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The universe we live in often rests on a careful balance, however chaotic it may look from the outside. 
The existence of life is dependent on an even more ordered balance as we need certain conditions to 
keep existing. This balance is usually not threatened by the living themselves because we tend to fit into 
nature in order to exist; however, recently, humanity has been visibly proud of its quest to conquer 
nature and to bend it to its will. While it was not necessarily intentional, we have declared a war against 
nature when we stopped being restricted by it and began using certain limited resources without any 
limitations. However, we are losing the war, and we are taking everything else with us. In an 
unsurprising turn of events, it seems that a war against nature is a war against ourselves. 

 

In simplified terms, the Earth’s atmosphere absorbs sunlight for the most part while reflecting some of it 
back as heat; however, some gases in our atmosphere can reabsorb some of this heat and trap it. When 
we have too much of these gases, called greenhouse gases (GHGs) as they produce a greenhouse effect, 
the Earth starts to warm up. That is what the climate change we speak of essentially is. What is 
humanity’s involvement in climate change? Well, under normal conditions, these gases are naturally 
produced regardless of our lifestyles but normally they exist in a balance. For instance, carbon dioxide in 
the atmosphere is continuously consumed and produced by simple activities such as photosynthesis and 
aerobic respiration. Recently though, we have been producing way over our share in the natural 
balance. Since the industrial revolution, carbon dioxide in the atmosphere has increased by about 40% 1. 
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1 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/climate/evidence/carbon_dioxide.shtml#:~:text=Carbon%20dioxide%20stays%20in%20the
%20atmosphere%20for%20approximately%20100%20years.&text=The%20concentration%20of%20carbon%20dio
xide,has%20increased%20by%20about%2040%20%25%20. 
2 https://www.climate.gov/news-features/understanding-climate/climate-change-atmospheric-carbon-dioxide 



 

 

The issue of climate change is deeply intertwined with the economy. Over the years, especially after the 
technological boom following the industrial revolution, our lives started to become more luxurious and 
costly. As some countries began to develop, those who industrialized got richer, while the rest of the 
world acquired the status of a developing country. This wealth allowed them to develop, produce, and 
sell more. However, production depletes natural resources, mainly fossil fuels in our case, and 
unfortunately, that depletion generally turns into carbon dioxide. Today, how much money you own 
noticeably correlates with how much you contribute to climate change3 4. The problem is, while the gap 
between the rich and poor is still there, even the poorest countries have been getting richer. Economic 
growth, powered by our limitless consumption of resources, has led to the highest standards of living 
and the largest reduction in extreme poverty in human history5 6 7. 

 
3 https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/co-emissions-per-
capita?tab=chart&stackMode=absolute&time=1800..latest&country=UGA~USA&region=World 
4 https://ourworldindata.org/co2-by-income-region#emissions-by-country-s-income 
5 https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/average-real-gdp-per-capita-regions-1960-2016 
6 https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/hdi-vs-gdp-per-capita?time=1870..2015 
7 https://www.un.org/development/desa/dspd/wp-content/uploads/sites/22/2018/05/31.pdf 



 

The relationship between climate change and economic growth leads to a dilemma. We need to stop 
growing at the rate that we are, at least until we have working alternative technology; however, this 
idea creates an unfair situation. Developed countries are the biggest contributors to climate change, and 
yet, if we stopped relying on industrialization right now, the developing countries would suffer the most 
loss. Currently, China is the largest contributor with 27% of the total emission of carbon dioxide. The 
USA and the EU follow China with 15% and 10% respectively. Together, these three alone make up over 
half of the total global emissions. However, the picture changes slightly when we take a look at historical 
emissions and the total emission per person. Historically, China’s emission rate sits at 13% compared to 
the 25 and 22% of the USA and the EU. Similarly, if we measure contribution by emission per person 
instead of total, China’s rate at 7% is pretty average. In contrast, a single American produces over twice 
that amount 8 9. The richest half of countries contribute 86% to global emissions 10. These numbers 
suggest that while developed countries point to their efforts in being environmentally friendly, they 
have been and are still the biggest contributors to climate change. When this is the case, developing 
countries become reluctant to apply these policies as to them, carbon emissions are not a luxury but a 
necessity for survival. 

 

There are other issues concerning how to deal with climate change. To start with, sometimes items that 
seem environmentally friendly may end up not necessarily being so. For example, while single-use 
plastic bags are dangerous to animals, the energy required for their production is lower, therefore, it is 
more environmentally friendly than producing a reusable cotton bag. As a result, you would have to use 
the cotton bag 7100 times for it to have a lower environmental impact 11. Another issue is that the key 
to reducing carbon emissions is to use efficient technology, meaning it does the same thing for less 
energy. However, there are some issues with the real-life implementations of these as well. Firstly, 
when something becomes more efficient, it is often used more which may cancel out whatever 
reduction it was planned to cause, this is called the direct rebound effect 12. Another problem, the 
indirect rebound effect, happens when you buy something more efficient which helps you raise money 
that you might spend on another luxury item. For example, buying a cheap, efficient car might allow you 
to save some money for a vacation that you then take a flight to 13. Finally, as usual, the more you 
optimize something, the harder it becomes to optimize it even more 14.  

