hold a certain view, this may be as much a
reflection of dominant interests thrown up by the political system as
an indication of deep-seated cultural values. We explore this question
more fully in the following section.

We do not suggest that Americans and Europeans think exactly
alike on these issues. There is sufficient interest in environmental pro-
tection more generally and sufficient concern about climate change
specifically in both regions that values, were they the only considera-
tion, would seem to have enabled some sort of faltering half-measure
to have been implemented by now.
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Institutional Difference and Distance

A better lens through which to view the depth of the dispute is the
domestic political process in America and internal European Union
dynamics.53 In both cases, certain groups and influences have domi-
nated the policy process and discourse over the last ten plus years,
with an anti-Kyoto orientation predominating in the US and a pro-
Kyoto, anti-flexibility mechanisms view prevailing in Europe. Which
groups dominate the policy process—we argue—is largely a function
of internal political institutions. Political institutions—such as the sep-
aration of powers, voting rules, and campaign finance systems—aggre-
gate the plurality of interests in democracies and shape which material
interests and cultural values matter.

This third argument also emphasizes the interaction between actors
of different political systems. In 1988, Robert Putnam wrote a seminal
article on “two-level games.” 54 In that piece, he suggested that negoti-
ations at the international level are not just between governments.
Leaders, in turn, have to also bargain with domestic actors, both
inside and outside of government. Putnam’s main conclusion was that
actors who have strong domestic constraints may have enhanced bar-
gaining leverage internationally. Because they have less room to make
concessions at home, the argument goes, leaders have more freedom
to extract better bargains from their counterparts abroad.

However, what happens when both actors are so constrained?
What happens if neither side understands each other’s constraints?55

In these instances, the scope for compromise narrows considerably
and may even foreclose options that are acceptable both internation-
ally and domestically. Negotiations have a higher probability of failure
if the parties do not understand these domestic constraints. In our
view, climate policies between the US and Europe suffer from these
kinds of problems. The clearest instance of these dynamics was
evinced at the 6th Conference of the Parties (COP) to the UNFCCC
in The Hague. To understand how The Hague summit unfolded, we
first need to understand the nature of policy-making in the US 
and Europe.

In the United States, multiple actors hold veto power over policy.56

Unless an issue emerges to achieve overwhelming bipartisan support,
America’s sustained commitment to pursue given policies is often
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undermined, particularly if the proposed policies antagonize powerful
interests.57 The political system in the US guarantees both houses of
Congress important rights of co-determination. The Senate can block
international treaties. Furthermore, both chambers—through the
powerful committee chairs—can block national policy implementation
plans, such things as carbon taxes, investment in renewables, energy
efficiency standards, etc.

In Europe, the situation is also one of multiple veto powers of a dif-
ferent sort. The number and diversity of European states complicates
EU-wide policy agreement, particularly because of the tradition in the
European Council of consensus decision-making.58 While EU mem-
bers effectively have veto power over policies they strongly dislike,
European governments face fewer domestic constraints than US nego-
tiators. In Germany, for example, when the Chancellor has a majority
of the members of Parliament supporting him, treaty ratification is
more of a formality. In the UK, the Prime Minister does not even need
to go to Parliament to ratify an international treaty.59

In the American system, aside from the constitutional veto powers
within government, there are societal actors with the capability of
exercising leverage on legislators. Campaign finance becomes impor-
tant here. Until (and probably despite) recent legislation to reform the
system of campaign finance, political candidates in the US were (and
are) more dependent upon private sources of campaign financing than
legislators in Europe. This, we suggest, means that American politi-
cians are more dependent upon sources of finance that are hostile to
climate change mitigation efforts. In theory, environmental plutocrats
could have similar influence in the American political process if 
they were willing to invest, but given the combination of high stakes
and resources, energy interests are the most motivated to lobby on
this issue.

