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INTRODUCTION: DEFINING THE GLOBAL SOUTH 

The Global South refers to countries, societies, and political economies situated 
in the “periphery” and “semi-periphery” of global capitalism in the regions of 
Asia, Africa, Latin America, and Oceania. A shared feature of these countries 
is their economic and political marginalization compared with their counter-
parts in the Global North (i.e., the “core” countries in North America and 
Europe).1 Although the most common conceptualization of the Global South 
is a narrow scholarly and policy definition focusing on the nature and dynam-
ics of development in those countries, the term also encompasses geopolitical 
power relations.2 Scholars have argued that the Global South “functions as 
more than a metaphor for underdevelopment. It references an entire history 
of colonialism, neo-imperialism, and differential economic and social change 
through which large inequalities in living standards, life expectancy, and access 
to resources are maintained.”3 

Culturally and politically, the Global South countries are non-Western 
(multicultural and multinational) societies with different trajectories in state 
formation. Most countries in the Global South are former colonies of West-
ern powers, and they are usually either excluded from key international 
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decision-making processes or play significantly less powerful roles in post-
1945 multilateral institutions such as the World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund. The term often expresses commonality among developing 
countries in terms of their conflicting interests with the industrialized coun-
tries of the Global North. This North-South conflict feature also applies 
to global climate governance and politics.4 However, contemporary political 
dynamics in the area of global climate governance demonstrate that the Global 
South countries are socially, politically, and economically diverse, thus mak-
ing the Global South a fragmented entity.5 The Global South should therefore 
be viewed “as a complex and changing set of relations reflecting shifts in 
the historic world order, and dynamics specific to the contemporary climate 
regime.”6 

Climate obstruction and delay in the Global South manifest in qualitatively 
different ways from that in the Global North. State actors in the Global South 
tend to set climate governance and policy agendas that reflect their structural 
and economic positions in relation to global climate governance and poli-
tics. Many countries in the Global South defend their less ambitious climate 
actions by invoking arguments underpinned by unequal historical emissions of 
GHGs and differentiated responsibilities as set out in the 1992 United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). This position is fur-
ther entrenched by their strong commitment to the “right to development” 
to ensure energy security, encouraging other actors and organizations in core 
economic sectors to support policies and actions that fall far short of address-
ing the climate crisis. Furthermore, the failure of advanced industrial countries 
of the Global North to deliver their repeatedly promised financial support has 
created a policy context in the Global South whereby obstructive actors raise 
the need to fulfill this commitment before they can undertake much-needed 
climate action. Civil-society actors also invoke narratives of “climate injustice” 
to draw attention to such failures and, in so doing, indirectly support climate 
obstruction. 

The remainder of this chapter is organized into four sections and a conclu-
sion. It begins by explaining major considerations that distinguish the Global 
South from the Global North in ways that affect these countries’ approach to 
dealing with climate change, and how these approaches lead to obstruction. 
Next, we identify key actors and organizations undertaking climate obstruc-
tion activities in core economic sectors of the Global South. The next section 
examines the political aims of these actors, their alliances with other actors and 
organizations (including those based in the Global North), and the strategies, 
tactics, and narratives they deploy to undermine climate-related legislative 
and policy actions. This analysis is followed by a brief discussion of the role 
of civil-society actors and social movements in contesting the policies and 
actions of government agencies and carbon majors in the Global South. It also 
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emphasizes the challenges they face in achieving rapid climate action. Finally, 
the chapter summarizes our key findings on climate obstruction in the Global 
South and discusses research gaps and policy lessons. 

MAJOR CONSIDERATIONS AFFECTING CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION 
IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH 

This section argues that there are five major considerations affecting climate 
obstruction in the Global South. This section reviews these five different areas 
and considers what this means for our understanding of climate obstruction 
in the Global South. 

Variations in National Climate Commitments 

The Global South countries are heterogenous in terms of their policies to 
address climate adaptation and mitigation. There are sharp disagreements 
among stakeholders regarding what constitutes a just transition toward a sus-
tainable energy future, as illustrated by the variety of commitments outlined 
in the Paris Agreement. Many countries in the Global South are at a disad-
vantage in terms of economic growth, development, and social justice. These 
concerns are often given primary consideration in making climate and energy 
policies. For example, some African stakeholders consider addressing energy 
poverty at any cost to be a top priority. Decarbonization, in their view, is not 
an urgent matter for many African countries. Indeed, balancing the goals of 
ensuring energy security to meet the desired goals of high economic growth 
(and improving human development) with the need to take climate action 
is a dilemma for many countries in the Global South. There is also a divide 
between the elite and the masses in terms of preferred policy choices to address 
the climate crisis. For example, most people in Colombia support the govern-
ment’s strict measures to combat climate change by moving toward renewable 
energy systems. However, the elites within and beyond the current ruling class 
under the Gustavo Petro administration defend the continued use of oil and 
gas reserves.7 

Countries in the Global South also differ in their positions on global cli-
mate governance negotiations. Although they remain committed to advancing 
a common goal, power differentials and national interests have created rifts 
among them. Similarly, although this chapter presents examples of climate 
obstruction from various regions in the Global South, they also manifest in 
distinct ways. This reality points to the fact that the Global South is not just 
a geographical category; but more importantly, a geopolitical and political 
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economic category whose members can be differentiated by their wealth and 
resources and by their structural position in the world economy and in global 
governance. 

