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Rather belatedly, the Australian government has recognized the need for 

political action to address global warming. The policy response to date 

emphasizes the value of a national emissions trading regime as the pivotal 

policy mechanism able to reduce Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions. In 

contrast, this paper argues that this prioritizing of emissions trading is best 

understood as reducing the risk of a political rather than ecological crisis. As 

Habermas argued, political crises can arise either from a government’s 

incapacity to manage an inherently unstable economy or from failing to 

respond to a citizenry worried about their security. The latter dilemma most 

often has been resolved by promising “tough action” and stronger legal 

controls. Yet, in the case of the threat of global warming this pattern is not 

found. This is because strong environmental controls threaten the 

government’s capacity to manage an economy where wealth creation is so 

tightly coupled with greenhouse gas emissions. In this context, the inevitable 

scientific uncertainty around the exact impact of anthropogenic climate change 

provides fertile ground for those wishing to downplay the ecological threat 

whilst generating fears about the economic costs of strong regulatory controls. 

It is in this context that the proposed ETS provides a palatable political 

solution to the risks facing governments fearful of their continuing legitimacy. 

Introduction 

Australians are currently experiencing a flurry of activity concerned with setting the 

right policy environment for reducing national greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. The 
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key initiative thus far has been the commissioning of the Garnaut Climate Change 

Review, a review that envisages a carbon emissions trading scheme (ETS) as the 

“centre-piece of a domestic mitigation strategy” (Garnaut 2008a: 5). The ETS is 

argued as capable of generating the economic motivation for the technological 

innovation and efficiency gains necessary to reduce emissions to an acceptable level.  

Emissions trading regimes fit well within stated government preferences for 

governance strategies that minimize direct governmental control (Grabosky 1994; 

Scott 2004; Shearing 1993). Yet, there are particular weaknesses to a market-based 

approach. These include intrinsic challenges with creating a market where participants 

do not try to “game” the system and the extrinsic factors that require strong political 

will to set sufficiently challenging emissions reduction targets. Overcoming the 

intrinsic challenges of maintaining market integrity in the form of adequate levels of 

compliance with accounting rules and transparent forms of governance requires 

learning from a problematic history of the financial market’s capacity to control 

excessive risk-taking and outright fraud by stock brokers, accountants, and 

entrepreneurs intent on maximising private gain at public expense (Clarke, Dean and 

Oliver 2003; Gunningham 1991; Haines 2007; Reichman 1991). The extrinsic 

challenges also are of concern. The government must resist special pleading if the 

ETS is to succeed in severing the connection between rising levels of greenhouse 

pollution and economic growth. The experience of both the trading system set up 

under the Kyoto protocol and the European ETS demonstrates that setting sufficiently 

onerous targets and resisting the call for free allocation of permits or other exceptions 

to market discipline demands a level of political courage that, to date, has been 

lacking (Baldwin 2008; Christoff 2006; Hepburn 2007; Oleschak and Springer 2007). 

Finally, weaknesses in the Kyoto system have meant that the much vaunted 
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technological revolution stimulated by the trading market has so far had disappointing 

results (Urge-Vorsatz, Keppel and Mirasgedes 2007). Australia may well have reason 

to be wary of the promises made about the capacity of the ETS to both promise a 

significant reduction in emissions by committing to stringent reduction targets, and to 

deliver on such promises. 

This paper explores why, despite these shortcomings, an ETS is being promoted as 

the heart of Australia’s mitigation strategy. It does so through an analysis of the 

critical role threats to political legitimacy plays in directing policy choice. Drawing on 

a Habermassian framework, the paper argues that the central dilemma facing 

governments of capitalist democracies, of maintaining economic growth in the face of 

chronic instability whilst simultaneously reassuring the electorate that they are well 

protected from threats and insecurities, provides the impetus for the current emphasis 

on the ETS. In addition, global warming poses particular policy challenges, 

challenges exacerbated by the inherent uncertainty of scientific predictions about 

climate change. Thus where a bolder ‘law and order’ approach might be expected in 

order to assuage public concern about the threat of global warming to date an ETS has 

been promoted as the centrepiece of the Federal Government’s response.  