Though European elections are not immune to campaign finance
scandals, businesses—perhaps with the exception of Italy—exercise
less dominance over policy. While influential, European political cam-
paigns are less expensive and media intensive and more supported by
the public purse. While most European countries and the US both
have some form of direct public funding and disclosure laws on cam-
paign donations, Europe, unlike the United States, tends to provide
free TV time to candidates and/or parties. Of 14 current EU members
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for which there is data on campaign finance, all provide free TV time
and eight have bans on paid political advertising on television.60

Nassmacher has estimated that the percentage of total campaign
expenditures from public subsidies ranges from a low of 2 to 3% in
the US and UK to a high of 65% in Sweden. In between, most
European countries tend towards higher levels of public support.
Though Italy was estimated to provide only 4% of campaign funds
from the public purse, other European countries provide much higher
levels of subsidy: the Netherlands (16%), Spain (43%), Germany
(54%), and France (56%).61 Even the low UK calculation does not
include indirect subsidies in free TV time from the BBC, which were
estimated to be worth $98 million in 2001. Total UK state support for
candidates in the 2001 general election totaled $160.1 million, of
which only $13.65 million was in direct subsidies.62

While European governments typically have had more freedom of
maneuver to pursue external commitments without as much parlia-
mentary or societal influence, this has not been the case when it comes
to domestic implementation of environmental legislation. Domestic
interests have been less charitable when European governments have
sought to enact such measures as carbon or gas taxes. Business opposi-
tion to carbon taxes in Germany in the mid 1990s, for example, ulti-
mately led to a series of voluntary agreements to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions.63 Indeed, this consensual approach to environmental
policy-making—an outgrowth of corporatist institutions—is often
cited as a distinctive European contribution to environmental policy
that is superior to the American confrontational system that pits regu-
lators against the private sector.64

In the international arena while European legislators have scope to
pursue pro-environmental policies by negotiation, they are not able to
make many concessions that might be deemed anti-environmental.
Because of voting systems based on proportional representation, many
European governments have coalitions of different parties.65 In the
last two decades, new social movements—primarily the Greens—
have been able to consolidate their influence and become swing coali-
tion allies in a number of governments. This has given them the capa-
bility to block policy changes, particularly when their representatives
have been given the environment portfolio as part of power-sharing
agreements. Of the fifteen EU members at the time of The Hague
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meeting in 2000, five—France, Germany, Belgium, Sweden, and
Finland—had coalition governments with Green partners.66 With left-
of-center governments ascendant in Europe in the 1990s, governing
parties were loath to compromise on these new issue areas for fear of
triggering coalition defections.67

At the same time, the European Union has increasingly tried to
speak with a common voice to harmonize its internal standards and to
maximize its external bargaining leverage. This has often given the
country that holds the rotating Presidency of the EU greater influence
when it comes to international negotiations. However, as the EU has
accreted responsibilities and centralized authority, countervailing
pressures—the addition of new members and democratization of deci-
sion-making processes—render the EU more like the United States.
Making decisions is perhaps becoming more unwieldy, given a
stronger tradition of rule by consensus in Brussels. As many observers
have noted, intra-European negotiations to forge a common position
at the Conference of Parties meetings take up as much or more time
than negotiations with the rest of the world.68

In our view, while domestic institutions may privilege certain inter-
ests, they do not mechanistically lead to the dominance of those posi-
tions. There is room for agency. Because we are dealing with
democratic polities, actors must ultimately defend their positions
before a wider public that must at least acquiesce, if not agree, with
the arguments advanced by decision-makers. For politicians, these
reasons have to be compelling enough to guarantee survival at election
time, however the systems are configured. At the very least, the argu-
ments cannot be so counter to voter’s sensibilities that an attentive
public throws them out of office.

Actors, in their use of rhetoric, try to connect their policy positions
to widely shared material interests and cultural values. While policy
entrepreneurs may invent new rhetoric, they typically find there is a
repertoire of arguments and ongoing discussions in the broader public
arena that they can appropriate.69 Arguments have a higher probability
of success when they meet most or all of the following conditions:

1. Cultural match—arguments are consistent with existing cul-
tural traditions.
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2. Credible information—third-party information supports the
conclusions of advocates.

3. Crisis/focusing event—events reinforce the advocates’ definition
of a problem.

4. Low concentrated/low national costs—the positions being advo-
cated are not linked to policy choices with high costs for par-
ticular actors or for the country as a whole.70

Opponents can do any or all of the following:

1. Reject the problem or promote countervailing interests or
values (“global warming isn’t a problem. Other things are
more important”).

