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As delegates gather in South Africa to plot the next big push against climate change, 

Western governments are saying it's time to move beyond traditional distinctions between 

industrial and developing countries and get China and other growing economies to accept 

legally binding curbs on greenhouse gases. 

It will be a central theme for the 20 000 national officials, lobbyists, scientists and advocates 

gathering under UN auspices in the coastal city of Durban on November 28. Their two weeks 

of negotiations will end with a meeting of government ministers from more than 100 

countries. 

The immediate focus is the Kyoto Protocol, the 1997 agreement requiring 37 industrialised 

countries to slash carbon emissions to 5% below 1990 levels by 2012. Each country has a 

binding target and faces penalties for falling short. The United States, then and now the 

world's largest polluter per capita, refused to join Kyoto because it imposed no obligations 

on countries like China, which has since surpassed the US in overall emissions. 

Now, with the Kyoto pact's expiry date looming, poor countries want the signatories to 

accept further reductions in a second commitment period up to at least 2017. 

"The Kyoto Protocol is a cornerstone of the climate change regime," and a second 

commitment period "is the central priority for Durban", says Jorge Arguello of Argentina, 

the chairperson of the developing countries' negotiating bloc known as G77 plus China. 

But with growing consensus, wealthy countries are saying they cannot give further pledges 

unless all others -- or at least the major developing countries -- accept commitments 

themselves that are equally binding. 

Timetable 

The European Union is bringing a proposal to Durban calling for a timetable for everyone to 

make these commitments by 2015. 

Separately, Norway and Australia set out a six-page proposal for all governments to adopt a 

phased process of scaling down emissions. 

Japan, Canada and Russia, three key countries in the Kyoto deal, announced last year they 

will not sign up to a second commitment period.  



Russia has submitted a proposal calling for a review and periodic amendments to the 

criteria for being judged rich or poor under Kyoto's legal prescriptions. 

"We need to discuss whether we can continue to divide the world in the traditional thinking 

of the North and the South, where the North has to commit to a binding form whereas the 

South will only have to commit in a voluntary form," Connie Hedegaard, the European 

commissioner on climate policies, told reporters this month. 

It's an old debate that has been intensifying with the rapid growth of economies like those 

of China, India and some in Latin America and the wealth as well as high carbon emissions 

they generate. 

The division of the globe into two unequal parts was embedded in the first climate 

convention adopted in 1992. At that time China was struggling to liberalise its economy, 

India was just opening its borders to international commerce, South Africa was breaking out 

of the apartheid era, and Brazil -- the host of the Earth Summit where the convention was 

adopted -- was an economic shambles with inflation topping 1 100% that year. 

Everyone agrees that the few wealthy nations have the primary responsibility for reducing 

carbon emissions, since it was their industries that pumped carbon dioxide into the 

atmosphere for 200 years. Climate scientists say the accumulation of CO2 traps the Earth's 

heat, is already changing some weather patterns and agricultural conditions, and is 

heightening risks of devastating sea level rise. 

Rich vs poor 

The industrial countries -- the US chief among them -- have long questioned whether those 

definitions of rich and poor, drawn up 20 years ago, should still apply. That was one reason 

why the US backed out of the Kyoto Protocol. 

The EU also dismisses the poor countries' argument that, "you created the problem, now 

you fix it". 

The EU is responsible for just 11% of global emissions, says the EU's Hedegaard, and it can't 

solve global warming without the help of those emitting the other 89%. 

Despite their swelling national bank accounts, China, India, South Africa and others say they 

are still battling poverty and that tens of millions of their people lack electricity or running 

water. 

To accept legal equality with wealthy countries would jeopardise their status as developing 

societies -- even though few countries are doing more than China to rein in the growth of 

their emissions. 

 It is a world leader in producing wind and solar energy and has closed thousands of 

outdated and heavily polluting power plants, replacing many with cleaner-burning coal 



plants. Its fuel efficiency standard already surpasses the 14.7 kilometers per liter for 

passenger cars that the US government hopes to reach in 2016. 

And so the stalemate continues leading up to Durban. 

"The North-South divide over historical responsibility still has more weight than the 

forward-looking approach of respective capabilities," says Christiana Figueres, executive 

secretary of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change. 

Jennifer Morgan, climate analyst at the Washington, D.C.-based World Resources Institute, 

says serious discussions are going on behind the scenes over the European timetable plan, 

although it was not clear this week if an agreement was possible in Durban. 

Other experts agree that China privately is showing more flexibility than in public. 

If no deal can be concluded, Figueres said last month, a patchwork of interim arrangements 

may be needed to keep negotiations alive. 

"What arrangements? We don't know yet. According to what rules? We don't know yet. 

Interim for how long? We don't know yet," she said. -- Sapa-AP 

 

 


