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Free Trade Is a Boon to the Environment 

By Sallie James 

If summitry was a sure predictor of activity, then climate change would be heading towards a golden era. The UN 
climate summit on Tuesday and the G-20 summit that just wrapped up in Pittsburgh both attempted to relight the 
dying embers of hope that the December climate meeting in Copenhagen can lead to a successor agreement to the 
Kyoto Protocol, due to expire in 2012.  

If the G-20 leaders really want to demonstrate commitment to action on climate change, they would do well to be 
more careful about sticking to their commitments when it comes to open international trade. 

Many lofty sentiments were displayed at both events. UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon announced that the 
world is "one step closer" to a climate change deal. But he declined, of course, to point out that this particular 
journey of a thousand miles looks increasingly precarious and that one step is nowhere near enough progress for 
those hoping for a final deal in December. 

The new Japanese Prime Minister made nice with his colleagues by reaffirming his vow to reduce his 
country's emissions to 25% below 1990 levels by 2020. China's President Hu Jintao only went so far as to promise 
his country would reduce emissions by a "notable" margin, but at least sounded receptive to emissions reduction 
efforts. President Obama gave yet another eloquent speech, which though short on specifics, conveyed that the 
United States accepted responsibility for past damage, while continuing to insist on efforts from "rapidly-growing 
developing nations." 

On trade, the G-20 will no doubt pledge to work hard to complete the Doha round of multilateral trade negotiations 
by 2010, and to keep trade open in the meantime. Unfortunately,its record in this area is not great. 

The governing body has consistently, if hypocritically in view of its subsequent actions, issued statements 
emphasizing the importance of avoiding protectionism amid a global financial crisis, only to have its members do 
the opposite. Too often the temptation among G-20 countries to subsidize and protect their own has proven too great 
to resist. 

The political tension between protection-seeking domestic constituencies and those in favor of more open trade is 
beginning to appear in the climate change debate.  Importantly, the free flow of goods and environmental 
soundness are not necessarily at odds. 

Indeed, because trade leads to wealth, and wealth to an increased desire and ability to protect the environment, the 
two are complementary. Nonetheless, many G-20 leaders are doing their best to set them up as being inalterably 
opposed. President Sarkozy earlier this month became the latest politician to call for carbon tariffs to "level the 
playing field" for French products that will attract a carbon tax and yet compete with untaxed imports. 

Similar sentiments are held among certain U.S. politicians too. Senators from manufacturing states crucial to 
securing passage of a climate bill have repeatedly insisted that their support depends on protection for vulnerable 
domestic industries. They continue to argue that Chinese imports are threatening U.S. jobs in energy intensive 
industries, even though more than two-thirds of those types of products come from other similarly rich (and, in 
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some cases, greener) countries. 

President Obama spoke out against punitive trade measures inserted into the House bill when it passed in June, but 
declined to say whether he would veto a final bill if it contained the same elements. He has demonstrated little 
willingness to resist the siren song of protectionism, judging from his actions on trade since assuming the 
presidency. He also displayed a lack of appreciation for the foreign policy implications of protectionism 
in announcing tariffs on Chinese tires just prior to a climate summit where the country's cooperation was considered 
crucial. 

Alienating the Chinese by threatening them with trade barriers would be a big mistake. And considering that the 
U.S. accounts for less than one percent of the market for Chinese energy-intensive goods as is, tariffs would create 
even less of an incentive among producers to clean up their production techniques for what would be a shrinking 
market. What they will do is increase the costs of U.S. producers who use Chinese inputs, and ultimately, of U.S. 
consumers. 

Protectionism in the name of climate change carries little upside and much risk, for the environment and for the 
global economy. Leaders who care about either or both goals should start fulfilling their own pledges on open trade. 
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