2. Reject the reasons (“it’s not clear that greenhouse gases lead to
warming”).

3. Attack the evidence offered (“the earth is not warming, it is
cooling”).

4. Dispute the favored solution (“Kyoto isn’t the right solution”).71

How are these dynamics manifested in climate change politics in
the US and Europe? We find that, again, business plays a key role.
Carbon-intensive producers of energy—including coal and other fossil
fuels producers—have historically been the lead actors in the US
against American participation in the climate change regime.72 Their
primary political patrons are Republicans, though some Democrats
have supported their views.73 While firms and industry associations
have other interests in mind when making campaign contributions,
given the potential costs and loss of market power post-reform, global
warming concerns rank fairly high for them as grounds for supporting
political campaigns and parties. Political contributions, however, do
not translate automatically into support from elected officials.
Politicians still have to justify to pro-environmental polities reasons
for their hostility to climate change mitigation.74

What arguments have advocates (what we call the view from Venus)
and opponents (or the view from Mars) of climate change mitigation
offered? When the issue first arose, advocates linked climate change to
both the emerging science and the hot summer of 1988. They argued
that the potential threat of climate change warranted preventive
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action. Opponents responded by disputing the evidence of global
warming. The US energy industry backed prominent climate science
skeptics and organizations like the Greening Earth Society and the
industry lobbying group, the Global Climate Coalition, to suggest the
science was faulty.75 This argument ultimately lost credibility as the
science, as represented by the overwhelming consensus in the IPCC
reports, only confirmed that the problem was real. Even so, the US
system allowed members of Congress to continue to hold hearings in
which climate skeptics figured prominently, as if there were more of a
scientific debate.

When the faulty science argument proved insufficient to win politi-
cal battles, opponents of mitigation shifted to costs arguments.
Increasingly, they admitted the problem was real, but maintained that
the proposed policy solutions would be too costly. At the same time,
they attacked the emerging institutional architecture for its exclusion
of developing countries, suggesting it was unfair for the United States
to accept climate change burdens without the inclusion of fast devel-
oping countries like China and India. These two concerns—costs and
equity—became the primary arguments in the run up to Kyoto, as
represented in the Byrd-Hagel resolution, which passed the US
Senate by a vote of 95-0. In recent years, even as opponents have rec-
ognized that the problem is real, they have suggested that technologi-
cal fixes—such as carbon sequestration—are likely to obviate the need
for wrenching adjustments in transportation and energy production.
The rhetorical timeline of opponents of mitigation—what we call the
view from Mars—is diagrammed below in Figure 1.

Figure 1 The View from Mars—Opponents Rhetorical Timeline

Mitigation is too costly

◆1988 2003
The science is not certain ←→  Technology will save us

It is unfair to exclude developing countries
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The influence of anti-Kyoto interests in American politics shows up
in differences between mass publics and elite attitudes. In the 2002
Chicago Council poll, 48% of the public thought that global warming
represents a “threat to the country’s critical interests over the next ten
years,” but only 28% of the leaders agreed with this assessment.
While 66% of the public thought that “improving the global environ-
ment” should be a “very important” goal of foreign policy, only 43%
of the leaders agreed with this statement.76 Because environmental
issues tend to be less salient at election time than other issues,
American voters have not punished politicians for their divergent
views on climate policy.77 Whether this will always be the case remains
an open question.

Environmental advocates in the US never had an effective counter-
argument to their opponents (see Lane, in this volume). While some
studies showed that climate change mitigation might be less costly
because of emissions trading and the emergence of a green technology
industry, enough economic studies suggested the costs of Kyoto would
be sufficiently high that this argument was not easily dismissed. At the
same time, hostility by European officials to flexibility mechanisms
undermined the counter-argument by the US environmental commu-
nity. They could not credibly maintain that trading would contain
costs if the trading regime looked likely to be a non-starter. The
equity argument also proved difficult to dislodge, as it became
enmeshed with larger concerns about China as a potential rival to the
United States. Given Republican control of Congress, the arguments,
“we were the ones that caused the problem” and, “the US must lead,”
did not have enough support to convince decision-makers that they
would not be punished at election time for being “soft on China.”
China did not do environmental advocates any favors by vigorously
opposing participation in the climate regime.

