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Transcript
00:00:01 Intro Jingle
Welcome to the People Power Politics Podcast, brought to you by CEDAR, the Centre for Elections, Democracy, Accountability and Representation at the University of Birmingham.
00:00:13 Licia Cianetti
Hi everyone and thanks for joining us. I am Licia Cianetti deputy director of CEDAR and I'm your host today. I am delighted to welcome to the podcast Wim Carton, who is a senior lecturer at Lund University Centre for Sustainability Studies. His research focuses on the politics and political ecology of climate change mitigation and he has written extensively on this topic. Welcome to the podcast, Wim.
00:00:35 Wim Carton
Thank you for having me.
00:00:37 Licia Cianetti
So your latest book, with Andreas Malm, is entitled Overshoot: How the world surrendered to climate breakdown and it was published by the US in 2024. Now I know the two of you are also working on a follow-up book that looks at the politics of carbon capture and other technological fixes to climate change. So we'll get there as well towards the end. And this will be the themes of our conversation today. To get us started, it's been 10 years since the Paris Agreement of 2015, when the limit of 1.5 degrees warming was agreed, and this was hailed at the time, like a big milestone. That would be the beginning of the solution of the climate crisis. But now we're talking 10 years on. And it looks like we might have reached the limit and our own course to go well beyond that in the coming years. 
So your book in many ways explains how we got here and I think it busts us, a series of potentially comforting myths that even those of us who are worried about climate change might still be holding on to. So I want to start with the first one, which is that we are on the right path, but the problem is that we're going too slow. So after all we've seen big investment in green technology. Some countries like the UK are recording significant decreases in carbon emissions. So why do you think this is not the case? We're not slowly, or maybe too slowly going in the right direction. And relatedly, what is overshoot? There's the title of your book.
00:02:12 Wim Carton
Yeah. So maybe to start with the last, what part, what is overshoot? So as you say, I mean, we're currently last year 2024 was the first year when we officially had a full year where we went beyond 1 1/2° global temperatures reached 1.6° higher than the pre industrial average. And that itself is not, you know, an indication that we have broken the Paris limit because those limits tend to be calculated on a 20 year average. But it certainly is an indication that we're very, very getting very, very close to actually exceeding that right. And So what overshoot is, is two things in a way, it's both this you know the moment of exceeding these temperature limits, but it's also the notion of overshoot and return, which is how overshoot is officially defined by the IPCC and and in climate science in general, as this idea that exceeding 1 1/2° by and of itself does not have to be a problem, because we will be able at some point to find ways to suck enough CO2 out of the atmosphere lower global temperatures again. And so what is interesting is that this notion of temporary overshoot, of overshoot and return was built into all of the models that projected how we would get to the Paris Agreement targets in the first place.
00:03:36 Wim Carton
So it's been there from the very beginning. And so we we kind of problematised this kind of betting on temporary overshoot while at the same time trying to understand the dynamics that drive us to words and beyond these actual thresholds. So that's the second part of your question. The first part on the like, are we on the right track? Is in a way very easy, right? The climate problem is often framed in terms of a like, you know, a challenge of green energy investments. And we need to scale renewable energy, and obviously that is one part of it. But if you're very crude, then that is the the kind of least important part in the in the way that the climate only cares about how much CO2 is continuously still being emitted to the atmosphere and as long as renewable energy is not substituting for fossil fuels, which in many ways at a global level, at least currently, it is not, then emissions and CO2 concentrations in the atmosphere just keep growing. And that is exactly what we're seeing. 
So the reason why we're not going in the right direction is because politicians, to a very large extent are trying to do both. They're investing in renewables to some extent at least, even though you know there, we can definitely say, you know, we're doing things. It's just not fast enough, but they're not phasing out the stuff that needs to be phased out.
