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Foreword 7

Foreword

“Climate change is not a distant threat, it’s a clear and 
present danger. The European Union has a moral obliga-
tion to lead the fight against climate change and protect 

our planet for future generations.”
Frans Timmermans

It is hard to find a topic in which politics and activism have influ-
enced so much. This interplay between politics and activism is not a 
mere coincidence; it is the very essence of a thriving democracy. It is 
the embodiment of the people’s power to hold leaders accountable 
and demand a sustainable, equitable, and habitable world for all.

It is also hard to find a policy area that has developed more than 
climate action over the recent past. The EU has a long track record 
of work on the decarbonization of the economy - a priority that has 
shaped EU spending for over two decades now - but it is indeed with 
the launch of the EU Green Deal that substantial progress has been at-
tained in the fight against climate change and climate change deniers. 

For these two reasons, the connection with democracy and activ-
ism and the fast-paced advancement made in EU politics, a FEPS 
Primer on climate policy is timely and spot-on. 

Progressive politics have played a major role in shaping EU cli-
mate policy, and social democrats all around Europe are being called 
upon to lead efforts in addressing the critical stage of the climate cri-
sis whilst adapting welfare and employment policy to ensure justice 
in the transition. This primer encapsulates the essence, rationale 
and construct of EU climate law and policy, and outlines progressive 
principles that can help achieve the necessary changes to advance 
climate progress in the EU and globally. Given that climate policy 
is influenced by science, economics, and international affairs, the 
primer provides an overview of key developments in these areas as 
they relate to the political agenda on climate change.
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8 CLIMATE PROGRESS IN THE EU AND THE WORLD

Importantly, the primer summarizes key debates in climate poli-
tics worldwide, as these debates set the context for policy decisions 
in specific jurisdictions, such as the EU and its Member States. 

Stephen Minas is well placed to take us on this journey across the 
development of EU climate law as he’s not only a top expert on EU 
climate action but an authority in terms of global climate action and 
can put the European path towards climate justice in perspective 
vis-à-vis climate policy developments in other parts of the globe 
and crucially, he can report on the EU role in shaping the multilat-
eral agenda for environmental protection. As an academic at Peking 
University and King’s College London, Stephen Minas assures the 
highest scientific standards, but what makes him extraordinarily 
fit to illustrate the making of climate policy is also his drive for the 
cause and the connection with policy-making, for instance thanks 
to participation in the IUCN World Commission on Environmen-
tal Law. Besides that, he has also been a very active member of the 
FEPS Young Academics Network and part of the steering group of 
the UNited for Climate Justice1 policy proposals.

As we embark on this exploration of EU climate action, it is there-
fore necessary to also contemplate the ability of progressive politics 
to channel the requests of the climate movement into the highest 
level of EU policy-making. 

Specifically, the Executive Commission’s former Executive Vice 
President Frans Timmermans, in charge of the EU Green Deal, has 
left an enormous legacy: an unprecedented body of laws meant to 
address the climate crisis, protect biodiversity, steer a just transition 
and move towards renewable energy. 

One of the politically relevant results of his action at the Commis-
sion has been the ability to mainstream climate and avoid addressing 
climate targets in a silo. The European Green Deal has in fact ad-
dressed EU social and cohesion matters, thanks to the Just Transi-
tion Fund and the Social Climate Fund; it has updated the economic 
framework including sustainability as a pivotal objective of EU eco-

1 https://feps-europe.eu/publication/692-united-for-climate-justice- 
declaration-with-guiding-proposals-for-progressive-climate-action/
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Foreword 9

nomic governance as visible in the Annual Sustainable Growth Sur-
vey and in the earmarked funds for climate within the Recovery and 
Resilience Facility; it has relaunched green industrial policy and cli-
mate diplomacy for a just approach to raw materials; it has elevated 
housing policy to an EU matter thanks to the Renovation Wave. To 
put it in the words of Timmermans: “the European Green Deal is not 
just an environmental agenda, it’s an economic, social, and geopolitical 
agenda. It’s about creating a sustainable, fair, and prosperous future for 
all Europeans.”

Detractors and some uncompromising environmentalists com-
plain that Europe has done too little and this is probably true. EU 
Member States could have done more or could have started sooner 
to revert the worrisome trend of pollution and nature’s destruction. 
Someone less factional or more of a connoisseur of EU policy-mak-
ing would however point out that, in a context in which EU institu-
tions are governed by a political coalition led by conservative forces 
that have no shame in running a campaign to vote against nature res-
toration laws and some Member States are run by right-wing extrem-
ists that even flirt with climate change denial, achieving what Frans 
Timmermans have attained was a masterpiece of political strong will 
and policy design.

The European Green Deal still has to deliver and attain its full po-
tential, but it has set already a course of action that signals disconti-
nuity with the past and witnesses the potential of progressive forces 
in shaping the future and protecting our planet and the people living 
in it.

Dr David Rinaldi
FEPS Director of Studies and Policy
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10 CLIMATE PROGRESS IN THE EU AND THE WORLD

Executive  
summary

Why climate change matters
As the IPCC has reported, there 
can be no doubt that human ac-
tivities are causing global warm-
ing. The global surface temper-
ature has already increased by 
1.1°C.