In Figure 2, we have diagrammed the rhetorical timeline of advo-
cates (the view from Venus). They argued the problem was real and
then sought to counter the later claims of opponents. While in
Europe these rhetorical claims have been nearly universally accepted
(for reasons explored below), such arguments have not been successful
in the United States, where advocates have failed to develop winning
rhetorical strategies. We have identified five potential rhetorical win-
ners: a broad material argument (“it’s going to get worse”); a geo-
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strategic argument (“carbon economy→terrorism”); an ethical argu-
ment (“it’s immoral to drive SUVs”); an economic nationalist argu-
ment (“those foreigners are taking our jobs”); and, finally, an
Atlanticist diplomatic argument (“let’s stay friends”).

Figure 2 The View from Venus—Advocates Rhetorical Timeline

Doing nothing is unfair to future generations and the developing world

◆1988 2003
Climate change is real ←→ ???

Possible Rhetorical
Winners
1. The longer we wait, the

worse it gets
2. Oil dependence funds 

terrorism
Mitigation is profitable 3. What would Jesus drive?

4. Those jobs should be ours
5. We have to save the

transatlantic partnership

While a combination of these or other rhetorical strategies are
likely to be required, we believe that those arguments which connect
to cultural traditions, minimize cost concerns, and find support in
both current events and science will have a higher probability of suc-
cess. This being said, the geo-strategic and ethical arguments may
prove more potent than the others. As long as terrorism looms large
in the American consciousness, the geo-strategic argument will likely
command a wider public than the environmental community. Should
concern shift away from security, the ethical argument (“poor coun-
tries have been buffeted by poverty, AIDS, and now the weather, it is
our moral obligation to help them”) is more likely than the lure of
jobs to be persuasive. Direct appeals to the conscience of religious
conservatives have been successful of late, as evinced by the campaigns
for developing country debt relief and AIDS. Finally, any rhetorical
strategy has to convince the public that solutions to this problem can
be found.

In Europe, business interests have not been able to exercise as
much influence over decision-makers. Corporatist political traditions
have historically given labor a seat in negotiations, leveling the playing

Understanding the Transatlantic Climate Divide 57

K84466_002.qxd  1/7/04  10:15 AM  Page 57



field somewhat and leaving state governments with some autonomy
with respect to both. In any polity, the business sector looks to gov-
ernment for signals of regulatory intent to make investment decisions.
The permeability of the American system has meant that anti-mitiga-
tion forces have been able to forestall a coherent and credible signal
from the US government. In Europe, the issue has never become a
source of partisan division. As a result, there is a clear signal from the
EU and European governments that some form of regulation is forth-
coming. European business has made the calculation that planning for
the inevitable is preferable, as resistance to international commitments
is futile. European businesses, however, are both prepared to vigor-
ously contest implementation plans and also position themselves as
“eco-friendly” to profit from environmental technologies and trading.
Implementation of EU climate policy provides for more national level
discretion. The allocation of permits in the new emissions trading
regime is a case in point. Businesses know this area is more con-
testable because national politicians are often less committed to
specific policies than they are to giving the impression internationally
of “doing the right thing” on climate.

The reasons why the issue has not become a source of partisan divi-
sion in Europe may result in part from historical circumstance, from
conservative governments being in power in Germany and the UK
when the issue emerged. Scientists and advocates in Europe argued
that the worst-case scenarios warranted precautionary action. The
dash for gas in England, the potential for Wall-fall profits in
Germany, and a desire to save the nuclear industry muted the validity
of cost arguments.78 At the same time, the rising power of the environ-
mental movement and the Greens provided politically potent values
around which publics could rally. Both the science and the summer of
1988 supported the claims of advocates. Thatcher and Kohl thus
found it in their interest to lead on climate. Because they embraced
the issue, a cross-party consensus has since characterized climate poli-
tics. Moreover, the burden-sharing agreement leavened the costs for
other European states, de-legitimating the cost argument, at least in
the medium-run. Policy-makers, however, have largely shied away
from costly domestic implementation programs like carbon taxes and
higher fuel taxes, for fear of giving opponents an issue that can be
used to hurt them. Subsequent governments found not only cross-
party support, but also constraints from Green constituencies in coali-
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tion governments. Even if there is not a broad cultural predilection
against flexibility mechanisms, arguments against market mechanisms
resonate with Green coalition partners who typically did not support
trading and the inclusion of sinks in the Kyoto Protocol. For them
and their constituencies, the argument “we must make a deal” was not
convincing. No deal was better than any deal.