00:04:55 Wim Carton
There are indications, as you say in the UK and the EU as well, actually where you know some substitution regionally seems to be happening where the market or you know geopolitical factors perhaps are driving these effects. Uh. But but it's very clear that that is not happening at a global level yet. It's also very clear that it's not happening at the pace and to the extent that we actually need to, I mean not just stick to the Paris Agreement targets but but stay anywhere below, you know, I guess current projections are for up to three and and above degrees Celsius if if policies that are currently in place are actually implemented. So. So in that sense, we're far from what is actually needed.
00:05:41 Licia Cianetti
Yeah. So most listeners will be familiar with what 1.5 or above means, but maybe if you can briefly sketch why is it a problem, the idea of overshooting this target, which is in a way arbitrary, but is also based on the consequences that we might face, right.
00:05:57 Wim Carton
Yeah, exactly. I mean, it's arbitrary that it's like 1.5 and 1.47. Of course it's it's in many ways a political target, but the IPCC did a study in 2018 where try to understand the difference between 2° and 1 1/2° and there was very clear that you know with 1 1/2° already you had significantly more extreme weather events, heat, droughts, you know effects on ecosystems than you would have with two degrees and and that it translates of course not just in significant economic costs for adaptation, but also I mean deaths and effects on human health and so on. That is kind of the, I guess, traditional concern. Now what we've seen with the latest IPCC report and increasingly is also this concern for our nonlinear changes in the climate system, the so-called tipping points, where for a long time at least we, or at least the scientific community, thought that you know, these lay kind of far ahead in the future and were not an immediate concern. But recent signs shows that some of these tipping points might actually already be triggered somewhere between 1 1/2 and 2°.
00:07:09 Wim Carton
For example, you know the melting of the Greenland ice sheets, the overturning ocean currents in the Atlantic, the Amazon rainforest, and and how you know, resilient that is in in light of not just warming, but also deforestation. And so all of this means that, you know. The more essentially you go above 1 1/2°, the riskier your strategy becomes because your risk, not just you know increasing incremental impacts, but also these kind of feedback mechanisms at some point.
00:07:44 Licia Cianetti
So to go back to you know, with the political mechanism they have allowed for the idea of overshooting and then coming back to become, as you say in the book, mainstream. When element I found very interesting in the book is the role that scientific knowledge and scientific modelling of the future has played in making this overshoot conjuncture happen or acceptable politically. So in a way, this for me busts a second myth, so that the main problem is climate change denialism. But if we only follow the science, we would have better policies. Now, of course, you don't dismiss climate science at all, but you show that scientific knowledge guess comes in many guises. And point specifically to IAMs Integrated assessment modelling as a particularly politicised form of knowledge. So what are these IAMs, who makes them and what is their role in overshoot.
00:08:42 Wim Carton
Yeah, I I personally think this is very important. It's maybe a bit of a niche topic in light of like, you know, especially the kind of outright in aisle, you know, see playing out on the other side of the Atlantic and so on. But but but it's been, as you say, very long this kind of focus on the role of fossil fuel companies and outright denial and like you know, not just undermining the signs, but also, you know, downplaying the need for immediate action and lobbying against any kind of ambitious climate policies and. And that obviously is a massive problem, but I think we do ourselves a disservice if we think that, you know, delay happens only on that level. And, as you say, I want to be very clear that, you know, we're not, we're not at all thinking that there's some kind of conspiracy here amongst certain scientists or, you know, that any of this even happens consciously or with malintent. But we're trying to point to the role of I mean, what we call ideology and what I think you could just call a kind of a a sedimented view of what the world is and what is possible and what is not possible in terms of, you know, future climate action and and social science. I I think you often get pushed back against this from natural sciences but but in the social sciences it's very accepted of course that you know science is never fully objective.
00:10:02 Wim Carton
It always comes with particular positionality and perspectives and and that is very much the case with climate science as well. What we're talking about here is a very specific problem. These IAMs are integrated assessment models. It's essentially is they're very different from these earth system models that, you know, natural scientists use to understand how the climate system works IAMs take those models and they couple them to kind of policy pathways, and they try to understand what the most feasible or optimal pathways are to get to a certain temperature target in these in this case, 1 1/2 or two degrees and and So what they are in a way, are economic models and what happens, I mean, even if we accept that no science is totally value free and objective, then I think that goes all the more so for, you know, the kind of academic disciplines that are concerned with what to do about climate change and how to address it. And not understanding its biophysical components, right?
