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There is consensus among climate scientists that the greenhouse gas levels need to be 
reduced to 80 percent below the 1990 levels before 2050. Failure to do so would result in an 
irreversible loss of biodiversity, as well as billions of dollars in monetary costs (Stanton et al., 
2007). Climate change is already beginning to transform life on Earth. Around the globe, seasons 
are shifting, temperatures are climbing and sea levels are rising. Scientific research has indicated 
that climate change will cause hurricanes and tropical storms to become more intense — lasting 
longer, unleashing stronger winds, and causing billions of dollars in damage to coastal 
ecosystems and communities (Becker, 2012). Climate change due to human impact is also 
causing mass extinction of species. A recent estimate showed that about 100 species of plants, 
animals and bacteria are going extinct every day due to human impact (ASPCA, 2012). 
Furthermore, climate change is also creating a new phenomenon in the global arena called 
“Climate Refugees”. A climate refugee is a person displaced by climatically induced 
environmental disasters. Such disasters result from incremental and rapid ecological change, 
resulting in increased droughts, desertification, sea level rise, and the more frequent occurrence 
of extreme weather events such as hurricanes, cyclones, fires, mass flooding and tornadoes. The 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) has warned that the number of climate refugees 
could rise to roughly about a billion twenty years from now (Vidal, 2009). This could lead to 
mass global migration problem and border conflicts. The effects of climate change that we are 
already experiencing have been so severe that the Pentagon now considers climate change a 
national security risk. The reason I am mentioning all this is to remind us that the threats posed 
by climate change is so alarming that they requires urgent attention. But prior to discussing how 
to best solve this colossal problem or who is best suited to resolve this next big crisis, it is 
important to address the roots of responsibility. Guilt cannot be allocated exclusively to policy 
makers or regulators, big corporations or specific industries; climate change is a problem caused 
by the aggregate of each and every individual action affecting each and every community. So if 
this is a ubiquitous issue, and every individual is in some way responsible, the question remains: 
where should begin our search for the solution? In this paper, I shall present my opinion arguing 
against exclusively relying on the market system or the national governments to solve this 
problem.  

The first candidate considered by a number of economists for resolving this impending 
crisis is the market which is widely perceived as the panacea to all the problems. But can the 
market really solve this global problem? My answer is a resounding no. Market based 
approaches including cap and trade and carbon offset are flawed and plagued by corporate 
lobbying and corruption. Furthermore, providing that the voluntary cap and trade approach has 
the potential to ameliorate circumstances, I think that we simply do not have the luxury of time 
to allow this approach to utilize the market system in reducing greenhouse gas emissions. A 
commonly cited goal is to stabilize GHG concentrations around 450-550 parts per million (ppm), 
or only about twice the pre-industrial levels (NatGeo, 2012). This is the point at which many 
believe the most damaging impacts of climate change can be avoided.  Current concentrations 
are about 380 ppm, which means there isn't much time to lose (Blasing, 2013).  According to the 
IPCC, we'd have to reduce GHG emissions by 50% to 80% of what they're on track to be in the 
next century to reach this level. In addition to this time constraint, there are myriad inherent 
problems in the market-based approach; for instance, certain components of our economic 
system make it impossible to determine economically and environmentally efficient behavior 
based on price signals; therefore, we cannot rely on market-based approaches due to this inherent 
dependence on price signals. 
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While structural reasons indicate that the market is incapable of solving the ills of climate 
change, some free market extremists fervently support this approach. Furthermore, they contend 
that there should be absolutely no government intervention if this approach is adopted and 
executed. We cannot however, diminish the role of the government as a major driver of 
innovation, nor can we ignore the vitality of energy subsidies for energy resource development.  
Undoubtedly, the government can be helpful in rapidly scaling down fossil fuel use through 
major investments in clean energy alternatives such as solar and wind. The challenge however, 
has been the government’s ability to invest in alternative energies. In the U.S for instance, with 
the budget deficit as high as 8 percent of the GDP, it is highly unlikely that the government will 
invest in a project large enough to significantly curb greenhouse gas emissions over the next few 
years. Provided the problems the countries affected by the recent recession are facing at present, 
the governments are very much unreliable, and somewhat dangerous to look to in repairing the 
climate. Personally, I think the governments of the biggest greenhouse gas emitting countries 
like the U.S., China, India and so forth, have all become quite a blunt instrument riddled with a 
lot of special interest pandering when it comes to environmental issues. Quite a few policy 
makers in these countries tell a different tale. To them, the ballyhoo over global warming is 
much ado about nothing – just another attempt at scaremongering by naïve idealists who 
erroneously believe that the world can be made a better place, and international bureaucrats 
looking to expand their budgets and influence (Verweij et al., 2009). These policy makers are 
skeptical that climate change will occur and they are convinced that, even if it does, the 
consequences will be neither catastrophic nor uniformly negative. We are, they assert, where we 
have always been: faced with challenges that, if tackled boldly by a diversity of competing 
agents, can be transformed into opportunities from which all can benefit (Goodin, 2008, p. 334). 
They emphasize the lacunae in climate change science: for instance, they argue that clouds, 
whose formation is poorly understood but which are expected to be more prevalent in a warmer 
world, would reflect more sunlight back into space before it can reach the earth’s surface. They 
also say that human sources of greenhouse gases are dwarfed by natural sources (volcanoes, for 
instance, and termites) – which means that it is impossible in the short-run to say whether any 
warming (if it is happening) is man-made. Some even say that the climate models that are being 
used to predict future changes cannot even accurately chart past changes. Some also point out 
that a carbon-richer climate would increase agricultural productivity, and that, even if the 
negative impacts did outweigh the positive ones, we would still need to compare the costs of 
preventing global warming now to the costs of adapting to higher temperatures a few decades 
from now (Goodin, 2008, p. 335). On top of all that, they are open to the view that technological 
progress may soon render today’s fuss over climate change irrelevant in the near future. 
Therefore, I am quite skeptical that the government dominated by such cornucopian values and 
extreme techno-optimism can calibrate regulations and taxes as per the current need to solve the 
climate problem in this crucial time. 
 