Unequal Vulnerability to Climate Change 

While Global South countries are least responsible for the historical rise in 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, scientific evidence shows that countries in 
the Global South are the most vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate 
change.8 Yet many of these countries bear significantly less responsibility for 
the problem’s causes than countries in the Global North.9 At the same time, 
wealthier countries in the Global North have disproportionately exploited nat-
ural resources and damaged institutional capacity in these countries.10 The 
consequences of this exploitation have made many such countries more vul-
nerable than those in the Global North to the effects of climate change. Nations 
of the Global South also suffer from inadequate resources and technical capac-
ity to counter these historical and ongoing harmful practices. In response to 
the structural conditions imposed by the Global North, some countries in 
the Global South have prioritized centralized models of economic develop-
ment focusing primarily on government-led allocation and development of 
resources that often lead to the sidelining of climate and other environmental 
policies.11 

Differentiated Responsibilities in the International Climate Arena 

Despite their limited historical role in causing the climate crisis, Global South 
countries are entitled to send delegates representing their interests to the 
annual UNFCCC negotiations and to participate in decision-making on global 
climate governance strategies.12 Moreover, all countries in the Global South 
except Iran, Libya, and Yemen have signed the Paris Agreement committing 
themselves to Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs), which require 
their governments to make self-determined pledges detailing their intended 
actions to help mitigate and adapt to climate change.13 

Acknowledging the discrepancies between countries’ past roles in ris-
ing GHGs emissions and their current capacities to address them, the 
UNFCCC introduced the concept of “fair share” and “differentiated respon-
sibility” for GHG reductions (Articles 3 and 4). This nonbinding approach 
to ensuring equity, as laid out in the Paris Agreement, accounts for coun-
tries’ historical emissions, current resources, and development needs in 
determining their response to climate change (Article 4). In this way, the 
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process considers how Global South countries differ from those in the 
Global North, and accordingly suggests their expected contributions moving 
forward. 

Given that countries across the Global South are more vulnerable to climate 
change than the Global North and have less capacity to respond to it, they 
have called on the international community to supply specific types of eco-
nomic and financial aid and technology transfer to support their adaptation 
and mitigation efforts.14 In recent years, “loss and damage” has emerged as a 
“third pillar” of global climate governance.15 The Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) describes loss and damage as “harmful impacts or risks 
that can result from climate change-related slow onset hazards and extreme 
weather events,”16 and refers to “the unavoidability and irreversibility of cer-
tain climate change impacts and the role played by constraints and limits to 
adaptation as drivers of adverse outcomes.”17 However, the implementation 
of this policy has been plagued by the failure of countries in the Global North, 
which actively sought to avoid such financial obligations, to limit the scope 
of what is considered loss and damage, and to stall negotiations by aiming to 
achieve word-perfect policy proposals.18 

Furthermore, to meet global climate treaty commitments, a just transition 
and the development of sustainable economies in the Global South must be 
a priority. In practice, appropriate climate policies in these countries would 
require implementing, for example, “green” finance initiatives such as green 
bonds to fund renewable energy projects to help phase out heavily polluting 
alternatives while also maintaining economic growth. Moreover, this type of 
climate action “must seek fairness and equity with regards to the major global 
justice concerns such as (but not limited to) ethnicity, income, gender within 
both developed and developing contexts”19 while also minimizing the impacts 
of climate change. Unfortunately, while the Global South countries claim to 
recognize the significance of decarbonizing their economies, most of them had 
not done so by 2019, as illustrated by the absolute rise in their GHG emissions. 
However, it is important to note that this rise was not distributed equally 
among countries in the Global South.20 

The Role of Structural Issues and Geopolitical Shifts in Climate Politics 

The existing political, social, and economic conditions in many countries 
of the Global South have created a complex policy agenda that facilitates 
climate delay, such that the implementation of policies aiding the energy 
transition has been slow and its scope is limited. This agenda is driven by tradi-
tional notions of development influenced by the market-fundamentalist and 
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neoclassical economic concepts of progress,21 which in turn shape climate 
delay by dismissing the urgency of climate action. This ideology also includes 
the belief that higher levels of environmental degradation due to industrial 
development will increase economic growth and ultimately empower Global 
South countries to mitigate GHG emissions and adapt to the impacts of cli-
mate change.22 While this ideology is popular in many Global South countries, 
discourses of sustainable economic development and post-development also 
exist. These discourses have served as both a critique of market fundamental-
ism23 and a defense of the neo-developmentalism emerging in some Global 
South countries, which sees an active role for the state in addressing both 
development and climate change and prioritizes social advancement and inclu-
sivity.24 Yet a common factor in these various ideologies is the continued use 
and sometimes expansion of extractive industries for economic development 
that fail to mitigate the impacts of climate change. 

The above discourses are also linked to contemporary geopolitical shifts, 
as the rise of new development-cooperation mechanisms has lessened the 
Global South’s dependence on the Global North for trade and investment.25 For 
example, the BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) 
have the potential to reshape global economic governance in light of the cli-
mate crisis.26 More specifically, emerging environmentally friendly technology 
in BRICS countries, intra-BRICS trade and investment,27 and the “new devel-
opment bank”28 are changing the model of modernization and development 
advanced by Western countries.29 New challenges loom with the expansion of 
the BRICS+ group, which now includes Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, 
Iran, and others. Most importantly, the historical reliance on and the influence 
of the Global North are fading in these nations. These conditions have changed 
the landscape in which GHGs emissions have continued to rise over the past 
one hundred years: emissions in the Global South countries are now increasing, 
driven by alternative development models, industrialization, and geopolitical 
relationships. The Global South countries have also caused intentional or unin-
tentional climate obstruction, most often in the name of maintaining their 
right to economic growth and development, as we will discuss in detail later. 