Anthropogenic climate change 
is already impacting every re-
gion of the globe and affecting 
vulnerable people more severely  
than others. 

Climate change is a whole-of- 
economy problem. To tackle 
it, we need transformational 
change across economic sectors. 
Economic responses to climate 
change must address ‘negative 
externalities’ but also avoid re-
gressive and inequitable out-
comes.

International climate govern-
ance has multiple action chan-
nels but is centred on the United 
Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 
regime and most notably the 
2015 Paris Agreement, which sets 
ambitious goals and has nearly 

universal adoption. However, 
there is still a substantial gap 
between what the Paris goals re-
quire and aggregate implemen-
tation. Progressives must work 
through multilateral, bilateral 
and other channels to strength-
en the climate transition.

Key issues in climate politics
While almost everyone agrees 
that managing climate change 
should be a top priority, com-
plete consensus has not been 
achieved on climate policy either 
within the EU or internationally.

While the consolidation of 
scientific consensus has made 
outright climate denial untena-
ble in mainstream politics, op-
ponents of climate action con-
tinue to deploy other strategies, 
ranging from ‘techno-optimism’ 
to ‘doomism’. Progressives must 
be alert to these techniques.

While ‘climate justice’ con-
cerns are at the centre of cli-
mate politics, many different ap-
proaches are possible. Alongside 
other important aspects of jus-
tice, such as proper procedure, 
progressives must always place a 
concern for the disadvantaged at 
the centre of climate policy.

Climate justice has intra-state, 
inter-state and inter-generation-
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Executive summary 11

al strands. Policymakers must 
address all of them.

As we go through the climate 
transition it is imperative to 
ensure greater respect for hu-
man rights and to strengthen 
democracy at multiple levels, 
both within the EU and interna-
tionally.

Climate regulation is a re-
sponse to greenhouse gas emis-
sions as a major instance of 
market failure. Various regula-
tory mechanisms  – including 
market-based mechanisms such 
as emissions trading – have been 
introduced to correct this fail-
ure. Such market approaches are 
essential but they must be de-
signed and implemented in such 
a way that they do not burden 
already disadvantaged citizens.

Notions of ‘de-growth’ are 
inconsistent with the improve-
ment of economic wellbeing. 
They are also potentially regres-
sive and are probably impossible 
to implement in a democracy. 
Instead, progressives should 
push for the use of economic 
indicators that better capture 
social wellbeing, sustainable de-
velopment and the need to stay 
within planetary boundaries.

The role of the private sector 
in the climate transition is con-

tested. Progressives should re-
ject the claim that climate action 
should be confined to state plan-
ning, but they should also lay 
down regulations and incentives 
for private actors to contribute 
to climate action, and channel 
funding towards climate solu-
tions and away from harmful 
activities.

Climate policy and geopolit-
ical developments are interde-
pendent. First, climate change 
is a global security threat mul-
tiplier. Second, climate change 
affects intra- and international 
competition for commodities 
and territory. Third, aspects of 
the response to climate change, 
such as electrification and dig-
italisation, bring their own se-
curity challenges. Fourth, while 
responding to climate change 
will leave every state better off, 
compared with inaction, climate 
action creates relative winners 
and losers. The EU has much to 
gain from the climate transition 
in terms of energy security and 
trade balances. However, secu-
rity challenges from states that 
see themselves as ‘losers’ will 
need to be managed. 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
exemplifies the relationship be-
tween geopolitics and climate 
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12 CLIMATE PROGRESS IN THE EU AND THE WORLD

policy. Within the EU, it demon-
strates the risks of energy reli-
ance on potentially hostile third 
states and the crucial role in en-
ergy security of domestic renew-
ables and storage.

Because global aggregate 
climate mitigation is still in-
adequate, ‘geoengineering’ 
proposals, research and experi-
mentation are growing in promi-
nence. International governance 
of these activities is fragmented 
and uncertain. 

The international community’s 
climate goals
The EU has been a major play-
er in the negotiation of inter-
national climate law. In turn, 
international climate objectives 
are the starting point for the 
development of EU climate law 
and policy.

While the UNFCCC process 
has had both successes and fail-
ures, overall it has fallen short 
of tackling climate change, re-
sulting in even more ambitious 
targets and more compressed 
timelines.

International climate law is 
the product of broader interna-
tional currents, especially when 
it comes to the distribution of 
resources and efforts between 

developed and developing coun-
tries.

International climate law is 
being implemented primarily at 
the domestic level, with typically 
weak enforcement mechanisms 
at the international level.

Following the adoption of the 
1992 UN Climate Convention 
and the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, the 
2015 Paris Agreement created a 
universal framework for climate 
action in all countries, although 
there are important differences 
between the commitments of 
developed and developing Par-
ties. The Paris Agreement sets 
mitigation, adaptation and fi-
nance objectives. 

The progressive commitment 
to multilateralism and interna-
tional solidarity requires that we 
work towards the Paris goals and 
strengthen support for poorer 
countries, both because it is just 
and as a key means of unlocking 
greater ambition.

EU climate law and policy
The EU’s competences for reg-
ulating climate change derive 
from EU treaty law. Both the 
EU and its Member States have 
roles in climate policymaking. 
EU climate policy and law result 
from negotiations among the EU 
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