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Introduction: A Paradigm Shift in the Governance of Sustainable Development 

This chapter proposes a novel approach to sustainable development focusing on the potential role 

of citizens in international trade, climate change mitigation, and sustainable energy. This 

approach offers a new pathway to sustainability and a mechanism to help to ensure that trade 

policy reinforces, rather than undermines, the global commitment to climate change action.1 In 

doing so, it offers a paradigm shift in sustainable development governance, moving from the 20th 

century top-down approach to climate change action (e.g., the Kyoto Protocol), energy (e.g., 

inter-governmental energy agreements), and international trade (e.g., inter-governmental trade 

agreements), to a bottom-up strategy.  

The Paris Agreement on climate change embodies a mega-trend of the 21st century: 

bottom-up leadership, typified by the involvement of citizens, non-governmental organizations, 

mayors, governors, businesses, universities, and faith-based organizations.2 In energy 

governance, we observe a similar push for energy democratization as control over energy 

security shifts and new energy actors emerge, namely prosumers (citizens who both consume 

and produce energy) and renewable energy cooperatives.3 This approach could help to expedite 

the changes in global energy patterns required to mitigate climate change and enhance 

international trade. 

 

From Top-Down to Bottom-Up Governance 
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Multilateralism is at a pivotal juncture. The United States signaled its intention to withdraw from 

the Paris Agreement and President Trump questions the validity of the United States’ 

contribution to the broader international regime, including the United Nations system. The World 

Trade Organization (WTO) seems out of step with economic and geopolitical shifts. Multilateral 

negotiations under its auspices have lagged and its dispute settlement system seems stagnant.4 

Indeed, the days when multilateral trade liberalization was an appealing policy priority appear to 

be in the rearview mirror.  

 More recently, focus has shifted to mega-regional trade agreements, such as the Trans-

Pacific Partnership, or its latest iteration, the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for 

Trans-Pacific Partnership, and the Trans-Atlantic Trade and Investment Partnership. These 

plurilateral agreements offer a possible path forward in international trade and a forum for 

reconciling tensions between trade goals and environmental aspirations, especially the 

“sustainability imperative” of the 2015 United Nations Sustainable Development Goals and the 

decarbonization goals of the 2015 Paris Agreement on climate change.5  

 What has not changed, however, is people’s awareness that negotiations among nation-

states have a profound impact on public well-being. For example, in 1999, during the WTO 

Ministerial Conference in Seattle, large crowds angrily demonstrated on the streets—asking trade 

technocrats to be transparent and share the outcomes of multilateral trade negotiations happening 

behind closed doors. More recently, large demonstrations have been occurring on the streets of 

the United States, United Kingdom, Germany, and Austria.6 Apprehensive that the outcome of 

such plurilateral negotiations may negatively affect their daily life due to the “openness to 

investment from other members, the protection of patents, and environmental safeguards,” 
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citizens increasingly seek to participate in the trade policy conversations and have their interests 

considered in international trade negotiations.7  

Further, recent examples of citizens’ discontent in the European Union governance reveal 

the apathy among voters towards supranational parliamentary elections. Indeed, participation in 

these elections has been declining since 1979. In contrast, there is an increased interest in 

national and sub-national parliamentary politics, as exemplified by the Brexit vote and the 

Catalonian independence movement—both of which are closer to the citizens than metanational, 

supranational, or international entities. 

These situations challenge the hegemonic stability theory, which posits that the 

international system will be most stable when a single state serves as the dominant power in the 

world.8 In the search for alternatives to distant trade decision-making, policy makers should take 

care not to overlook what citizens think, since state-centricity seems to be making people 

unhappy and dissatisfied. Indeed, there seems to be a fundamental lack of trust in large-scale 

governance structures. 

As one of the mega-trends of the 21st century, the bottom-up implementation of climate 

change plans draws from the Paris Agreement, which has become the locomotive of climate 

change action.9 It entails a shift from a higher-level to decentralized debate and decision-making 

as consumers and citizens participate in action and implementation, in contrast to the top-down 

approach under which choices are made by presidents and prime ministers.10 This scaled-down 

approach offers a more democratic decision-making framework in that power remains with the 

citizens.11 Under a bottom-up approach, multilateral governance is transformed. It must become 

softer, relying on informal tools of governance, rather than treaties.  
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Citizens’ Empowerment 

Citizens’ empowerment has emerged as a relatively new concept in global governance. 

