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It’s easy to be cynical about summit meetings. Often they’re just photo ops, and the photos from
the latest Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation meeting, which had world leaders looking
remarkably like the cast of “Star Trek,” were especially cringe-worthy. At best — almost always
— they’re just occasions to formally announce agreements already worked out by lower-level
officials.

Once in a while, however, something really important emerges. And this is one of those times:
The agreement between China and the United States on carbon emissions is, in fact, a big deal.

To understand why, you first have to understand the defense in depth that fossil-fuel interests and
their loyal servants — nowadays including the entire Republican Party — have erected against
any action to save the planet.

The first line of defense is denial: there is no climate change; it’s a hoax concocted by a cabal
including thousands of scientists around the world. Bizarre as it is, this view has powerful
adherents, including Senator James Inhofe, who will soon lead the Senate Environment and
Public Works Committee. Indeed, some elected officials have done all they can to pursue witch
hunts against climate scientists.

Still, as a political matter, attacking scientists has limited effectiveness. It plays well with the Tea
Party, but to the broader public — even to non-Tea Party Republicans — it sounds like a crazy
conspiracy theory, because it is.

The second line of defense involves economic scare tactics: any attempt to limit emissions will
destroy jobs and end growth. This argument sits oddly with the right’s usual faith in markets;
we’re supposed to believe that business can transcend any problem, adapt and innovate around
any limits, but would shrivel up and die if policy put a price on carbon. Still, what’s bad for the
Koch brothers must be bad for America, right?

Like claims of a vast conspiracy of scientists, however, the economic disaster argument has
limited traction beyond the right-wing base. Republican leaders may talk of a “war on coal” as if
this were self-evidently an attack on American values, but the reality is that the coal industry
employs very few people. The real war on coal, or at least on coal miners, was waged by strip-
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mining and natural gas, and ended a long time ago. And environmental protection is quite
popular with the nation at large.

Which brings us to the last line of defense, claims that America can’t do anything about global
warming, because other countries, China in particular, will just keep on spewing out greenhouse
gases. This is a standard argument at think tanks like the Cato Institute and among conservative
pundits. And, to be fair, anyone proposing climate action does have to explain how we can deal
with the free-rider problem of countries that refuse to contain emissions.

Now, there is a good answer already available: “carbon tariffs” levied against the exports of
countries that refuse to join in the effort to limit emissions. Such tariffs probably wouldn’t even
require any change in existing trade law, and they would provide a powerful incentive for
holdouts to get with the program. Still, until now, the suggestion that China could be induced to
participate in climate protection was informed speculation at best.
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