OBSTRUCTIONIST SECTORS, ACTORS, AND ORGANIZATIONS 

Various extractive and heavily polluting industries exist across the Global 
South, with some generating large economic profits for a small monopoly of 
corporations and/or state actors. This section identifies these key sectors in 
which powerful actors and organizations play a critical role in shaping climate 
obstruction. 
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Multinational Corporations and State Actors 

Multinational corporations and state-based actors play a dominant role in cli-
mate obstruction activities in the Global South. Across Latin America, the 
agribusiness sector is one of the most significant contributors to the rise 
of GHG emissions (see Chapter 4). For example, between 1990 and 2018 
agricultural development in carbon-dense tropical forest areas was greatly 
expanded, driving up emissions from agriculture, forestry, and other land 
uses (AFOLU) and becoming one of the largest contributors to overall GHG 
emissions in the region.30 This ongoing expansion is happening despite that 
lower-carbon alternatives are already available and/or hold potential to be 
developed. These conditions align with the activities of climate obstruction 
actors in the region. For example, in Brazil, the agribusiness sector and 
other “land-grabbing” enterprises have been key players in Brazilian climate 
obstruction, delay, and denial.31 Specific actors include the recent Bolsonaro 
administration (2019–2023) which oversaw the dismantling of the structures 
and mechanisms for environmental protection constructed over the previous 
several decades to boost agricultural development in the Amazon Rainforest.32 

Rising GHGs emissions in the Global South are also linked to aggressive 
crude-oil extraction in the Middle East and in North and Northwest Africa, 
including in several member countries of the Organization of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC).33 OPEC serves to unify petroleum-producing 
countries by activating, coordinating, and aligning petroleum policies that aim 
to stabilize and protect international oil markets so that they remain secure 
and efficient.34 Given the UNFCCC’s substantial role in determining global 
energy trends, its actions and the implementation of global mitigation tar-
gets can potentially restrain OPEC members’ crude-oil extraction and, as a 
result, various climate obstruction activities have emerged in these countries 
(see Chapters 2 and 10). 

Asian countries have historically made one of the lowest contributions to 
rising GHGs emissions. However, between 1990 and 2019 their net emissions 
expanded exponentially.35 Due to population growth and an increase in eco-
nomic activities, the region is expected to continue to increase its share on pace 
with further industrialization, the expansion of agriculture, and increased con-
sumption patterns. In certain cases, some of these countries, such as China and 
India, are established coal users and will remain so as they continue to phase in 
coal-powered power plants.36 The reliance on and expansion of extractive sec-
tors in many of these countries also lead to delaying the shift toward renewable 
energy and robust climate action. 

Notably, most of the countries phasing out coal are in the Global North 
and those countries phasing-in coal are in the Global South, particularly in 
Asia.37 For example, Indonesia is now one of the world’s top contributors to 
global GHG emissions. Its extractive and agro-extractive activities, specifically 
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coal mines and oil-palm plantations, perpetuate an “extractive regime.”38 In 
Vietnam and the Philippines, coal remains the primary source of energy, par-
ticularly for the electricity sector. Electrification efforts have increased coal 
consumption in several Southeast and South Asian countries.39 The share in 
Vietnam rose to almost 50% before declining since 2021.40 In the Philippines, 
coal use continues to rise; its growth has already exceeded 45%.41 In the South 
Asian region, Bangladesh has significantly increased the share of coal as a pri-
mary energy source for its electricity generation capacities.42 India’s electricity 
sector also remains a major consumer of coal. More than 48% of its installed 
power-generation capacity comes from coal-fired power plants.43 A complex 
domestic political economy involving mining corporations, public utility com-
panies, and coal-job-dependent communities keeps India as a major consumer 
of coal, notwithstanding its promise to move toward renewable energy.44 

In the African continent, South Africa is one of the major economies most 
dependent on coal for electricity generation, with the energy sector account-
ing for some 80% of its GHG emissions. Yet despite calls for a transition to 
renewable energy as early as 1999,45 wind and solar power remain a small part 
of South Africa’s electricity supply. 

In essence, development and industrialization in the Global South are at 
odds with important elements of climate action. While the use of fossil fuel 
offers a pathway forward as part of these countries’ development, this policy 
choice is incompatible with the goals of the Paris Agreement and what science 
shows is needed to ease the climate crisis. Furthermore, it has created a form of 
carbon lock-in: manufacturing industries, power plants, and economies based 
on fossil fuels have led to a pattern of investments that cannot easily be 
altered without a significant impact on development in Global South coun-
tries.46 Ultimately, the entanglement between the fossil fuel sector and these 
countries’ economies serves to restrict robust climate action and a just green 
transition. 

Industry Lobbyists and Business Associations 

There is also evidence that industry lobbyists and business associations have 
influenced climate obstruction in some Global South countries. For example, 
while the perspectives of industry lobbyists working to undermine or slow 
progress at the UNFCCC negotiations are often considered authoritative views 
on various policies, the demands and concerns of environmental and social 
activists, Indigenous peoples, and subnational actors attending these nego-
tiations are typically ignored or weakened, thus also weakening their abil-
ity to influence the proceedings.47 The industries’ authoritative views often 
align with those of government leaders seeking to protect polluting and 
extractive activities and are reiterated in national and global forums. The case 
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of Indonesia provides a good example, wherein corporate influence is exercised 
through business-sector associations, notably the Chamber of Commerce, and 
industry-wide associations, such as the Indonesian Coal Mining Association 
(APBI-ICMA).48 In Bangladesh, an industry group, the Bangladesh Indepen-
dent Power Producers’ Association (BIPPA) downplays the role of renewable 
energy resources and advocates for more fossil fuel–based power plants to 
meet the economy’s growing energy demands. State agencies operating in an 
environment characterized by state–business collusive relationships49 have 
favored BIPPA’s views and offered them various financial incentives denied 
to entrepreneurs involved with renewable energy projects, thus creating a 
policy context that obstructs climate actions enabling a transition toward a 
sustainable-energy future.50 In India, also, state–business collaboration con-
tributes to “the transition to more fossil fuel energy” in a policy context char-
acterized by “talk renewables, walk coal.”51 Although less-expensive renewable 
power has begun to undercut the price of coal-fired power, India “face[s] resis-
tance from a coal lobby which controls vast budgets and employs millions.”52 

The relationships and interests shared by industry lobbyists, business asso-
ciations, and the state guide the narratives that play out in the UNFCCC 
negotiations, diminishing the positions of environmental and social activists, 
Indigenous peoples, and other actors who seek to accelerate decarbonization. 

