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Global Governance and Environmental 

Degradation: An International Challenge 

 
ANKIT MALHOTRA

1 

 

ABSTRACT 

This essay will seek to explain the issue of Global Governance and will use the example 

of environmental degradation in order to explain the working of global governance. The 

latest developments in the failure of the world to act as a cohesive force to fight for the 

protection of the environment is an ideal empirical example to support the argument. 

Theoretical explanations of the Realist and Constructivist perspectives have also been 

provided to analyze the concept from a different lens. The conclusion will put forward 

suggestions for better Governance on a global level. 

 

The concept of Global Governance can be understood as an amalgamation of International 

Organizations perpetuating the idea of solidarity and International Laws which were 

constituted to form structural characteristics and governing relations between States. 

Governance, here, can be understood in terms of domestic and international issues. The 

amalgamation of governance and law shows a clear relation between the different organs of 

Global Governance.  

The degradation of the environment and disrespect shown to it has led to a failure of the 

global governance in dealing with this issue. This is largely because the environmental 

funders mainly support large, professionalized environmental organizations instead of the 

scrappy community-based groups that are most heavily impacted by environmental harms. 

Organizations with annual budgets greater than $5 million make up only two percent of all 

environmental groups, yet receive more than half of all environmental grants and donations.  

Thus, funding is a major issue of concern.  

Furthermore, the recent Paris Climate Agreement discussion where President Donald J. 

Trump withdrew from the agreement sent shock waves throughout the world. Such steep 

actions suggest a renaissance in state-centrism. There has been a huge shift towards to state-

centrism. The idea of Paris agreement, “is a sprawling, rolling, overlapping set of national 

commitments brought about by a broad conglomeration of parties and stakeholders. It is a 

 
1 Author is a student at Jindal Global Law School, India. 
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bold move toward public problem solving on a global scale. And it is the only approach that 

could work.”2   

Conceptual clarification of the terms ‘Global Governance’ is important. The term consists of 

two aspects. The term ‘global’ refers to affairs of international importance which can have 

effects on the domestic and international functioning of a nation. ‘Governance’ on the other 

hand has diverse explanations as it is difficult to explain such a term in a single definition. As 

Thomas Weiss has observed, the sum of the informal and formal values, norms, procedures, 

and institutions that help all actors – states, intergovernmental organizations, civil society, 

transnational corporations, and individuals – to identify, understand, and address trans-

boundary problems. It is important to note that governance is not only a tool for the 

Government but it can also be practiced by International Organizations and Non-

Governmental Organizations. The idea of Governance is based on collective action for the 

betterment of humanity. Governance is based on transnational issues, such as climate change, 

trade, contagious diseases and Transnational response to local issues, such as the 

humanitarian work of the Medecins Sans Frontieres.  

The most apt definition for Global Governance has been provided by Rosenau, wherein he 

suggests that states; “Global Governance is conceived to include systems of rule at all levels 

of human activity- from the family to the international organization- in which the pursuit of 

goals through the exercise of control has transnational repercussions.”3  

In my humble view, the issue of paramount importance should be given to environmental 

issues. The Government can use different governing actors such as domestic and international 

organizations for its aid. Non-Governmental Organizations can also play a key role in aiding 

the Government towards a better future for the public.  

Factual data suggests that, “where once there was short-termism and political expediency on 

climate change, now there is realism. Even if the world meets the 2-degree target that would 

still put up to $1.7 trillion of financial assets at risk. If the world gets even hotter than 

expected, this risk would be much higher as well: up to $24 trillion or 17% of the total. 

Considering that the amount of carbon in the atmosphere is rising even as emissions stabilize, 

these risks must be taken extremely seriously.”4 

 
2 Anne-Marie Slaughter and others, 'The Paris Approach To Global Governance' (Project Syndicate, 2017) 

<https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/paris-agreement-model-for-global-governance-by-anne-marie-

slaughter-2015-12>  
3 James N. Rousneau, “governance in the Twenty-First Century,” Global Governance 1, NO.1 (1995):13   
4 'Wind Of Optimism Blows On Global Climate Politics, In Spite Of Trump' (EURACTIV.com, 2017), https://w 

ww.euractiv.com/section/g20/opinion/wind-of-optimism-blows-on-global-climate-politics-in-spite-of-trump/ 
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Relationships between countries are complex and constantly changing. Against this backdrop, 

we need new models of global governance. These will require strong multilateral institutions, 

and they will need to take climate resilience into account so that they make good long-term 

investments. “For the first time since World War II, a new green and sustainable economic 

framework is emerging. Most countries still want strong institutions and prosperous citizens. 

What’s changed is that they now realize these cannot be sustained without lowering carbon 

emissions and taking steps to adapt to global warming.”5  

Specific climate change issues like Global Warming have taken center stage in last couple of 

years because of the sudden and extreme change in climate.  “The most constant reason is 

that of the ocean acidification, Since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, the acidity of 

surface ocean waters has increased by about 30 percent. This increase is the result of humans 

emitting more carbon dioxide into the atmosphere and hence more being absorbed into the 

oceans. The amount of carbon dioxide absorbed by the upper layer of the oceans is increasing 

by about 2 billion tons per year”6 

(Credit: Vostok ice core data/J.R. Petit et al.; NOAA Mauna Loa CO2 record). 

The graph above, based on the comparison of atmospheric samples contained in ice cores and 

more recent direct measurements, provides evidence that atmospheric Carbon Dioxide has 

increased since the Industrial Revolution. 