00:11:02 Wim Carton
Because there inevitably values and assumptions come in about what criteria we should use in weighing one technology option versus another and how we do that. And this is exactly what the IAMs do. They they essentially try and depict or project different different forms of pathways to this two degree target. But the way they do that is often done and things are changing here quite rapidly. I mean, and there's been a lot of criticism of them and and you know, there's attempts to do this to do this differently, but for a very long time at least. And for the most part, still the way they do these projections is based on economic optimisation. Essentially, try and find the kind of most cost effective pathway to this temperature target, which means that you know based on costs or optimised economic conditions, they educate between. How much of this technology versus that technology and so on?
00:12:01 Wim Carton
And when they when they did that at some point in the for the IPCC 4th assessment report and, you know, it was very clear that the models had a problem with kind of dealing with this kind of very rapid reduction rate that you would need to reach 2°. And the modellers resolved this by bringing into their models the notion of overshoot, the ability to temporarily exceed those limits, and then come down again. So they introduce carbon dioxide removal technologies into them. The technologies that allow you to suck CO2 out of the atmosphere.
And when you do that and because the model has all kinds of attributes like discounting and discounts, the future because of the way that you know it, it doesn't take into account climate cost and and see mitigation purely as a cost and not as an investment. And these kind of things, these long term technological options became very attractive in the model compared to doing things here and now, which is a a pure cost, at least to fossil fuel companies in the short term. And so because of all of this, you know, we we had this massive bias towards carbon dioxide removal and you had this situation where virtually all of the pathways, especially in the 1 1/2 degree report that I just mentioned came to rely on this notion of overshoot. And So what we argue is that, you know, this is an indication of the kind of the limited I guess, perspective that economics has on what is possible not possible. And the way that You know, economists are essentially setting boundaries around, you know, mitigation pathways that are happening in ways that when you start unpacking it are actually quite problematic. And so there’s been there's a whole social science literature and also actually partly modelling literature now problematising these choices and and trying to correct them.
00:13:54 Licia Cianetti
Yeah. So we'll go back to those technological fixes and maybe to the idea of how overshoot can be overcome, how we can get different futures and different models at the end, but I wanted to add another potential myth. So one way of having a more hopeful outlook on the future is to look at the big advances that we've seen in the past decades in green energy investments and technology, you touched on this already a little bit. So this underpins a certain idea that as soon as green tech and especially green energy becomes profitable, then capitalism will turn away from fossil fuels and we will see you know a green capitalist revolution will move in that direction because we'll make economic sense eventually. So why are you sceptical about this? Why we should not necessarily wait for that to kick in? What are the signs that that's not what's kicking in?
00:14:55 Wim Carton
Yeah, I I can give a shout out here first to this great book by Brett Christophers that maybe you've heard of as well called The Price is Wrong, which in a way makes this argument much better than we do in our book. And and and the argument, which we're very sympathetic with, with and aligned with, is that, you know, there is very little indication that green tech in its kind of renewable form at least can become profitable and that there is a kind of green capital that can take over from fossil capital at some point. And and the indications of this are in some ways to be read exactly from what is happening on in the present where you know a lot of investments in renewables are being scaled back and you know a lot of energy companies that were going into renewables are kind of pausing those investments and and even and banks and finance and investors going back towards fossil fuels and the reason for this is just that, you know, fossil fuels are more profitable than renewable energy technologies for the most part, you're talking about double digit profitability in fossil fuels and single digit profitability in green.