Climate change is indeed too big and too urgent a problem to wait for the governments or 
the market in avoiding it. In my opinion, neither the market nor the national governments 
exclusively can fix the problem. The real motive force behind a safer low emission future is the 
people – the consumers, the voters.  The people should be integral to devising a solution to 
climate change; and solutions should come from different communities and cities through 
democratic planning and decision-making. The world’s carbon dioxide emissions will fall only if 
people change their buying habits, learn how to wield their political muscle, and more 
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importantly, adopt a low carbon footprint lifestyle despite its seemingly austere semblance. In 
my opinion, such a grass-roots revolution will succeed only when local communities and city 
governments take the lead.  

There are many ways to empower local communities and cities to initiate carbon 
reductions. First and foremost, there should be a program for climate action in every U.S. city 
and township. These programs should keep the local government’s action on carbon reduction 
both friendly and engaging to markets so that innovation continues to flow into the space. Local 
communities can be empowered through the establishment of “community carbon funds” that 
support local carbon offset projects. The local governments could also introduce “environmental 
venture prizes” to reward innovative programs, products and services that help reduce carbon 
emission, as well as to put further emphasis on local investments. But there are other more 
aggressive steps that the local governments could take. The first challenge would be to eliminate 
the burning of coals, oil and eventually natural gas. This is perhaps the most daunting challenge 
as citizens of more developed nations literally eat, wear, work, play and even sleep on the 
products made from such fossilized sunshine (Biello, 2011). And citizens of developing nations 
want and arguably deserve the same comforts. So foregoing fossil fuels is going to be difficult 
for city governments because oil is the lubricant of the local economy just as it is for the national 
or the global economy.  However, city governments can, if they are aggressive enough, demand 
electricity from utility companies that are increasingly employing alternative modes of power 
generation like solar, geothermal or wind, and that are investing in the development or 
advancement of these alternative energy sources. 

Buildings worldwide still contribute around one third of all greenhouse gas emissions, 
even though investing in thicker insulation and other temperature-regulating steps can save 
money in the long run (Biello, 2011). Electric grids are at capacity or overloaded, but power 
demands continue to rise (Valenta, 2012). And bad roads can lower the fuel economy of even the 
most efficient vehicles. Therefore, investing in new infrastructure, or radically upgrading 
existing roadways and transmission lines, should be another focus of the local governments. 
Doing so would help cut greenhouse gas emissions and drive economic growth in even the 
developing parts of the world. 