 
8 https://ourworldindata.org/co2-and-other-greenhouse-gas-emissions#cumulative-co2-emissions 
9 https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/co-emissions-per-
capita?tab=chart&stackMode=absolute&time=latest&country=~CHN&region=World 
10 https://ourworldindata.org/co2-by-income-region#emissions-by-country-s-income 
11 https://www2.mst.dk/Udgiv/publications/2018/02/978-87-93614-73-4.pdf 
12 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/568361/EPRS_BRI(2015)568361_EN.pdf 
13 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0921800914002055#:~:text=In%20contrast%2C%20indirect%
20rebound%20effects,put%20towards%20an%20overseas%20holiday. 
14 
https://books.google.de/books?id=Ed42yWbS980C&pg=PA1122&lpg=PA1122&dq=marginal+return+on+investmen
t+in+energy+efficiency&source=bl&ots=dKvBffWmnn&sig=ACfU3U2GAlwMWiQALsY-



 

So far, the world has made some effort in acknowledging the problem, albeit slowly. The Paris 
Agreement specifically tackled what can be done while taking developing countries into account. The 
agreement aimed to keep the temperature increase below 2 degrees Celsius while offering support to 
developing countries in order to increase their ability to combat climate change. Another aim was to 
help the involved parties in dealing with the environmental impacts global warming would bring. In 
return, parties were required to regularly report emissions and implementations of their nationally 
determined contributions (NDCs). The agreement adopted a transparent policy and additionally aimed 
to develop a new technology framework 15. 

 

Another such agreement is the Kyoto Protocol which was adopted in 1997 but entered into force in 
2005, operationalizing the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change 16. The Kyoto Protocol, in 
contrast, only dealt with developed countries. The countries were expected to meet the measures 
mostly through national measures and report back much like the Paris Agreement; however, the 
difference was the establishment of flexible market mechanisms: International Emissions Trading, Clean 
Development Mechanism (CDM), Joint Implementation. The benefits of this decision were that it 
encouraged investment in developing countries, included the private sector in the process of emission 
reduction, and made transitioning from fossil fuels to clean energy easier. 

 

A problem with these agreements is that they mainly include governments and major contributors like 
the US can and has refused to participate in both the Paris Agreement and the Kyoto Protocol. This is 
worrying as US companies have a troubled past with climate change science. For example, Exxon, the 
world’s largest oil and gas company, was detected to be aware of potential climate change issues over a 
decade before it became a public issue 17. Furthermore, they have spent over 30 million dollars to 
promote climate change denial over the years. Currently, Exxon is part of the Oil and Gas Climate 
Initiative (OGCI) with other oil and gas companies like BP and Shell to reduce GHGs and cut back their 
contribution to climate change 18. Their website lists their goals and policies they wish to follow to 
decrease GHG emissions and encourage transmission to clean energy. 

 

Another agency that deals with climate change in the US is the United States Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA). EPA conducts research to find ways to reduce US contributions to global warming 19. They 
suggest that market-oriented economies work better compared to prescriptive regulatory policies as the 
latter restricts the choices of the companies, forcing them to control their emission at higher costs. In 

 
noO05NAVtFeIZg&hl=en&sa=X&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=marginal%20return%20on%20investment%20in%20en
ergy%20efficiency&f=false 
15 https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/what-is-the-paris-agreement 
16 https://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol 
17 https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/exxon-knew-about-climate-change-almost-40-years-ago/ 
18 https://oilandgasclimateinitiative.com/about-us/ 
19 https://www.epa.gov/environmental-economics/economics-climate-change 



order to achieve market-oriented policies, they provide two options. First is an emission tax, this 
encourages polluters to cut back on their omissions to avoid paying higher taxes. The second one is a 
tradable permit system where the company is given a number of pollution permits referring to how 
much GHGs they are allowed to emit. Polluters can then reduce their emissions to avoid buying these 
permits or can sell these permits to other companies. 

 

However, what we have been doing has not been enough. The Paris Agreement is failing 20, developed 
countries that follow environmental policies continue to give extensions to oil pipelines 21, the policies 
still seem to place more emphasis on preserving the profit of these companies rather than cutting down 
emissions, and even during the pandemic the carbon dioxide levels hit another record high 22. We simply 
are not doing enough 23. What is worse is that the economy stands to lose if we keep this up as well. The 
NRDC predicts that dealing with hurricanes, real estate loss, energy, and water will alone cost 1.9 trillion 
dollars (1.8% of US GDP) annually by 2100 24. In 2019, the world has spent 100 billion dollars on damages 
caused by extreme weather conditions. It is estimated that by 2050, the cumulative cost of damage 
might increase to 8 trillion dollars, losing 3% of gross world product and the poorest regions losing more 
than their GDP 25. Furthermore, these estimates do not account for human deaths or loss of biodiversity 
so the reality we end up facing might be even more severe. 

 

Despite our history of failure, all is not lost. There is still a lot we can do. We can start by leaving nuclear 
power plants online for longer 26, we can invest less in fossil fuels and more in renewable energy sources 
27, we can make carbon emission itself costly 28, and we can rely less on fossil fuel vehicles 29. Climate 
change is a complicated issue that touches on many different aspects of our lives; however, that does 
not mean that it is unsolvable 30 31 32.   

 
20 https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ab57b3/pdf 
21 https://www.bogazicimun.org/tmx 
22 https://www.washingtonpost.com/weather/2020/06/04/carbon-dioxide-record-2020/ 
23 
https://www.globalcarbonproject.org/global/pdf/GCP_2019_Global%20energy%20growth%20outpace%20decarb
onization_UN%20Climate%20Summit_HR.pdf 
24 https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/cost.pdf 
25 https://www.eiu.com/n/global-economy-will-be-3-percent-smaller-by-2050-due-to-lack-of-climate-resilience/ 
26 https://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/nuclear-fuel-cycle/nuclear-power-reactors/nuclear-power-
reactors.aspx 
27 https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/03/WGIIIAR5_SPM_TS_Volume-3.pdf 
28 https://carbonpricingdashboard.worldbank.org/map_data 
29 https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/smart-energy-solutions-improve-energy-efficiency 
30 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wbR-5mHI6bo 
31 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ipVxxxqwBQw 
32 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RS7IzU2VJIQ 


