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Overview 
1. Conceptualization: The emergence of the 

“Anthropocene” and the “end of 
environmentalism” 

2. Propositions: “Earth system governance” 
as new issue area of political science 

3. Research Practice: The Earth System 
Governance Project (and Future Earth) 
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Biermann, Earth System Governance: World Politics 
in the Anthropocene, MIT Press 2014 
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Anthropocene: “The Age of Humans” 





The Emergence of the 
“Anthropocene”  
 
“The End of 
Environmentalism” 
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From early 
environmentalism 
towards …. … a planetary perspective 



 
 “The earth operates well outside the normal state 

exhibited over the past 500,000 years. ... Human 
activities could … trigger severe consequences for 
Earth’s environment … potentially switching the Earth 
System to alternative modes of operation that may 
prove irreversible and inhospitable to humans.” 

2001 Amsterdam Declaration of the  
International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme 



Major conceptual declarations and papers:  

– Compare the impact of “humanity” to 
“planetary-scale geological processes such as 
ice ages” (2012 Planet under Pressure Declaration, see 
Brito and Stafford-Smith, 2012)  

– Speak of “human-driven change” without 
differentiating between diverse social groups 
and regions (2001 Amsterdam Declaration, see Moore et 
al., 2001) 











• The Anthropocene lens needs to be contextualized: as a view of the 
planet as an interconnected, interdependent social-ecological 
complex while taking into account both local variation and social 
inequalities.  

• Better Understanding: Only a contextualized, localized and social 
conceptualization of the Anthropocene helps to better understand 
global interconnections and disparities. 

• Better Governance: It also helps to develop effective multilevel and 
polycentric governance solutions that (a) decrease the human 
impacts on the planet and (b) increase well-being particularly in the 
most impacted societies. 
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Earth as a System influenced by human action  

Earth System Science 

Politics in the Anthropocene 

Environmental  Politics 

Earth System Management 

Earth System Governance 



An Emergent Earth System Governance?  



From Old-Style Government to 
New Politics 
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Crisis of Sustainability Governance 



Calls for Action 
• 2011 Nobel Laureate Symposium on Global 

Sustainability urgently called for 
“strengthening earth system governance”. 

• The 2012 State of the Planet Declaration 
called for “[f]undamental reorientation and 
restructuring of national and international 
institutions … and … to move to effective 
earth system governance.”  

• International Council for Science in 2012 
requested governments to fundamentally 
“overhaul” the entire UN system. 



Towards a Dynamization of  
Governance Research 



Earth System Governance Research: 

• an empirical-analytical research 
programme,  

 describing and explaining current governance 
processes at all levels 
 

• a normative research programme, 
exploring necessary governance transformations 
to keep human-nature co-evolution within 
parameters that sustain human life on earth 



The Normative Challenge  
of Earth System Governance 



The Good Anthropocene? 
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“Planetary Boundaries” as Earth System Constraints? 
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Rockström et al., Nature, 2009 
Comment in: Biermann, 2012, 
Ecological Economics 



Contested Goals 
E.g., max. 2 degree global warming 
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Human Wellbeing within Planetary Wellbeing: 
E.g., the “Doughnut Model” (Oxfam)  



Sustainable 
Development Goals: 

 
Normative Framework of 

the Anthropocene? 
 



N. Kanie and F. Biermann, editors, 
Governing Through Goals, MIT Press 
2017 





F. Biermann and I. Möller, “Rich Man’s Solution: 
Geoengineering Discources and the 
Marginalisation of the Global Poor, unpl. Paper 
2016 
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Key Analytical Questions of  
Earth System Governance  

Agency 
 → The key agents in governance 

Architecture 
 → Institutional arrangements in earth system governance 

Accountability/Legitimacy 
 → Towards democratic earth system governance 

Allocation  
 → Who gets what in earth system governance 

Adaptiveness 
 → Preparing for inevitable global change 

 
 
 
 



Agency in Earth System Governance 

The State Civil Society 
Organizations International 

Bureaucracies 

Subnational 
public authorities 

Corporations 

Public-Private 
Partnerships Science Networks 



Multilateral system is outdated 
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Reform: A World Environment Organization  
• Function: Strengthening environmental pillar in earth 

system governance by creating specialized agency, similar 
to WHO, ILO, FAO, etc. 
 

• Proposal:  A World Environment Organization 
– Upgrade of UN Environment Programme to full agency 

status 
– Mandate to negotiate new treaties (model ILO, WHO) 
– Oversight over implementation of treaties 
– Possibly oversight over coordination of multilateral 

environmental agreements (WTO model) 
– Assessed financial contributions 
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Architectures of Earth System 
Governance 

 



Keohane/Victor 2010 



Coping with Fragmentation 

• Exploring avenues for 
increasing governance 
coherence 

• Accepting continued relevance 
of multilateralism and the 
United Nations system, while 
acknowledging reform needs 

• Exploring interlinkages 
between intergovernmental 
and non-state institutions 
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Transforming the UN System:  
A UN Sustainable Development Council? 