Internationally, COP 6 in the Hague is perhaps the best instance in
which a potential deal between the US and Europe went awry as a
result of these constraints. On the American side, Clinton faced insu-
perable domestic constraints. First, the Republicans held a majority in
both houses and thus had agenda-setting power. Given that they pre-
ferred the status quo policy of doing nothing, there was limited incen-
tive for them to support the initiative. Moreover, Republican
lawmakers were unduly skeptical of the science of global warming.79

Their views, perhaps reflecting the enormous amount of campaign
contributions from the energy sector, largely mirrored the concerns of
firms likely to find adjustment to emissions reductions quite costly. In
the absence of an agreement that explicitly included developing coun-
tries, Republicans would not support a measure to control global
warming. Even if developing countries had been included in the
Protocol, the potential costs to the American economy would have
violated the second criteria of the Byrd-Hagel resolution. Thus, to the
Republican agenda setters, no agreement was better than Kyoto.
Second, the US Constitution in Article 5 stipulates that the Senate
must pass a treaty by a two-thirds majority. Whereas the median
Senate position might have been closer to the US public median posi-
tion, which was generally pro-environment, the two-thirds majority
would probably be closer to the Republican agenda-setter than the US
public median, making Kyoto much harder to pass.80

What happened to European decision-makers’ views in the interim
years between Kyoto’s negotiation in 1997 and America’s exit from the
Protocol in 2001? There were a number of new developments that
hardened some positions and upended the positions of others.81 First,
even though few countries actually began to independently implement
emissions reductions, international action was increasingly seen by
Europeans as inevitable.82 As a result, European decision-makers
internalized Kyoto as their point of reference. Moreover, the addi-
tional scientific information that global warming was as serious as
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imagined, led to a hardening of the Europeans’ commitment to
Kyoto. In addition, the emergence of the five Green parties in coali-
tion governments resulted in their views becoming more prominent.83

European leaders, as a result, found themselves constrained to
renegotiate Kyoto on terms more favorable to the US. The possibility
of the entire framework unraveling never fully registered in Europe
until after the failure at The Hague and the Bush Administration
repudiation of the Protocol. While it is conceivable that European
leaders might have been more willing to strike a deal that would make
Kyoto’s ultimate implementation more likely by bringing in the US,
societal actors in Europe acted as agenda-setters and vetoed compro-
mises that would weaken the Kyoto Protocol.84 Talk of market mecha-
nisms, emissions trading, and carbon sinks for US forests struck many
in Europe as permitting the US to weasel out of having to bear the
costs of responding to global warming.85 Europeans thought that suc-
cess would require that Americans feel the pain of high gasoline
prices, something that Europe had long known.86 Lower emissions
reductions would not be tolerated. 

This discussion has allowed us to answer the question of why
Europe has been more committed than the United States both to sus-
taining the overall process and to keeping an emphasis on binding
emissions reductions with limited room for flexibility mechanisms.
Viewed in terms of the domestic structural argument, ongoing dis-
putes over climate change make much more sense.

Conclusion

Over the past decade, the US and Europe have continuously
engaged in a tug of war over the instruments of climate policy. This
has affected the nature of the emerging institutional architecture.
Some of the choices—for binding emissions reductions and flexibility
mechanisms—ultimately have run into political realities on both sides
of the Atlantic. However, Europeans remain firmly committed to the
Kyoto process, while the US remains outside.

During the Bush Administration, US climate change policy has
come to symbolize American unilateralism. While US intransigence
on this and other issues has reinforced Europeans’ political commit-
ment to Kyoto, the non-participation of the United States ultimately
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is unsustainable if climate mitigation is to happen. Given the current
disarray in European-American climate relations, one might envisage
a different institutional design that would have ultimately been self-
reinforcing and less likely to unravel. For example, a massive public
investment program in clean technology akin to those made after the
Second World War in the space program, arms, and highways might
have muted business opposition to policy change and led to techno-
logical innovation.87

However, the contest of wills between the US and Europe pro-
duced a patchwork of rules and norms that made concessions to both
sides without making anyone happy or necessarily being the optimal
policy for mitigating climate change. While binding emissions reduc-
tions were the core of what Europe wanted, American influence ulti-
mately allowed historic emitters to be grand-fathered and won the
inclusion of flexibility mechanisms as a way to limit the impact on
business. The process took on a weight of its own, as few actors
wished to give up on a decade of work. George W. Bush’s repudiation
of the Kyoto Protocol was a rude wake-up call. While Europe’s perse-
verance has kept the process alive, the absence of the US is a constant
reminder that the problem will get worse unless the world’s largest
emitter rejoins. With Russia’s long and as yet continuing delay in rati-
fying Kyoto, the future of the Protocol is unclear.

