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GRZEGORZ W. KOŁODKO

Bills to pay
Western countries have accountability for their historical 

emissions they must shoulder for the good of people and planet

T he current times require 
intensely working together 
to address common chal-
lenges, by identifying and 

implementing shared, coordinated 
and equitable responses. This 
requires vision, dialogue, mutual 
understanding, and a profound 
awareness of our common global 
responsibilities. We also need to 
look beyond the COVID-19 crisis, 
toward a rapid economic recovery 
that addresses people’s needs. This 
implies a focus on reducing ine-
qualities, on women’s empower-
ment, on the younger generations 
and on protecting the most vulner-
able. It means promoting the crea-
tion of new jobs, social protection 
and food security. This was the 
message from the 2021 G20 Sum-
mit held last weekend in Rome. 

The G20 forum is definitely more 
representative of humanity and the 
world economy than the meetings 
of the leaders of rich countries, the 
G7, which focus mainly on their 
own interests, or the BRICS group, 
whose members have little in com-
mon. The G20 — or more precisely 
the G43, because it includes 19 
countries plus the European Union, 
which, apart from the three largest 
countries already included in the 
group, Germany, France and Italy, 
includes 24 other countries — has 
become an additional, apart from 
international organizations, mech-
anism for global policy coordina-
tion. Such coordination in the face 
of a volatile world is especially 
needed. As always, the expectations 
for the summit were enormous, and 
it delivered — also as always — less 
than anticipated. However, the little 
it has delivered is of importance. 

The G20, whose rotating host 
country this time was Italy, was 
held under the slogan 3P: People, 
Planet, Prosperity. Although a 
seemingly minor decision, the sum-
mit’s resolution to apply a mini-
mum taxation of company profits 
at the level of 15 percent is notewor-
thy. This should stop the develop-
ment-damaging race to the bottom 
tax competition. Much more impor-
tant, however, was the decision to 
provide less developed countries, 
especially the poorest, with COVID-
19 vaccines free of charge. China 
has done this already, without the 
blessing of the other G20 members, 
and more than any other country. 
Let us recall here that it was Presi-
dent Xi Jinping, who, more than a 

year ago — when no vaccines had 
been developed — was the first to 
say that the vaccines must be a 
global public good. It is a pity that 
the action, which requires good 
coordination on a global scale, did 
not start earlier and has not moved 
faster. 

In the third decade of the 21st 
century, it is already obvious that 
the greatest existential threat to 
humanity is climate change, largely 
caused by human economic activi-
ty. This aspect of the summit, head-
ed in a pragmatic manner by Italian 
Prime Minister Mario Draghi, was 
the most important. The more so as 
the participants of the G20 meeting 
went directly from Rome to the 
United Nations conference on cli-
mate change, COP 26, in Glasgow, 
Scotland. Correct targeting of 
actions to counteract the continua-
tion of disastrous climate trends 
requires not only knowledge of 
what can be done on the technolog-
ical side to accelerate the shift to 
renewable sources of energy, but 
also a strong political commitment 
to act and clear decisions about 
who and to what extent is responsi-
ble for the current state of affairs. 
The distribution of the costs of 
actions to be undertaken in the fol-
lowing years by individual coun-
tries and by integration groups 
must be based on this assessment. 
Not the one who currently is, but 
the one who was in the past the 
greatest polluter should bear the 
greatest burden for the fight to lim-
it the global temperature rise. 

Most often, the answer is decep-
tive — and at the same time highly 
politicizing — that the worst con-
tributor to the climate crisis is the 
one who emits the most green-
house gases, especially carbon diox-
ide. And it is known that China is 
currently the largest emitter of car-
bon dioxide, so attempts are being 
made to direct world public opin-
ion against it. This, which is by no 
means conducive to inclusive glo-
balization, makes the mood of Sino-
phobia even stronger in certain 
countries. Yes, China sends into the 
atmosphere about 28 percent of the 
total volume of global CO2 emis-
sions, twice as much as the United 
States, which emits about 15 per-
cent, but per capita, which is a 
more appropriate measure, the Chi-
nese release just half of what people 
in the US do, respectively 8.1 and 
15.5 metric tons annually. Fairness 

requires an answer not only to the 
question who is emitting how much 
in 2021, but also who has released 
how much altogether so far. It is 
not difficult to identify who are the 
main culprits for our predicament. 
It is the richest economies of the 
West, with the US at the forefront. 
Starting the counting from 1750, 
China’s entire emissions of CO2, 
huge amounts of which still exist in 
the atmosphere surrounding the 
Earth, contributing to its heating, 
amounts to 13.7 percent, while the 
US’ historical contribution to this 
global furnace is almost twice this, 
as much as 25.5 percent. The coun-
tries of the European Union plus 
the United Kingdom, account for 
22.7 percent, India 3.2 percent, Afri-
ca 2.9 percent and South America 
2.6 percent. The sinking islands of 
Oceania only 1.2 percent. 

When one looks at the issue from 
this perspective, it is hardly surpris-
ing that poorer countries request 
greater sacrifice from the wealthy 
of this world. Historical bills must 
be paid fairly, without demanding 
that the skinny ones now tighten 
their belts on the same scale as the 
obese who consumed energy in the 
past without moderation. It is 
therefore not surprising that at the 
COP 26, Indian Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi declared his coun-
try’s intention to achieve net zero 
carbon emissions only in 2070. 
President Xi proclaimed China 
would make effort to achieve car-
bon neutrality before 2060, while 
developed countries declared their 
target was by 2050, although they 
would attempt to achieve it earlier. 
Net zero represents a situation 
where greenhouse gases emitted to 
the atmosphere are counterbal-
anced by their removal. Further 
social pressure should therefore 
force not so much to shorten the 
period to reach net zero in all coun-
tries, but to accelerate the transi-
tion to such a desired state in the 
richest countries. After all, they 
have contributed the most to bring-
ing us all to a verge of cataclysm. 

