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For a Just Climate Future, We Must Have No Agreement in Paris 

The global climate justice movement and its allies everywhere confront the looming nightmare of 

COP21 in Paris in early December, and we will have to live with its outcome long after that.  And we will 

need to be very imaginative indeed to defeat our enemies – the largest corporations in the world, the global 

political elite, and the systems whose levers they believe they control:  the world energy supply, the mass 

media, a largely-rigged brand of democracy that systematically excludes radical challengers, and of course, 

capitalism itself. 

All objective, science-based analysis suggests that we are on course to lock in an inadequate, 

woefully underfunded, and criminal set of non-binding “pledges” whose deadlines are laughably too late 

already.  And the governments of the world at the Conference of Parties to the United Nations Climate 

Change Convention will be asked to hail this as a huge victory for humanity, with the transparent lie that it 

sets us on a course for what is needed at some unspecified future date. 

This is the narrative and the outcome that we have to stop by the time Paris has come and gone.  In 

particular, we must be prepared to counter the claims that the outcome – “however flawed” – is the “first 

step” in some “process” that will ultimately “save the planet” when we already know that it will set us on a 

path to neither the steep reductions required by science nor the justice demanded by humanity. 

Naomi Klein makes the case that we cannot get a grip on climate change -- the defining existential 

challenge of our time -- without confronting global capitalism decisively.  Climate science and elementary 

political reasoning tell us we will need radical social change, that we have to do it in a hurry, and the sooner 

we can do it, the better.  From a certain point of view, then, the Paris COP is nothing more than a 

concentrated distillation of the system.  If the problem is capitalism and climate change, then we have to take 

the COP seriously, and confront it. 

Climate Justice: the inside game.  For years, scores of dedicated activist organizations and committed 

NGOs have tried to influence or protest the discourse and outcomes of successive COPs by maintaining a 

presence as civil society delegates on the inside.  At COP after COP, we have seen inventive, symbolic 

actions and a variety of practical and visionary side events, as well as press conferences and counter-

narratives sent into global webspaces.  Hough these tireless efforts have not been able to stop the current 

treaty text, they will continue in Paris, and we should support them. 

Most of the people who come to Paris to bear witness will be on the outside of the COP space, of 

course, and the various parts of the climate movement itself have proposed a variety of approaches.   

Marching in numbers to change the world.  Many intend to take the rhetoric of global leaders and 

turn it into a weapon with which to shame or encourage them into doing the right thing.  The November 29 

marches in Paris and around the world are not in a competition with other activities in some kind of mutually 

exclusive zero sum game.  Movements appeal to new members in a variety of ways, and different people 

respond to different messages.  Forging a truly broad and deep climate justice movement will require moving 

more and more people into and through climate action to climate justice, and these marches can be (literally) 

steps in that direction. 

Creating a People’s Space.  In Paris, the network of French and global organizers who have come 

together as Coalition Climat21 will host  a two-day Citizen Climate Summit on December 5 and 6, in 
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Montreuil, a working-class neighborhood of Paris, conceived as a place “to put forward solutions tackling 

climate change [to] show decision-makers that these solutions already exist and are building a better world: 

with more justice, more solidarity, more happiness!”  This will be followed by a people’s climate forum 

between December 7 and 11 at the Climate Action Zone (ZAC).  At this point, the negotiations will 

undoubtedly be floundering, and activists can develop plans for their movements’ actions and messages at the 

end of the COP on Saturday, December 12, thereby creating the chance to “have the final word” on COP21. 

A People’s Climate Strike to build a movement with teeth.  Another intriguing and promising new 

strategy is to build support for a “global climate strike” in the run-up to, during, and after the COP.  As U.S. 

Greens Ben Manski and Jill Stein explain, “A strike is an economic stoppage. A strike does not plead. It does 

not demand. It simply does.”  There is a youth call for a strike as well. 

Could We “Seattle” the COP?  On Saturday, December 12, many activists will converge in the 

streets of Paris under the rubric of a Blockadia-style series of actions that have yet to be determined.  As the 

Coalition Climat21 website puts it:  “We do not want to remain mere spectators of the end of the UN 

conference, patiently awaiting the verdict of the negotiations!  We will show that the movement for climate 

justice possesses the energy and determination to impose its solutions, and to grow even stronger in 2016!”  

Clearly, anything could happen on December 12, and probably will. 

And if We Just Say “NO” to the COP? 

Blocking something bad – until something better can be constructed – can be a recipe for climate 

justice.  When the Keystone pipeline, which looked sure to be approved when it first surfaced early in Barack 

Obama’s first term was opposed by a handful of activists, this led to the emergence of a movement that 

delayed approval until facts on the ground had changed enough for it to be almost inconceivable today:  a 

slam-dunk turned into a very likely “no,” and built a movement in the process.  Why should we aim for 

anything less? 

Is there any chance of the COP actually ending as an unmistakable failure that even world leaders and 

the global media would find it impossible to spin as a success?  Strategically speaking, it is, after all, the best 

chance for all those countries (and there are many) who will get very little out of the treaty on the table to use 

their veto and say “No!  Not without a treaty that is legally binding, not without $100 billion or more annually 

in new money (not aid that has already been committed or loans with the usual awful conditions) for the 

Green Climate Fund, not without equally substantial funding for Loss and Damage, not without free and 

generous technology transfer, and above all, not without closing the huge emissions gap to stay under 1.5 

degrees Celsius so our populations don’t starve, drown, die of thirst, be forced out of their homes or get killed 

in floods.” 

A “No” in Paris would compel the world’s governments to come back and negotiate seriously lest 

they be the ones condemned in global opinion for lacking the courage to take action for the common future of 

humanity. 

In the aftermath of Paris we will also need to figure out ways -- wherever possible -- to elect 

governments that would go to future COPs with ambition (and we should be attempting to go beyond the 

possible, as radicals do all the time).  It’s high time for a new UNFCCC altogether – let’s imagine what it 

would look like and how to make it happen.  Let’s entertain our dream of radical climate action of the kind 

needed to address the interlocking crises of capitalist globalization, militarism and violence, and the 

disillusionment of so many people with politics as usual.  Just say “No!” to the Paris COP! 

The climate justice movement may just have a world-historical role to play in bringing these new 

things into the world. 
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