Labor Movements and Unions 

Labor movements and unions in the workplace also play a role in climate 
obstruction in some Global South countries. For example, in 2018, the orga-
nized labor movement in South Africa reversed its positions of support for 
the implementation of a Renewable Energy Independent Power Producers 
Procurement Program (REIPPPP), which used auctions to select builders of 
renewable-electricity plants under long-term power purchase contracts. The 
labor movement represents one of the largest and most important social bases 
of the African National Congress (ANC), South Africa’s social-democratic polit-
ical party, which played an essential role in anti-apartheid struggles of the 
1990s. While labor initially supported climate action in 2011, they eventually 
resisted the implementation of the REIPPPP because it specified that electric-
ity generation should be controlled and managed by the public sector rather 
than via the proposed outsourcing program to private organizations. This posi-
tion was partly ideological and partly based on a conviction that only the 
public sector could maintain high-quality and well-paying energy jobs at scale. 
With comparatively few jobs available in the renewables sector at that time, 
organized labor in South Africa reoriented to protecting existing coal mining, 
transport, and power-generation jobs.53 
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POLITICAL AIMS, ALLIANCES, AND NARRATIVES 

Actors and organizations engaged in climate obstruction in the Global South 
have a variety of political aims. Depending on the nature of these goals, 
they form alliances with other actors and organizations and deploy various 
narratives to stall climate mitigation efforts. These aims, alliances, and narra-
tives are concerned primarily with maintaining the relationship between fossil 
fuel–dependent extractive industries that shape domestic policy decisions and 
building transnational relationships to increase economic development and 
maintain energy security. This section presents cases from different regions 
of the Global South to elucidate the political aims and strategies of climate 
obstruction actors in the sectors discussed earlier and the narratives they 
deploy to advance their climate obstruction agenda. 

Extractive Industry and the Pull of Development Rhetoric 

Southeast Asia has embraced the rhetoric of commitment to climate change 
mitigation goals. Yet there is doubt whether such rhetoric will—or is intended 
to—be transformed into concrete strategies and actions. For example, climate 
delay in Southeast Asia is generally shaped by the urgency of development. 
This ambition includes efforts to bring electricity to whole populations and 
must contend with the high cost of electricity, the unreliability of transmis-
sion, and the problem of power interruptions. Continuing to exploit traditional 
fossil fuels to meet these growing needs means that the adoption of alter-
native sources of energy to match the urgency of decarbonization may be 
sidelined. Climate delay is also shaped by the huge scale of investments needed 
to develop renewable and sustainable energy sources in the Global South.54 In 
parts of Africa, political leaders and the carbon majors continue to echo dis-
courses of climate delay at local and international forums. They assert that the 
African continent is best equipped to determine how to meet its climate com-
mitments and has the right to chart its own energy path and decide how to 
balance economic development with sustainability to deliver a better future to 
its people.55 This type of obstruction also includes the renegotiation of con-
tracts to procure greater profits from the carbon majors currently operating 
within their borders, as in the case of Tanzania.56 

Given that extractive industries are portrayed as the primary tool for 
development in the Global South, particularly in the elite narratives of gov-
ernments and corporate executives, it is not surprising to see these narra-
tives implemented in various forms of climate obstruction. One example is 
the consolidation of South-South cooperation programs. Such programs con-
nect countries in the Global South through knowledge sharing, trade and 
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investment, aid/financial assistance, and technical collaboration.57 The prac-
tice is also promoted as a way to advance sustainable development and 
challenge their historical dependence on the Global North.58 Yet it has also 
opened opportunities to delay decarbonization and accelerated mitigation 
efforts. 

One such example of South-South cooperation is the Belt and Road Ini-
tiative (BRI), a Chinese investment project designed in part to incorporate 
sustainability strategies into fast-growing economies to help align them with 
member states’ NDCs. The project has succeeded in developing new industries 
and expanding existing ones in many Global South countries.59 Because the 
BRI “is not explicitly a sustainable development project that prioritizes cli-
mate change and environmental protection,”60 however, there has been little 
movement on renewable energy projects while extractive industries have been 
expanding. Significantly, the top ten recipients of Chinese finance for coal-
fired power plants are in Eurasia, including Indonesia, India, Vietnam, and 
Pakistan. Moreover, in Bangladesh, which has received both Japanese and Chi-
nese financial and technical support, policymakers and climate change experts 
consider using coal power to be a viable policy to move toward a low-carbon 
development path, with the government seeking to ensure its energy secu-
rity by obtaining climate finance from the international community to build 
more coal-fired power plants.61 Therefore, while coal may not be considered a 
low-carbon-development fuel, it is promoted as a viable “transition fuel.” The 
success of such initiatives is likely due to their business-as-usual approach to 
coal compared with the strict measures taken by several Western countries 
to phase out coal. In other words, these South-South corporation programs 
become attractive opportunities because they both expand economic devel-
opment and opportunity in Global South countries and create pathways to 
reduce the dependency of the Global South on the Global North, which rep-
resents the continuing legacy of colonial and imperialist power. Furthermore, 
they also provide the opportunity to counter the perceived or realistic lack of 
capacity from renewable energy sources and tangible policy support for renew-
able energy development.62 As such, these investment programs protect their 
national economic interests, which is portrayed as the best option to reconcile 
underdevelopment and historical structural inequalities with current climate 
mitigation responsibilities. 