The author is professor of econom-
ics at Kozminski University in 
Warsaw and distinguished profes-
sor of Belt and Road School at Bei-
jing Normal University. The author 
contributed this article to China 
Watch, a think tank powered by 
China Daily. The views do not nec-
essarily reflect those of China Daily.
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Whatever happened 
to the G20?

Unlike the global financial crisis when it came to the fore, 
the group has been missing in action during the pandemic 

and on climate change 

L ast weekend’s G20 came 
and went. Sadly, as have so 
many in recent years. 
Admittedly, it was inevita-

bly going to be overshadowed by 
the COP 26 gathering in Glasgow, 
but in the days of old, the G20 
leaders — most of whom travelled 
on to Glasgow — would have 
attempted to proactively set the 
tone to try and solve global warm-
ing.

Indeed, comparing and con-
trasting the influence of G20 since 
the onset of COVID-19 in 2020 
with its response to the 2007-08 
financial crisis is shocking. Back in 
2008, then US President George 
W. Bush elevated the group above 
the G7 to be the premier policy-
making body to deal with global 
shocks. Not only did the 2008-09 
policy response deliver collective 
shock and awe, such that it helped 
ensure the risks of a sustained 
global economic meltdown would 
be minimized, but the nature and 
spirit of the G20 itself injected 
confidence into the global system. 
Of course, central to this was the 
inclusion of China, the other BRIC 
countries, Brazil, Russia and India, 
and other large emerging econo-
mies. It meant that the G20 repre-
sented at least 80 percent of the 
global GDP, and therefore, had 
true validity in terms of represent-
ative legitimacy. In turn, this laid 
the groundwork for subsequent 
shifts in the voting rights of the 
International Monetary Fund as 
well as the proportionate share of 
the key currencies in the Special 
Drawing Rights, the IMF’s 
accounting currency. 

In addition, from those early 
annual G20 meetings, the founda-
tions for the Financial Stability 
Board, a key body that ensures 
there is sufficient capital in the 
world’s financial system, came into 
existence, as the Financial Stability 
Forum was born. In my view, these 
have been the only progressive 
changes in global governance in 
the near 20 years since I came up 
with the BRIC acronym.

The 2020-21 economic fallout 
from the novel coronavirus out-
break is estimated by the IMF to 
be at least three times as big as 
that in 2008-09 and yet this G20 
summit did not really achieve any-

thing to help instill confidence 
that either the health crisis would 
be brought to an end soon, nor the 
fallout minimized. And coming 
ahead of the COP 26, it did little to 
set a collective tone for the Glas-
gow meeting.

Why? An optimistic view might 
be that the G20 has essentially 
concluded that it is more impor-
tant to get on with details and not 
seek to blow up big headlines with 
no substance. I shall return to this 
idea below.

A less charitable view would be 
that the G20, while notionally 
more legitimate, has found out it is 
too large to be an effective group 
for fruitful decision-making about 
big complex challenges, especially 
as the group doesn’t share the 
same philosophies or societal 
structures, nor have similar levels 
of wealth. Certainly in the middle 
of all of this, the crucial role of the 
United States and China is much 
more fraught today than it was in 
2008. And if the US and China 
can’t agree on big issues, there is 
virtually no chance that the G20 
can. 

In this regard, it is rather inter-

esting that the G7 appears to have 
made a revival of sorts, with a 
number of initiatives arising from 
this year’s United Kingdom host-
ing. A great deal of this appears to 
be born out of frustration with the 
G20. But of course, given the con-
tinued relative decline of the G7 as 
a representative group, even if 
they sentimentally feel good, it is 
hardly helpful for the complex 
world we live in today. Moreover, 
the BRICS political leaders have 
not achieved much either. A cynic 
might point to the G20 and BRICS, 
both of which now seem to achieve 
little, are groups that include Chi-
na and the other large emerging 
nations. And in this regard, it 
might well be that China, as the 
largest developing country and the 
world’s second-largest economy, 
has to think differently as to how it 
is participating in and engaging 
with these groups. Given very little 
media attention, perhaps one of 
the most interesting aspects of the 
G20 communiqué was the agree-
ment to set up a Joint Finance-
Health Task Force, to explore ways 
to mitigate future health pandem-
ics (and presumably other health 
crises). This follows strong recom-
mendations from a number of 
groups set up to explore what can 
be learned from the current crisis, 
including the G20 High Level 
Expert Panel and Pan-European 
Commission on Health and Sus-
tainable Development, which is 
chaired by the former prime min-
ister of Italy and former European 
commissioner Mario Monti.

I am an active member of this 
commission. One of our biggest 
proposals, following the lead of the 
G20 in its response to the 2008-09 
financial crisis and the establish-
ment of the Financial Stability 
Board, was to introduce a global 
finance and health board under 
the G20. It is clear to us, having 
finance ministries play an earlier 
and more central role in global 
health is desperately needed. 

The author is former chief econo-
mist at Goldman Sachs. The 
author contributed this article to 
China Watch, a think tank pow-
ered by China Daily. The views do 
not necessarily reflect those of Chi-
na Daily.
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