Understanding political risk and climate policy 

Many commentators highlight the critical role political expediency has played in 

valorising ETSs as the central strategy in combating climate change (Hepburn 2007; 

Soleille 2006; van Asselt and Biermann 2006). Governments have succeeded in 

promoting an ETS as central to reducing emissions. In doing so, they avoid the 

political challenges that accompany either the imposition of a broad-based carbon tax 

or rigorous energy efficiency standards, measures likely to curtail ‘essential’ 

purchases made by voters and create a backlash by industry. Carefully crafted trading 
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schemes can be sold politically as capable of reducing emissions whilst maintaining 

the consumer demand that underpins economic growth. Dampening demand and 

economic investment risks recession that in turn risks reducing the government 

revenue necessary for public spending whilst also inviting accusations that a 

government has mismanage the economy (Habermas 1989b; Haines, Sutton and 

Platania-Phung 2008).  

But as Habermas (1989b) has noted, political risk does not only arise when economic 

investment and growth is threatened, but also when a regime appears incapable of 

reassuring citizens that they are able to shield them from the perils of the unknown. 

Reassuring citizens about their security is as critical to reducing political risk as 

keeping the economy burning at an even intensity (Habermas 1989b; Haines, et al. 

2008).  

Reducing political risk then is not just about maintaining economic growth or about 

public reassurance, it is both. Succeeding in both arenas, though, is fraught. If a 

government can convince the citizenry that market-based strategies can not only 

satisfy economic needs but also protect from some impending risk to security, then 

governments are likely to breathe more easily. Historically, however, the market has 

not proved particularly reassuring to a citizenry concerned with their own well-being 

(Habermas 1989b). Rather, a resort to command and control regulation, where 

government mandates standards and enforces these through a dedicated regulatory 

agency provides greater reassurance to popular concerns about insecurity (Reason 

1997; Sunstein 2005). Command and control ‘law and order’ responses reassure in a 

way that markets cannot. 

The nature of the climate problem 
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So, why in this case do the political elite consider an ETS as capable of reassuring 

citizens that catastrophic levels of global warming can be averted? Where is the 

demand for more decisive measures that often accompany environmental and human 

risks? Here, it is worth considering in a little more detail the nature of this particular 

threat. Firstly, it is both chronic and crescive
i
. Climate change is not experienced with 

the same visibility and immediacy of an aeroplane crash or an industrial disaster. 

Further, the cause of the problem, GHG emissions, is tightly embedded within 

contemporary modes of production (Beck 1992; Bulkeley 2001; Haines and Sutton 

2003). For these two reasons it is possible to surmise why the crisis around climate 

change has failed to galvanize concern in a manner that sees governments, including 

the Australian government, forced to substantiate their claims that an ETS can and 

will deliver. 

But there is an additional challenge here, one that centres on the role of certainty and 

uncertainty in policymaking and in science. Successful policy development often 

involves claims that a particular scientific body of evidence means that policymakers 

have ‘no choice’ but to act in a particular way (Bedsworth and Kastenberg 2002; 

Habermas 1989a). But, science is premised on uncertainty where today’s knowledge 

is seen as contingent on tomorrow’s experience and further research (Beyea and 

Berger 2001; Popper, Lempert and Bankes 2005; Tilley 1980). Considerable scientific 

uncertainty remains in predicting the precise impact of elevated GHG emissions on 

our climate. The uncertainty of science, however, is quite distinct here. The issue is to 

move to a closer and closer understanding of the real impact of humanity on the 

climate. However, scientific uncertainty is ripe for exploitation both politically and 

socio-culturally in the policymaking process (Bedsworth and Kastenberg 2002). 

Various coalitions of industry and governments have sought to discredit the science 
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pointing to the lack of certainty and by doing so have successfully undermined the 

political motivation necessary for a strong regulatory response (Pearce 2007). This is 

despite the scientific uncertainty revolving more around predicting from any raised 

concentrations of GHGs exactly when, where and by how much temperatures will 

increase, sea levels rise or precipitation change. Scientific uncertainty is not whether 

there will be an impact, but how bad it will be. Indeed, recent revelations suggest a 

more dire scenario than previously thought (IPCC 2007).   