In thinking about how to escape from the current predicament, we
have to keep in mind that both the US and Europe have difficulty
making promises they can faithfully carry out, a problem of credible
commitments.88 While President Clinton supported the Kyoto
Protocol, everyone knew that ratification was extremely unlikely.
From the US perspective, though Europe may pledge an ambitious set
of policy reforms, the Americans may not trust them to be imple-
mented or effective. Based on Europe’s past failed efforts to harmo-
nize energy prices through carbon taxes, US officials know that
consensus decision-making in the EU can very easily doom a policy if
there is sustained opposition.89 However, Europe’s previous success in
overcoming similar obstacles suggests this may be less worrisome than
the US at times claims.

What then is to be done? In terms of the broader institutional
architecture, the second commitment period looms large. This offers
a fresh opportunity to figure out how to get the Americans back to the
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table. However, it is not immediately obvious that Kyoto is the venue
in the foreseeable future where the Americans will show up. That said,
there may be scope for alternative bilateral and multilateral engage-
ment that, bit by bit, pulls the Americans into a more accommodating
position. Whichever process emerges, it must ultimately stimulate the
innovation of next generation clean energy and transport technology
(see Edmonds and Stokes, and Jaeger, in this volume).

To return to normalcy, at a bare minimum, both sides have to back
away from the heated rhetoric that has infused the climate change debate
as a result of broader concerns about US unilateralism. While this has
been helpful for European unity, attempting to shame the United States
into action on climate change is not likely to succeed. If the transatlantic
partnership is to mean anything in the climate arena, we must look for
tangible areas in which cooperation is possible. This is beginning to hap-
pen—but clearly much more has to be done—in research into new tech-
nologies, and also in attempts to better understand the impacts of climate
change, what constitutes best practice in climate mitigation, and the
costs of different strategies.

If the Americans are ever to rejoin the process, the hardest part for
both parties will be selling concessions at home. The US is probably
going to have to receive a bye in the first commitment period in
exchange for deeper long-term commitments. Perhaps Europe can
negotiate with the Americans to invest more in technology transfer,
agree to long-run cuts, and define a “dangerous” threshold concentra-
tion of greenhouse gases. Unfortunately, given the way the policy
process has unfolded over the past decade, potential material and ide-
ological gaps are becoming a larger problem. With policy-makers
reluctant to disappoint core political constituencies, they seldom exer-
cise the leadership necessary to challenge their own citizens to adjust
their thinking and face critical problems. Bill Clinton and George W.
Bush did and have done very little, for instance, to prepare American
citizens for changes in the transportation sector, allowing gas-guzzling
SUVs to glut the marketplace. Europeans have similar problems in
the transport sector. Moreover, European governments, for fear of
enraging coalition allies, fought against emissions trading even when
the evidence suggested potential cost savings. Fortunately, the failure
at The Hague and Bush’s intransigence have encouraged new thinking
and a redoubled commitment in Europe.
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Our analysis suggests that “the Mars and Venus thesis” overstates
material and values gaps between us.90 Certain structural qualities of
the US and European political systems hinder cooperation and
thereby reinforce differences in both material conditions and values,
however small. The challenge before us is as much internal as exter-
nal, as our respective domestic publics need to be reminded of the val-
ues we share and the interests we have in common. If the transatlantic
relationship is to survive an uncertain security and global economic
environment, the arrival of a united Europe, and the messiness of
democratic politics, American and European policy-makers must
forge common policies that they are prepared to defend before their
constituents. Should they accept this responsibility, we may enjoy
another half-century of spirited cooperation and some progress in 
the climate arena. Perhaps when we get down to Earth, cooler heads
will prevail.
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