00:16:05 Wim Carton
Not not all green technology we're talking about, particularly about renewable energy, wind and solar. And that is that is of course a problem because the narrative has for a very long time been that, you know, as long as costs come down, you know, we'll be able to scale these technologies and then the market will do it by itself, and our costs have come down there are, you know, in many ways solar and wind are much cheaper, but they're not more profitable. And that's is why we're not seeing the investments in them that we would expect. So, so essentially the problem there. That it's not very clear that there is such a thing as profitable green capital, at least not when you have an alternative next to it still existing, that nobody's preventing you from investing in. And that is fossil fuels. That is more profitable and you know shareholders, investors irrespective of what individual companies might desire or for the most part going after the most profitable options, and we have some direct quotes in the book from, you know, investors who say exactly this one could have a very long discussion about what is wrong with the profit motive. Of course, in its most basic form, I suppose you could say that the imperative or drive to create and generate profit does not necessarily align with the need to kind of maximise welfare and a good life for the majority of the people. There's like the use value of economic goods and and its exchange value, the kind of money form don't necessarily align and in many ways actually directly contradict, especially when you think of, you know, doing all of that at the same time with respect for other species and ecosystems, and, you know, taking sustainability and into concerns.
00:17:51 Wim Carton
But if we if we just stick to climate, then I think it's very clear that and this comes back to what I said before, the profit motive is insufficient because at most what it could do is it could help scale things. It could invest in new forms of economic activity, new technologies. And there's no doubt about it. And we're very clear about that this is necessary, but to be able to deal with climate change, especially in the time frames that we have, you also need to phase out things. You need to get rid of economic activities, fossil fuels, you know and sustainable forms of land use. That is not something that is profitable to do. It's the opposite of what of of profitability. It is scrapping value before investments have been recuperated and the market is never going to be able to do that by itself. I personally could see a scenario where the market drives a transition. If you have enough time and if and and if you don't rely on, I mean from combustion engines to EVs is one example for example, or from gas heating to heat pumps I mean there's clearly an incentive to do that. If you manage to get those technologies going because they work differently from kind of utility scale renewables, their cost actually doesn't matter. But it's very clear to me, you know, within the space that there is that you know this transition will happen way too slowly.
So therefore the market can't can't drive it, so you need. You need a very kind of strong regulatory hands to steer the market or just a form of planned transition that is I think beyond what countries have been willing to do so far.
00:19:34 Licia Cianetti
Yeah. And I guess you alluded to the ghosts of this stranded assets, right? So there's investments that need to be recouped within this economistic logic. So what? What what role do they play in this story that you tell?
00:19:49 Wim Carton
I think they are massively important. I mean, they're not the only factor, but it's I think it's very hard to overstate just how many investments and assets that are out there in fossil fuel infrastructure, right. I mean, we're talking not just proven reserves and all of these things that are on the books of fossil fuel companies, but actual physical infrastructure, that is, that has been built around this, you know, fossil fuel economy. And to be able to meet the Paris Agreement targets without overshoot, a coal power plant that has a lifetime of 40 years as a coal power plant, that would have to be scrapped before its full investment has been recovered, because otherwise it takes us way beyond 1 1/2° and that is the case for the vast majority of the fossil fuel infrastructure that is there at the moment, so it becomes an enormous risk to to capital, of course, and This is why the climate movement has been talking up this risk of stranded asset as something that, you know, we should. This is one reason why we should be investing in other things, not to build up more stranded assets.
00:20:55 Wim Carton
But but of course, the more infrastructure that you build and we are still building ever more fossil fuel industry infrastructure on a global level in in some ways, right. I mean the investments in fossil fuels are increasing globally and everything that we build today is built with with this kind of investment recovery horizon of 40, 50 or even more years built into it and and that creates some kind of economic inertia that you then have acting as a as a direct political resistance on any kind of climate policy during those years. This is the main reason why, you know, fossil fuel companies are so optimistic about certain technologies but not others, right? Why they want CCS carbon capture technologies, because those technologies allow them to keep those assets and and and they don't have to strand them, they can just build effects next to it that will deal with the emissions instead of replacing those infrastructure.