There have been climate-related challenges, however, that have generated persistent 

public debate but have not resulted in a market-based policy response. In Australia, 

the clearest manifestation of this is increasingly scarce water supplies. It is instructive 

that the response by various levels of government to the water crisis that is hitting 

many cities and towns has largely taken the form of power-hungry desalination plants, 

transferring water from one region of scarcity to another and trucking in water; none 

of which are particularly climate-friendly. What is clear, however, is that a market-

based solution to the problem of water scarcity in the residential sector
ii
 has failed to 

capture the attention of politicians wary that they will feel the wrath of the electorate 

should supplies of water run dry. The solution to the water crisis has been tighter 

command and control regulation, increased prices for water and assurance of supply. 

The political crisis that domestic water scarcity generates is acute and hence leads to a 

quite distinct regulatory profile when compared with measures directly concerned 

with reduction in GHG emissions. 

There are some limited command and control measures that are aimed to address 

climate issues, such as increased energy efficiency standards for buildings. But to date 

such measures have been carefully negotiated so as not exacerbate political risks by 

generating a backlash from either industry or the consumer. Building efficiency levels 
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are now more stringent, but have been accompanied by increases in both the size of 

houses and technology use in homes so that overall energy consumption of the 

average household has increased (ABS 2006; Giles 2007). The same is true for cars 

(Lucas 2008). Further a continued emphasis on coal as critical to the economy 

remains, despite findings that overall growth can be achieved through alternative, 

arguably more climate-friendly solutions (Adams 2007). Overall, path dependent 

methods of consumption and economic growth remain prominent.   

Public concern with climate change is not entirely absent from the political agenda. 

There are calls for certainty and reassurance, but to date these have been scripted on 

to market-based mechanisms. Assurance has been sought and grudgingly provided by 

GHG reduction targets. The political debate has been around emissions reductions 

that countries will commit themselves to, and certainty provided by the percentage 

figures and the ppm CO2 e levels that underlie such reduction goals. Certainty is 

translated into numbers and future commitments. The uncertainty of the market 

system is translated into the certainty of figures to be realised in the future. Yet the 

Kyoto 1 outcomes would suggest two problems with this scenario: one when 

bargaining gets tough these agreed figures will be well below what is required and 

secondly even the modest targets eventually negotiated may well fail to materialise in 

practice (Christoff 2006). We are already seeing this with the release of the latest 

supplementary draft report from the Garnaut review (2008b). 

Conclusions 

Difficult challenges lie ahead in institutionalising a regulatory regime that reassures 

governments about their own political future and that can successfully reduce GHG 

emissions. To date, it would seem that the lure of the market in the form of emissions 

trading has been selected as the preferred solution to keeping political risks low. 
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Nonetheless, more strenuous efforts to point to the problems with a market-based 

solution and how it must be strengthened can and should be made. Sociologists and 

criminologists might want to take stock of their own research past and present to 

highlight both the weaknesses as well as the strengths of a market-based approach in 

general, and a trading approach in particular. From this past experience, it would seem 

that real questions should be raised about the capacity of markets to generate benefits 

for the few at the expense of many, including in this case the climate. Emissions 

trading may prove surprisingly effective, but we should not depend on such an 

outcome. Certainly, as a key governmental response to our ever increasing GHG 

emissions it risks ‘papering over the cracks’ of underlying tensions aimed at 

maintaining regime legitimacy whilst ensuring economic growth lasts at least the term 

of the particular governments concerned. 
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i
 Increasing, growing, expanding. Defined by Merriam Webster as ‘marked by spontaneous gradual 

development’ definition available at http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/crescive  

ii
 Market based regimes exist in the agricultural sector.  But chronic delays and unrealistic costing of 

water over-allocation of permits has meant that such measures have spectacularly failed to maintain 

critical river systems such as the Murray Darling. It is a lesson from which proponents of an ETS might 

learn. 