Energy Poverty and Climate Action 

The development narratives associated with energy-transition mechanisms 
have played an important role in creating and facilitating business oppor-
tunities, global partnerships, and green financing in the Global South. 
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For example, in Argentina, carbon-intensive industries such as agriculture, 
mining, and shale gas development have been discussed as pathways to solve 
the country’s structural economic issues. Moreover, gas is considered to be 
a transition fuel, contributing to the global decarbonization process even 
as it supports development.63 However, this view contradicts the stance of 
the International Energy Agency that gas can serve only a limited role in a 
renewables transition.64 Rhetoric similar to Argentina’s was presented by the 
former chief executive officer of the Nigerian Petroleum Corporation and for-
mer OPEC Secretary General, Mohammad Sanusi Barkindo, during the COP26 
meeting in Glasgow in 2021: 

The delicate balance between reducing emissions, energy affordability and secu-
rity requires comprehensive and sustainable policies, with all voices being heard, 
and listened to. Focusing on only one of these over the others can lead to 
unintended consequences, market distortions, heightened volatility and energy 
shortfalls. We need to ensure energy is available and affordable for all; we need 
to move towards a more inclusive, fair and equitable world in which every person 
has access to energy, aligned with SDG [Sustainable Development Goal] 7; and we 
need to reduce emissions.65 

In this way, attempts to balance socioeconomic needs and climate action serve 
as a form of obstruction. 

Trade Relations and Transnational Influence 

While South-South cooperation programs are expanding, the development-
focused narratives discussed earlier support the continuation and growth 
of Global North-Global South financing, influence, and free-trade relation-
ships that result in climate obstruction. Several countries that continue to 
export, consume, and phase in coal are in the Global South.66 Therefore, for 
some countries in the region, choosing to expand coal use or other heavily 
polluting industries is a priority to ensure economic growth, sometimes in 
unsustainable ways, because of its importance for global trading partnerships. 
For example, in Indonesia, coal and palm oil are important commodities for 
both domestic consumption and for export. Due to deforestation concerns, 
European markets no longer support palm oil-based biofuels, creating the 
EUDR (European Union Deforestation Rule), which forbids the sale of several 
tropical commodities if grown on deforested land; the Indonesian government 
has interpreted the rule as a form of trade war and a threat to its national 
sovereignty.67 Thus, while some countries maintain trading relationships 
based on commodities, such as coal and palm oil, that contribute to expanding 
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extractive sectors, resistance from powerful transnational forces such as the 
EUDR serves to partially offset the expansion of these sectors. 

Another way the Global North exerts a transnational influence upon the 
Global South is within the policy sphere. Scholars have identified several mem-
bers of a coalition of think tanks active within some Global South countries 
that engage in climate obstruction.68 Several of these think tanks were part 
of the now-defunct Civil Society Coalition on Climate Change (CSCCC);69 

a network of organizations formed by a US-based group to challenge the 
scientific consensus on climate change by creating counterproposals to inter-
national efforts and producing media materials to promote climate delay. 
Located in several countries in the Global South, organizations associated 
with these think tanks produced op-eds, articles, and policy papers advo-
cating climate delay, mostly reprinted and translated from materials written 
by US-based authors. One example is the Peruvian think tank Andes Libre, 
which had previously cited and utilized the work of US-based authors affiliated 
with Global North organizations considered to be obstructionist.70 Another 
example is the Brazil-based Instituto Liberdade, which reproduced the work 
of the Coalition’s first international report in 2007.71 Similarly, the Nigerian 
Initiative for Public Policy utilized the work of the CSCCC and promoted the 
same narratives of climate delay promoted by Global North think tanks noted 
for climate obstruction (see also Chapter 5). Historically, some of the discourse 
in these materials was associated with more traditional forms of denialism.72 

More recently, the positions articulated by these think tanks and their affili-
ated organizations in the Global South have shifted somewhat to frame climate 
change as best addressed through a free market and decentralized economy 
with little or no government intervention.73 

Green Financing and Infrastructure Development 

Green financing provided by the Global North to the Global South has oper-
ated as a useful tool for some renewable energy development projects. Yet 
some projects have faced resistance from within these countries due to their 
seeming incompatibility with achieving climate goals. In Brazil, Ferrogrão, a 
planned railway line and infrastructure project connecting a series of ports 
along the Amazon River, was the first project to be approved by the Climate 
Bonds Initiative (CBI).74 This project opened up a green-investment pipeline 
within the framework of a partnership between Brazil’s Ministry of Infras-
tructure,75 and the country’s National Development Bank, with the latter com-
mitted to financing up to 70% of the costs. The project was widely promoted 
at international investor roadshows, kindling the interest of several foreign 
banks and financial institutions.76 While Ferrogrão was envisioned as a more 
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sustainable alternative to the existing transport highway, the railway would 
cause significantly more emissions through extensive deforestation,77 con-
travene international law (specifically the ILO Convention 169, also called 
the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention),78 and ignore the rights of 
Indigenous peoples by failing to consult with them about its development.79 

Ferrogrão illustrates how the domain of green finance is filled with out-
side actors developing and implementing plans that may not be compatible 
with domestic government structures, policies, and interests. These plans also 
ignore or fail to adequately consider other environmental impacts,80 which 
may result in inseparable ecological and social impacts. Moreover, the case 
shows that green finance can be controversial, leading some Global South 
countries to resist the influence of the Global North as they attempt to shape 
international climate mitigation efforts that affect them. 

Climate Vulnerability and Mitigation Responsibility in Global Talks 

Historically, climate negotiation forums such as the UNFCCC have been used 
by some member countries of the Global South as a collective opportunity 
to stall measures to mitigate the climate crisis. In this obstruction tactic, 
delegations present their positions in the negotiating process at the UN cli-
mate change conferences to spread discourses of climate delay. For example, 
India’s delegation at COP21 in Paris in 2015 argued that less-developed coun-
tries like India should be allowed to continue emitting large amounts of carbon 
to grow their economies, characterizing its position as “climate justice.”81 How-
ever, research on the Indian government’s actions at home show no evidence 
of prioritizing the needs of economically poor and socially marginalized com-
munities, whose lives have become more precarious over a quarter-century 
of steady economic growth that has increased domestic economic inequali-
ties.82 Indeed, many countries in the Global South have adopted the UNFCCC’s 
Common But Differentiated Responsibilities (CBDR) principle (Article 4) as a 
strategy to delay climate action under the rubric that mitigation (and decar-
bonization) is the primary responsibility of the Global North. Furthermore, 
because global climate negotiations require binding pledges from both the 
Global North and South, leaders of the Global South, citing principles of 
CBDR, fairness and equity, and/or climate justice, may use the pressure of 
commitment-making as a strategy of climate obstruction (see Chapter 10). 