Now the question beckons, has there always been a failure in Global Governance or what has 

been ignored in order to support globalization and development. There has undoubtedly been 

a failure of international Organizations to act. Hence, progress, is thus a crawl. “A Ceres 

 
5 'Wind Of Optimism Blows On Global Climate Politics, In Spite Of Trump' (EURACTIV.com, 2017), https://w 

ww.euractiv.com/section/g20/opinion/wind-of-optimism-blows-on-global-climate-politics-in-spite-of-trump/ 
6 'What Is Ocean Acidification?' (Pmel.noaa.gov, 2017), http://www.pmel.noaa.gov/co2/story/What+is+Ocean+ 

Acidification%3F 
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report in April found that US corporations aren’t doing enough to tackle climate change and 

other sustainability threats. "While there is progress being made by an increasing number of 

companies and sectors, we are still not seeing the speed of change that is required – or the 

scale of innovation that is possible," the report noted. Part of that may come from a lack of 

pressure: If a company fails to meet its goals, there's little blowback from shareholders or 

consumers, Cortesi says. "Voluntary commitments are just that – voluntary commitments," he 

says. "It's like, 'Oh we slipped.” "7 All such factors contribute to environment degeneration.  

The issue of global governance has had divided opinion based on its efficiency and 

command. Divided opinions have been developed on the issue of Global Governance. The 

idea of Global Governance perpetuates from its primary organ of International Organizations.  

The realist school of thought strongly believes that the that International Organisations such 

as the United Nations remain government oriented. They also argue that powerful states use 

them as they please. Certain prominent examples include; Conflict prevention efforts can be 

ignored (US in Iraq, 2003). Agreements to intervene can be hard to reach (Syria since 2011). 

There is a reluctance to contribute to common goals (troop contributions to UN PKOs).  

“The role of morals and law in the regulation of social systems is ‘the second pillar’ in the 

methodology of global governance concept. According to the advocates of this concept, 

‘morals and law are the main instruments that affect public consciousness and behavior. One 

should also emphasize the ideology, politics, economics, finance, culture, etc., that directly or 

indirectly, manage social systems. Morgenthau argues that if countries do not adhere to the 

principle of identifying their national interest in the categories of the struggle for influence, 

they will inevitably lose in their foreign policy. The political realists argue that the basic 

principle of foreign policy is the concept of ‘interest de- fined in terms of power’, as opposed 

to absolutisation of law and morals. Morgenthau puts an emphasis on the criticism of 

‘moralism and legalism’ (i.e., adherence to laws and morals as regulators of international 

relations; or, in contemporary meaning of the term, adherence to liberal idealism). He argues 

that each sphere of international life has its own rules which should not be confused. It is 

impossible to apply moral standards to world politics, or norms of world politics to the 

international economy. In practical terms, the mixing of principles leads to failures and 

setbacks. The main disadvantage of those who in their political activities are guided primarily 

 
7 Ward J, 'Missed Targets: When Companies Fail To Keep Their Key Sustainability Promises' (the Guardian, 

2017), https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/2014/jul/21/sustainability-goals-promise-brok 

en-failure-target-walmart-disney>  
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by moral and legal principles is that they (ironically enough) lose their allies, suffer defeat 

from their adversaries, and lose their orientation in the implementation of national interests.”8 

 The Realist perspective believes that formation of international organizations is used for self-

interest maximization.  

The conservative view suggests that, “In making fashionable the ontological claim of reality 

as being the product of intersubjective social constructions. By claiming that “anarchy is 

what states make of it” in a process of mutual constitution between agents and structure (Wendt 

1987; 1992; 1999), constructivism provided an alternative meta-theoretical approach capable 

of grasping fundamental changes in world politics and re-intensified also the research on the 

influence of transnational actors.”9 The constructivists believe in common identities and 

interests. The norms which facilitate the cooperation and shape behaviors and ideas.  

In the past 50 years scientists and environmentalists have been able to gather awareness but 

have not been able to snowball that into real progress. The problem lies in inter-country wars 

and battle for world domination. It is the underlying view of the world that decides the way in 

we run the world.  

Accordingly, “In the present era of globalization, competitiveness has become a major 

concern for developed countries, in particular, those facing tough competition from the 

developing states that have become their terms of trade through state-led development 

strategies and have become major exporters of manufactured products. Developed countries 

seek the expansion of global governance in order to regulate the behavior of these developing 

states, thereby opening their economies to regulate the behavior of these developing states, 

thereby opening their economies to foreign investment and augmenting their wealth. Yet, a 

successful expansion of global governance requires the creation of internal institutions in the 

developing countries that may alter their political cultures. Given the problems of the 

developing states, this cannot be achieved simply by internationalizing the countries the 

counties in the Global South.”10 The idea of Global Governance is based on the models of 

political, economic and cultural objectives. International or transnational alternative attributes 

are narrow in restricting analysis to either the relations between states or as trustworthy 

relations between the states and non-state actors. Some solutions for a better environment 

 
8 Galina A. Drobot, ‘The Issue of Global Governance 

in the Context of International Relations Theory’ in Leonid Grinin, Ilya Ilyin, Andrey Korotayev (eds), 

Globalistics and Globalization Studies (Uchitel ,2012)   
9 Simmerl G, 'A Critical Constructivist Perspective On Global Multi-Level Governance' (Academia.edu, 2017) 

http://www.academia.edu/499659/A_Critical_Constructivist_Perspective_on_Global_Multi-Level_Governance 
10 Yakub Halabi, 'The Expansion Of Global Governance Into The Third World: Altruism, Realism, Or Construct 

ivism?' (2017). 
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could be better governance systems in all states across the globe with more concerned and 

cautious use of nature. A new international organization stemming out of the United Nations 

which will deal with the issue of environment only is the need of the day. 

***** 
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