  

– High-level organ within United 
Nations 

– Integrate global environmental 
and economic policies 

– Guidance among others to 
Bretton Woods organizations 

Biermann et al., Science, 16 March 2012 



Reform: Strengthening international 
environmental treaties 

 Governments must engage in structural reforms in 
how environmental negotiations are conducted 
and treaties designed.  

 Present and future treaties must rely more on 
qualified majority voting in specified areas. 
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Biermann et al., Science,  
16 March 2012 



Problems with Weighted Voting 

• One country, one vote? 
– ~5 % of human population combine 50% of the 

votes 
• One person, one vote? 

– 7 countries combine 50% of the votes 
– 186 countries combine the other 50% 

• Different majority and voting rules for different issue 
areas?  

• Multiple, complex, combined, or layered majorities? 
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The Problem of Accountability 
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Increasingly complex governance systems at global 
and local levels pose new questions of  
accountability, legitimacy, and democracy. 

Biermann and Aarti Gupta, eds., Accountability and 
Legitimacy in Earth System Governance, Ecological 
Economics, 2011 



Biermann and Aarti Gupta, eds., Accountability and 
Legitimacy in Earth System Governance, Ecological 
Economics, 2011 



• Global institutionalisation and regulation 
require novel accountability mechanisms. 

• Options include 

– A Global Forum of Civil Society 

– A World Parliamentary Assembly 

– Global Deliberative Assembly 
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Allocation: Earth System Governance 
on a Highly Divided Planet 







•48 









But what is “just” 
in earth system 
governance? 



Adaptiveness: In the end … 

we might need to prepare for a (much) warmer world 



An Emerging Discourse of Climate Crisis 

 “Given that [the 2° target] is an ambitious target, … 
we should be prepared to adapt to 4 degrees.”  

R. Watson, The Guardian, 2008 

 “Society may be lulled into a false sense of 
security by smooth projections of global change.”  

Lenton et al. 2009 
 

 “Planetary boundaries” have been violated in the 
case of climate change/global warming.  

Rochström et al. 2009 
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The Dutch Way? 



Adaptation is costly in the North 



Too costly for the South? 
 200-250 million climate refugees by 2050 according 

to Myers 
 “Hundreds of millions” according to Stern Report 
 1 billion according to Christian Aid 
 12 million from Egypt by 2050 
 250 million at risk in Ganges Brahmaputra 





Towards a Constitutional Moment 
1944 – International Civil Aviation 

Organization 
1944/45 – World Bank 
1944/45 – International Monetary Fund 
1945 – United Nations Organization 
1945 – International Court of Justice 
1945 – UN Food and Agriculture 

Organization 
1945 – UN Educational, Scientific, and 

Cultural Organization 
1946 – World Health Organization 
1948 – International Maritime 

Organization 
1950 – World Meteorology Organization,  
Etc. 59 
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The Earth System Governance Project  
as a global research network 



• … an international research network to study the 
governance dimensions of environmental change 
and earth system transformation; 

• … endorsed and supported by leading global 
research organizations; 

• … open to anybody who is interested in exploring 
these issues; 

• … today the largest research alliance in the field. 

The Earth System Governance Project is ... 
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From a planetary perspective, we 

study local and global governance 

(= “earth-system” governance)  



Scientific Steering 
Committee 

Chair 

International 
Project 
Office Lead Faculty 

Research Fellows 

Research Centres 
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The Network 

Senior Fellows 

Earth System 
Governance 
Foundation 
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A Global Alliance of Research Centres 

  Australian National University, Australia 

 University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands  

 Chiang Mai University, Thailand 

  Colorado State University, United States 

  University of Ghana, Ghana 

  Keio University, Japan 

  Lund University, Sweden 

  Norwich, University of East Anglia, United Kingdom  

  Slovak Academy, Slovak Republic  

  Stockholm Resilience Centre, Sweden 

  University of Toronto, Canada 

  Utrecht University, Netherlands  

  Yale University, USA 

•Networks in other regions are presently emerging. International Project Office hosted by 

Lund University, Sweden 
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We organize and endorse numerous 
workshops and conferences 

Flagships are our annual Earth System 
Governance open science conferences. 

Conferences and other events 
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2015 Canberra Earth System Governance Conference 
"Democracy and Resilience in the Anthropocene"   



www.earthsystemgovernance.org  

facebook.com/earthsystemgovernance  

twitter: @ESG_Project 

LinkedIn: Earth System Governance Project 

IPO@earthsystemgovernance.org 
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