The international climate forums provide a vital opportunity to disseminate 
the accurate narrative that many climate-vulnerable countries in the Global 
South bear little or no responsibility for addressing carbon emissions because 
of their historically lower contribution to global warming than advanced indus-
trial countries. However, national delegations from these countries often 
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support their continued reliance on fossil fuels and lack of interest in increas-
ing renewable energy by citing its intermittent nature or their lack of access to 
new technologies. Such positions have also led to disagreements within nego-
tiating groups representing Global South countries, such as the Group of 77 
and China (G77 + China)—especially between major emitters including China, 
South Africa, India, and Brazil, and the Least Developed Countries and the 
Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), which regard climate change as an 
existential threat.83 That is, countries in the Global South are heterogenous, 
yet share a narrative of economic underdevelopment and poverty.84 There-
fore, while their climate obstruction narratives and actions differ depending 
on their national interests, some shared interests remain; these can lead to 
the formulation of arguments that can intentionally or unintentionally stall 
progress on international climate negotiations. 

Climate Policy Agendas and the Public–Elite Divide 

In Global North countries, a documented gap exists between public opinion 
favoring climate action and state-corporate activities to address it. Conse-
quentially, while a public appetite exists to transform the energy sector and 
act on climate change, the vested interests of corporate actors and national 
governments serve to obstruct policies, thus undermining the public inter-
est.85 Similar conflicts between the public and elites or between government 
and industry over the best actions for mitigating climate change and accel-
erating decarbonization exist in some Global South countries. For example, 
in response to high levels of deforestation, Colombia has seen a resurgence 
of government efforts to reduce deforestation and improve governance and 
security issues in affected rural areas.86 On the other hand, the Colombian 
energy sector, particularly the coal industry, remains powerful and is advanc-
ing faster than the transition to renewable energy sources.87 Moreover, while 
Colombia declared at COP27 that it planned to stop developing oil and gas,88 

unresolved conflicts remain with conservative lawmakers and the state-owned 
Ecopetrol company, who defend the use of fracking and the maintenance of 
oil and gas reserves to protect against the projected loss of thousands of jobs 
and reduced foreign investment, claiming this is a pathway to decarboniza-
tion.89 This elite narrative challenges the public consensus in Colombia. In 
2023, a survey conducted by the European Bank noted that 91% of Colombians 
believe that the government should implement effective measures to combat 
climate change, with an overwhelming majority preferring renewable energy 
development.90 

Another caveat to this conflict between the public and elites is the justifica-
tion of climate inaction on the basis of sovereignty and energy independence. 
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This narrative, promoted by governments and elites in Global North countries, 
advocates climate policies designed primarily to protect national interests, 
sometimes even by expanding the national/domestic-based extractive sec-
tor.91 A similar narrative has been adopted by some countries of the Global 
South, despite public support for climate action. As in the case of Colombia, 
this type of conflict ultimately creates a stalemate that delays a coordinated 
international effort to address the climate crisis. 

Violent Conflict and Illicit Markets in Fragile States 

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) considers how environ-
mental degradation and climate change interact with peace and security 
issues.92 Addressing environmental and climate crises requires erecting mea-
sures to protect the environment as well as to promote peace in politically 
complex and fragile contexts. In such contexts, denial or delay of climate 
action is not necessarily purposeful. Rather, as priorities shift, addressing cli-
mate change may seem less urgent. For example, recent research on Yemeni 
conflict showed that “while the parties involved in the conflict encounter 
climate-related issues, they put it in the back seat to take the so-called ratio-
nal path to first and foremost arrive at a political arrangement and dissolve 
the conflict.”93 In such scenarios, policymakers in countries such as Yemen, 
South Sudan, Congo, and Syria are unable to pursue climate mitigation poli-
cies. While the argument that these are obstruction activities is tenuous, the 
failure to implement climate-related and energy-transition policies in fragile 
and conflict-ridden political contexts can delay climate action within certain 
regions or territories. 

In addition to conflict-prone and fragile political contexts, illicit markets 
can contribute to delaying climate change action in the Global South. For 
example, legitimizing environmental crimes has been a key feature of climate 
obstruction in Brazil. Such illicit actions have become socially accepted, with 
criminal actors occasionally counting on corrupt individuals in key institu-
tional positions to grant them amnesty. This trend began in the 1970s during 
the military dictatorship under Brazilian armed forces (1964–1985), which 
encouraged the indiscriminate deforestation and occupation of the Amazon 
Rainforest to defend the country’s sovereignty. Politicians, entrepreneurs, mil-
itary personnel, civil society groups, and religious leaders defended these land-
grabbing practices as necessary for the country’s development. The advance-
ment of Brazil’s carbon-intensive agricultural frontier in the Amazon and 
the Cerrado biome, both of which are threatened, is still a well-established 
practice strongly opposed by environmentalists, organizations, and some 
politicians.94 
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Global Think Tanks and Climate Policy 