00:21:52 Licia Cianetti
And actually that kind of leads to the next question, which is exactly about these technologies and this is potentially the 4th and last myth I wanted to touch on that when all the things fail, tech will save us right. And very recently, Tony Blair former UK Prime Minister came out with saying that we're doomed to fail if we base our climate change mitigation strategies on simply phasing out fossil fuel. We should instead invest much more on carbon capture and storage technologies in the book, and you've already started. You know, we answering this question, you argue this is potentially dangerous mirage and your next book we'll be looking at this technologies more in detail. So why do you think that this carbon capture and storage technologies are not the solution.
00:22:40 Wim Carton
Yeah. I mean, it's very interesting that Tony Blair made that comment because you know there's a there's a very clear history, especially in the UK, of failed promises of carbon capture technologies, where the government going in with funding and just nothing happen. That actually stands almost in direct contrast with what has happened with renewables. Renewables have scaled more than you know, many economists have anticipated. Carbon capture has done the exact opposite. It's been hyped for a very long time and very little has actually happened on the ground. So to promote that as the kind of more realistic option is directly contradicted by history. 
But but beyond that, there's many aspects to this. And as you say, we talk about this very extensively in the in the second book. I mean, the first thing is that none of these carbon removal or carbon capture technologies come for free. All of them have a lot of caveats. They currently don't exist on a on a large scale. Now that this is not to say that you know they're technologically impossible, but at least you know it's it's clear that the conditions were them haven't been there in the past. So the question is like, what says that they are there now?
00:23:45 Wim Carton
But beyond that, I mean, technologies like bioenergy with carbon capture and storage, very land use, intensive direct air capture and other technology that sucks you to direct out of the atmosphere is very energy intensive. So it it, they all come with challenges and the challenges become possibly insurmountable. Once you take into account the scale at which they would need to be implemented to make a difference on a climate level, and this is, this is the main problem with all of them on a small scale, you know, possibly they could play a role for an individual installation here or there, but on a climate scale you you start running into like you know these resource energy, land use conflict concern. There's also a very clear, I would say history and indication that the way they are being used is the exact opposite of what we would like them to use. So I think there's a legitimate case to be made for having carbon capture on some installations where you really don't have any other alternatives for mitigation. Even if I think those cases are being overstated at the moment. In many ways this is the kind of inflated category of unavoidable emissions or hard to abate sectors. That is, you know, very fuzzy.
00:24:58 Wim Carton
But carbon removal and carbon captures being used for so or being promoted or promised for so many other things, and for the most part that takes the form of kind of justifying the continued extraction and combustion of fossil fuels by fossil fuel companies. In the US it's mainly been used to extract more oil and gas. Directly by pumping CO2 into depleting oil and gas wells to increase the pressure and bring out more oil, but also of course through offsetting and and this kind of the they're fuzzy use in in net zero so. If we if we're serious about the fact that car removal and carbon capture technologies have a limited potential because of their resource constraints, much more limited, I would say than even the IPCC often kind of projects, then the question becomes very important. What do we use that limited capacity for? And then that means that we don't have the luxury of wasting them on things that we don't actually that we have alternatives for like you know a coal power plant or a gas power plant, or justifying the continued existence of you know, this fossil fuel industry. 
So that is that is, to me at least one of the main problems with this technology and it's very hard to see how they would do anything else under this kind of current form of climate policy that we have, I maybe you should just mention this example that so in the US there's currently a process going on of trying to the Republicans are trying to identify where they're going to cut in the budgets and this is going to have major implications for Biden’s Inflation Reduction Act, the kind of most important climate policy that has been put in place in the US in recent well, maybe forever. And what's very interesting there is that, you know, this proposal, which is going to be renegotiated and certainly not final, but it proposes cutting virtually all tax credits for clean energy and, you know, clean transportation with one very clear exception and that is tax credits for carbon capture and storage, which are, you know, proposed to be put in place almost unchanged.
00:27:06 Wim Carton
And that gives you an indication that this is a technology that is very suited and in line with the interests of this industry. And I think we should be very sceptical of that because it's not exactly an industry that has a track record in promoting ambitious climate policy. So the potential that they will be used in the nefarious ways I think is very large.