Transportation is the second leading source of greenhouse gas emissions in the U.S. But 
it doesn't have to be that way. One way to dramatically curtail transportation fuel needs is to 
move closer to work through better zoning, or the use mass transit, or switching to 
walking, cycling or some other mode of transport that does not require anything other than 
human energy. This is the sector in which the local municipal governments can really have a 
great influence. For example, the cycling initiative taken by the city governments of Amsterdam 
and Portland, Oregon should serve as an example to other metropolitan areas. Similarly, the car 
one drives is the most important climate decision that he or she takes. Better gas mileage not 
only reduces global warming, but will also help save thousands of dollars at the gas station over 
the life of the vehicle. What the local governments could do to spur the demand for such fuel 
efficient cars is perhaps provide extra parking spaces exclusively for cars that use cleaner 
technologies like hybrid engines. Or maybe make the owners of such cars pay less in toll taxes.  

Furthermore, a potentially simpler and even bigger impact can be made by consuming 
less or doing more with less. I think doing more with less becomes possible only through proper 
education and awareness as I believe education and awareness is the only way we can make 
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people willing to forego some level of comfort for the sake of the environment. Citizens of many 
developed countries are profligate wasters of energy, whether by speeding in a gas-guzzling 
sport-utility vehicle or leaving the lights on when not in a room. Believe it or not, U.S. citizens 
expend more electricity to power devices when off than when on because these devices such as 
televisions, stereo equipment, computers, battery chargers and a host of other gadgets and 
appliances consume more energy when seemingly switched off (COCT, 2012). Therefore, I think 
the role of the local school authorities to promote education and awareness on climate issues has 
become vital. Contrary to popular belief, a recent study showed that over the last few years, the 
proportion of high school students who are aware of the ongoing climate issues has somewhat 
decreased. I believe a more intensive effort from the local governments and the school district 
authorities is the only way we could reverse this trend.  

Finally, I would like to conclude by saying that if we are to avoid runaway climate 
change we must remain cognizant that we do not have time on our side. I believe that the best 
way to successfully and efficiently move forward in tackling this problem is through 
experimenting with big changes in smaller groups and with more decentralized efforts involving 
more cities and local townships. The solution to climate change lies in the ability of the 
communities of people to mutually enforce pro-environment rules and regulations and to adapt to 
such changes. While the national governments and the market will be of some assistance as they 
can incentivize local efforts, I feel that it is imperative that this problem be led primarily by the 
resolve and dedication of smaller communities of people and their city governments. 

  



	   	   Solving	  the	  Climate	  Problem	  

References 

ASPCA, “Endangered Species” Retrieved Feb 15, 2013, http://www.aspca.org/aspcakids/real-
issues/endangered-species.aspx 

Becker, W. “Will President Obama Seize Moment on Climate Change?”, Yale: Environment 
360, 
http://e360.yale.edu/feature/will_president_obama_seize_moment_on_climate_change/2591/, 
Retrieved Feb 15, 2013 

Bello, D. “10 Solutions for Climate Change”, Scientific American, December 1, 2011 
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=10-solutions-for-climate-change 

Blasing, T. J. “Recebt Greenhouse Gas Concentrations” DOI: 10.3334/CDIAC/atg.032, Updated 
February 2013, http://cdiac.ornl.gov/pns/current_ghg.html 

Change Our Climate Today, “Revolutionary Unplug Device”, Monthly Archives: August 2012, 
http://changeourclimatetoday.wordpress.com/2012/08/ 

Goodin, R., Tilly, C. (2008) The Oxford Handbook of Contextual Political Analysis, Oxford 
University Press, p. 334, 335 

National Geographic, “Global Warming Solutions: What Can We Do?” NatGeoGreen, Retrieved 
Feb 17, 2012 http://environment.nationalgeographic.com/environment/global-warming/gw-
solutions/ 

Stanton, E. A., Ackerman, F. (2007) Florida and Climate Change: The Cost of Inaction, Tufts 
University, p.ii, 
http://www.broward.org/NaturalResources/ClimateChange/Documents/Florida_lr.pdf 

Valenta, P., “How Do We Solve the Demand On Our Electric Grid”, Intelligent Utility, June 12, 
1012, http://www.intelligentutility.com/article/12/06/how-do-we-solve-demand-our-electric-grid 

Verweij et al., “The Case for Clumsiness” Retrieved Feb 17, 2013 
http://www.palgrave.com/pdfs/0230002307.pdf 

Vidal, J. “Global Warming Could Create 150 million Climate Refugees by 2050”, The Guardian, 
Nov 2, 2009 http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2009/nov/03/global-warming-climate-
refugees 

 

 

 