Another significant aspect of climate obstruction in the Global South is the 
influence of powerful think tanks such as the Mont Pelerin Society (MPS) and 
the Atlas Network. Both are global networks of smaller think tanks known for 
advancing climate change policy denialism. While the role of these think tanks 
in delaying climate actions in the Global North is well documented in both 
scholarly literature and media reports,95 recent research has revealed their role 
in strengthening market-fundamentalist neoliberal policies and influencing 
climate delay in the Global South.96 Individuals and think tanks in the Global 
South connected with MPS are known for spreading climate delay discourses 
and climate science denialism. An example is Instituto Liberdade, a Brazilian 
think tank that promotes the works of Global North-based climate contrari-
ans in Latin America with a goal of influencing climate change policies to stall 
climate action.97 

Another key strategy deployed by Atlas-connected think tanks in the 
Global South is to demonize climate and environmental protesters, character-
izing them as extremists or terrorists and “new colonialists.”98 In Africa, for 
example, the head of Centre for African Prosperity, an Atlas Network affiliate, 
has emphasized that ensuring access to affordable electricity for vast num-
bers of people is a pressing priority for African policymakers. According to 
this narrative, continued extraction and use of fossil fuels using market-driven 
mechanisms is the way to address energy poverty in Africa. Climate policies 
that recommend moving away from fossil fuels are viewed as “a death sen-
tence for Africans.”99 In this narrative, climate and environmental activists 
who oppose continued extraction and use of fossil fuels are characterized 
as “new colonialists” who wish to impose their choices on African people 
suffering from the lack of affordable electricity that fossil fuels could solve. 
Such narratives ignore a viable solution to the problem of ensuring access to 
affordable energy in Africa, the least electrified continent: a transition toward 
deploying the vast renewable energy resources endemic to Africa. Research 
suggests that the major impediment to resolving African energy poverty is the 
politics of foreign investment and lending to African economies.100 Address-
ing this energy-finance gap in harnessing renewable energy resources is the 
real challenge, a position that contradicts the pro-fossil development views 
of the neoliberal/market-fundamentalist think tanks affiliated with the Atlas 
Network (see Chapter 5).101 

Media Discourses of Climate Delay 

While there is a significant body of research on climate misinformation in 
the Global North102 (see Chapters 6 and 7), little is known about its spread 

[ 228 ] Climate Obstruction 



in Global South countries. Recent research provides some insights into the 
types of climate change misinformation campaigns disseminated via social 
media in China. One key element of the misinformation spread on these plat-
forms is the reference to “expert sources” in posts about the environmental 
and health impacts of climate change that would likely be considered misin-
formation.103 In some Indian newspapers, researchers found that the climate 
issue was framed primarily around the countries’ historical and differentiated 
responsibilities. In particular, these messages emphasize that the Global North 
is the most responsible for emissions and should therefore be first to lead on 
decarbonization and global mitigation efforts.104 These narratives also reflect, 
for example, the position of India’s delegation at the UN climate meetings 
noted earlier, which has sought to emphasize the historical role of emissions. 
By emphasizing the failure of the Global North to support countries such as 
India and reduce emissions, such narratives minimize India’s own contribution 
to GHG emissions and avoid reflecting on its mitigation efforts.105 

COUNTERING CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH 

Since the 1980s, environmental-justice campaigns have grown substantially in 
the Global South and have gained significant momentum since the 2000s, with 
a specific focus on the climate crisis.106 This section highlights campaigns ini-
tiated by grassroots communities, environmentalists, and other civil- society 
actors that illustrate bottom-up challenges to the forces of climate obstruction, 
with an emphasis on rectifying environmental and climate injustices. 

Major Indonesian NGOs such as WALHI (the Indonesian Forum for the 
Environment) have contested the country’s National Strategic Projects (PSNs) 
which, though they include technological and renewable-energy developments 
and carbon-offset schemes—prioritize economic growth, job creation, and 
post-Covid economic recovery over GHG emission reduction.107 WALHI has 
mobilized grassroots campaigns to address issues such as the PSNs’ lack 
of environmental impact assessments and their potential for land loss and 
deforestation through the development of large-scale farms known as food 
estates.108 Indonesia’s commitment to build more coal-fired power plants 
for industrial users (captive power plants) demonstrates the lack of tangible 
success of such campaigns thus far.109 

There have also been cases of environmental justice campaigns against 
South-South cooperation projects in the energy sector, which have also failed 
to achieve their desired outcomes. For example, a decade-long (2010–2020) 
mobilization by environmentalists against the building of coal-fired power 
plants and other industrial infrastructures near the Sundarbans, an eco-
logically fragile UNESCO World Heritage Site, was unable to persuade the 
Bangladeshi and Indian governments to cancel, halt, or relocate the project.110 
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The project was a joint venture financed by state-owned power corporations 
of India and Bangladesh, demonstrating how campaigns may be thwarted 
by the political environment in which they operate—in this case, a hybrid 
political regime characterized by authoritarianism and extractive political 
institutions.111 

There have been some successes. In 2016, environmentalists and other civil-
society actors in Sri Lanka mobilized grassroots communities to thwart the 
construction of a coal-fired power plant financed by India. In addition to the 
protesters’ concern over the environmental and climate impacts of coal power, 
widespread mobilization against the power plant was galvanized by the land 
dispossession and security concerns of local communities that had been dis-
placed to establish a high-security zone in the project area. After a Supreme 
Court ruling in favor of a Fundamental Rights Application submitted by a 
group of civil society actors led by the Environmental Foundation Limited 
(EFL), the Sri Lankan government decided not to go ahead with the project.112 

Eventually, in 2022, the Sri Lankan and Indian governments agreed to form a 
joint venture to build a solar power project instead.113 

While public concern about climate change and desire to move toward a low-
carbon future may be demonstrated in public opinion polls, there are distinct 
challenges faced by civil-society actors and environmentalists in some coun-
tries of the Global South. Kenyan climate justice movements, for example, 
reveal an interesting dimension of some campaigns to counter climate obstruc-
tion. According to one scholar, “Kenyan civil society actors rejected the Global 
South’s climate justice argument because they believe one of its primary 
components—financial transfers—will be misused or misappropriated.”114 

These movements demonstrate a somewhat pessimistic view due to linger-
ing mistrust of their state and its reputation for official corruption as well 
as questions about their society’s capacity to address climate change though 
technological advances and knowledge alone. 