00:27:27 Licia Cianetti
Thanks. So to close, I would like to ask you a difficult question. So what now, right, if this overshoot scenario is what those with decision making power have agreed on or settled on. What can we do as citizens, or are there good practises that come from governments now in a previous episode of our podcasts with two guests, Nomi Claire Lazar and Jeremy Wallace, they argue that we should trust democracy in a way that we should avoid knee jerk reactions that might favour authoritarian solutions. I'm not fully convinced by their argument, but they also, you know, we struggle to see a way out. So in in your book, you argue that, you know, with the the time for gradual change has passed it. Maybe it was a few decades ago and that instead the stubbornness of this business as usual, economic and political elites has pushed into pushed us into a space of revolution. The need for revolutionary change. And here, I guess, is where I come to the limits of my political imagination. What would that look like? Where is the way out of this overshoot conjuncture?
00:28:34 Wim Carton
Yeah. And I mean, this is also where, you know, we obviously don't have very clear answers and where things become, as you say, super difficult and you know possibly uncomfortable. I'm not 100% sure where I stand on this myself, I think we can very clearly outline what things would need to look like in, like, ideal forms. What's to me, super unclear is how you get there. So I think it's very clear that we need some kind of rupture somehow in, in, in the sense that gradualism really is not going to cut it because you know the situation is so dire. But you can really only do that through a mass movement and building a mass movement of course, takes time as well, so it seems obvious that change is not going to come from either the political class that we have at the moment or or at least in most countries, or you know the business world. Not to the extent needed. So you're looking at, you know, social movements, the climate movement, that's kind of the driver of change.
00:29:33 Wim Carton
Now you know things look much more hopeful there around 2019-2020 than they do today. Of course, in many ways, and we see a lot of repression against that, but it's hard for me to imagine something else, you know, even if you go the full kind of authoritarian way, which obviously you you should not, and that's certainly not what we're promoting. You need to build a kind of democratic base, or at least a an acceptance among the population, or you'll face pushbacks at some point, right? So there there are no shortcuts beyond working with democracy, I I'm I'm reluctant to talk about democracy. First of all, it's not. It's not necessarily my area of subject, but also like the forms of democracy we have are so obviously deficient in some ways, right and and undermined by everything that is happening in the information sphere and and how electoral systems are actually set up and so on. 
So there, there's a lot that would need to change for that to actually reflect democracy, but it's the only pathway I think it's to, to me, the main challenge at the moment actually is like, how do you re-energise that kind of mass base that that to some extent at least, was there when it's so obvious that, you know, political classes don't seem to care or or they're able to shed any kind of concerns or or or criticisms, right? I mean what's happening in the US is like I find it hard to take in because it seems so absurd that it's so in your face, open and almost normalised. So we need to find a path to kind of, I guess building energy and motivation in the face of all these failures and and challenges and and and defeats in a way, right. And that is a massive and there are there are no easy solutions. This is the, I think uncomfortable message there. There really is not there. There's no silver bullet here obviously.
But it will have to come from below and it will only come from below I think if we find a way to yeah, overcome the very powerful interests that prevent it from happening so.
00:31:46 Licia Cianetti
So we come to the end of the podcast. We'll take it as in a way, kind of, if not a positive way of ending a list, one that gives us some agency, if limited and against countervailing forces. So I want to thank you again for joining us. This was great and I think very important. And thanks also to our listeners.
00:32:10 Wim Carton
Thanks for having me on. It's been a pleasure to speak to you.
00:32:13 Licia Cianetti
Thank you. I am Licia Cianetti, deputy director of CEDAR and the host of this People Power Politics Podcast episode. I've been talking to Wim Carton, senior lecturer at Lund University Centre for Sustainability Studies. 
00:32:26 Outro Jingle
Thank you for listening to the People Power Politics Podcast brought to you by CEDAR, the Centre for Elections, Democracy, Accountability and Representation at the University of Birmingham. To learn more about our centre and the exciting work we do on these issues around the world please follow us on Twitter at @CEDAR_Bham and visit our website using the link in the podcast description.