Similarly, there are currently few cohesive and comprehensive campaigns 
around climate change in Argentina.115 Key informants from the environ-
mental and academic sectors have held that a counternarrative to climate 
obstruction discourses has not yet been sufficiently consolidated. In turn, this 
limitation has been linked to the fragmentation of the environmental sector in 
Argentina and a lack of urgency among the public and the policy community 
around resolving the climate emergency. Researchers attribute this problem 
partly to discourses of national sovereignty and development that appear 
to stall mitigation efforts and a transition away from extractive industries, 
particularly because the country’s development narrative plays a dominant 
role in stimulating the short-term economic growth supported by extractive 
industries.116 

Finally, in the Global South there are legitimate risks associated with 
mobilization around climate and environmental injustice. On the front lines 
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of conservation, local and regional civil-society organizations and commu-
nity groups—including Indigenous peoples—constitute a significant bulwark 
against local environmental destruction and biodiversity loss. Yet seeking 
to challenge the actions of climate obstruction activities facilitated by the 
state or large corporations presents a high risk of physical harm, especially if 
the defenders are impoverished, rural, Indigenous peoples, and/or women.117 

Indeed, deaths of environmental defenders have been well documented; they 
frequently face repression when challenging mining and extractive industries, 
agribusiness expansion, hydropower development, and logging.118 These risks 
remain despite the success of some legal suits against harms to environmen-
tal defenders, such as the Kawas v. Honduras judgment in the Inter-American 
Court of Human Rights, which ruled that the state is obligated to protect 
environmental defenders experiencing human rights violations.119 

CONCLUSION 

Our study on the nature and dynamics of climate obstruction in the Global 
South yields three key findings. First, the legacy of resource and human 
exploitation has increased vulnerability to climate change in these regions. At 
the same time, the historical contributions of these countries to rising GHG 
emissions are less significant than those of the Global North. Recognizing this 
disparity and the disproportionate share of burden and responsibility, climate 
delay typically manifests in policy choices seeking to reconcile energy security 
and development goals with climate action. We suggest that such tactics and 
discourses of climate delay may be overcome by ensuring that international 
climate negotiations reduce the implementation barriers to distribution of 
adequate climate funding, which many Global South actors define as a crucial 
tool to achieve climate justice. 

Second, states, carbon majors, corporations, and other actors frame fossil 
fuels and extractive industries as the primary instruments for development 
in the Global South. They also frame them as central to reducing poverty and 
countering the systematic harms of historical exploitation of many countries. 
To counter this narrative, we suggest that the Global North must take proactive 
action in supporting Global South countries to develop the required institu-
tional, technological, and (again) financial capacities to move toward a just and 
equitable decarbonization process. 

Third, sustained mobilizations organized by Indigenous peoples, civil-
society actors, and social movements to resist attempts to delay climate action 
show mixed outcomes in the Global South. There are significant risks for 
those who challenge the actors and organizations behind these efforts, par-
ticularly where political conflict, corruption, or state and corporate crimes are 
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rampant. State agencies and the carbon majors, facing grassroots mobiliza-
tions confronting their policies and activities, must allow for the expression 
of dissent without fear or threat. The institutional practice of democratic 
deliberation at the local and national levels should also be strengthened to 
accommodate community concerns. 

Research Gaps and Policy Lessons 

Further research is needed for academics and policy practitioners to under-
stand and confront the complexity of climate obstruction in the Global South. 
Scholars have noted several priorities for this research, discussed in this 
section.120 

First, researchers should focus on furthering our understanding of devel-
opmentalism and the ways development discourses have played a fundamen-
tal role in the climate delay narratives and approaches to climate obstruc-
tion observed in the Global South. A key component of understanding cli-
mate obstruction in the Global North has been identifying the social, polit-
ical, and economic forces that drive it. Therefore, it is likely that develop-
ment and alternative- development models that emphasize extractive indus-
tries will similarly be entangled with climate obstruction in the Global 
South. 

Second, armed with better insight on development discourses and prac-
tices, researchers should identify how they affect domestic-level actions that 
obstruct climate policies in the Global South as well as if and how they play 
out in creating stumbling blocks to stronger mitigation efforts in global climate 
negotiations. 

Third, it is also important to examine how political leaders within Global 
South countries garner political support for stalling or intentionally delaying 
climate action. 

Fourth, there seems to be a disconnection between public opinion in Global 
South countries and policy implementation. Thus, another important area for 
future research will be identifying which factors related to climate obstruc-
tion shape policy choices despite strong public opinion in favor of climate 
action.? 

Fifth, researchers should also examine the influence of elite interests on 
both public opinion and policy choice to uncover the forces derailing pub-
lic support for a transition toward renewable energy in some Global South 
countries. Such an endeavor might include a critical analysis of media narra-
tives in both mainstream news and on social media. Researchers should also 
explore the role of the media in science education and climate justice and if and 
how narratives of denial and delay penetrate the public sphere in the Global 
South. 
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Finally, decarbonization rests fundamentally on the development of 
renewable-energy resources. However, evidence from the Global South reveals 
that renewable energy projects are often poorly financed and that these invest-
ments could potentially cause further environmental and social harm. More-
over, unlike fossil fuel–based energy projects, renewable energy projects do not 
require many workers and may offer precarious employment opportunities due 
to the nature of the industry. These issues might eventually produce an unjust 
energy transition for both new and old energy-sector workers. Moreover, the 
development of large-scale renewable-energy projects such as solar parks may 
involve land grabs and dispossession similar to that seen in predatory extrac-
tive resource-development projects.121 Addressing these critical issues and 
avoiding their consequences require the urgent attention of policymakers. 
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