Empowering citizens provides a human element to governance that prompts societal change and 

is increasingly seen as necessary to deliver good governance.12 In the same spirit, the use of 

behavioral economics in public policy has risen on the agenda. In energy policy, for example, “it 

has become clear that efforts to steer people towards “better”—that is, more energy efficient—

choices and behaviors are much needed.”13 As suggested by Lucia Reisch, evidence shows that 

the right incentives spur behavioral change.14 This trend is certainly the case in Nordic countries, 

where the so-called Nordic model has failed in top-down policies (e.g., the creation of common 

defense policy and a single currency), but is very successful in the design of bottom-up 

approaches to policies with the right incentives and market integration.15  

 Reducing energy demand may not be realistic given our lifestyle in the West—a trend 

that is increasingly replicated in the rest of the world. What we may, instead, need is a smart 

policy design to reduce energy demand—such as an escalating carbon charge—coupled with 

technological and institutional improvements on the supply side.16 Creating a more efficient and 

sustainable energy system will allow us to cut costs, decrease greenhouse gas emissions, and 

reduce energy imports and dependency. 

 Moreover, there is evidence that young people want to consume in a sustainable 

manner—a positive change that has the potential to make the future brighter.17 Greater use of 

social media (e.g., Twitter, Facebook, YouTube) could be a highly effective platform to educate 

the youth, raise awareness on the links between trade and climate change, and involve them in 

parliamentary elections. More broadly, to effectively place citizens at the center of governance 
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transformation, policy makers should create greater access to information and opportunities for 

participation.  

 

Climate Change Action 

Global issues, such as climate change, poverty, or terrorism are too big for nation-states, but 

are—somewhat counterintuitively—more suitable for cities to tackle.18 Most human activities 

today occur in cities. Cities are where the majority of the world population lives and 80 percent 

of global economic activity takes place. Cities produce 50 percent of global waste and emit 60 to 

80 percent of greenhouse gases.19 The pragmatic approach of city mayors arguably offers better 

governance on these matters than that of high-level policy makers because mayors are seen as 

more accountable, and therefore people tend to trust them more than politicians at the national 

level.  

Given that cities (and their citizens) are the main polluters as well as the main 

implementers of legislation, they can, and should, take climate change action.20 In a bottom-up 

approach to governance, citizens can ask cities, states/provinces, or even entire nations for 

reform via referenda. Consequently, national governments remain essential, albeit no longer the 

only key actors, given the rise of (informal) bottom-up approaches to governance. Indeed, cities 

around the world are demonstrating innovative strategies for advancing solutions to climate 

change.21 Specifically, city-level climate change action that includes much greater citizen 

participation is particularly promising. 22 

 Likewise, businesses are taking on a leadership role in climate change mitigation.23 

Citizen participation can further improve human wellbeing and facilitate the management of 

climate change and environmental issues through exerting public pressure on companies.24 In 
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this regard, bringing together environmental non-governmental organizations and businesses for 

greater and closer cooperation is a promising way forward. A surprising case in point is a well-

organized social movement in the United States pushing for the implementation of the Paris 

Agreement, which emerged soon after President Trump announced his intention to withdraw 

from the Agreement. A coalition of people from highly diverse backgrounds—including 

representatives of cities, states, and businesses—gathered together outside the main conference 

building of the 2017 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change negotiations to 

demand more climate change action under the heading We Are Still In and America’s Pledge.25 

 

Energy Transition 

Since the energy sector and the economy are intertwined, the future of the energy transition and 

the future of countries’ economies will inevitably go hand in hand. The main drivers of the clean 

energy transition must be: innovation; energy decentralization; increased access to information 

and communication; energy democratization via a multi-level governance system; citizens’ 

empowerment in a customer-centered system that enables them to exploit electric grid 

opportunities; new business models for utilities; stronger and smarter grids; better and smarter 

regulation aimed at reducing or eliminating technical barriers; and electrification facilitating the 

deployment of renewable energy.26  

 To develop a more efficient and sustainable energy system, citizens need to be 

empowered in terms of access to, and provision of, energy.27 What citizens want is security of 

supply, lower bills, protection of the environment, and a smart grid. Gordon Walker identified 

four types of community-owned means of renewable energy production in the United Kingdom: 

1) cooperatives, 2) community charities, 3) development trusts, and 4) renewable energy projects 
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with shares owned by a local community organization.28 In addition, a number of cooperative 

models have been emerging for wind turbine companies in several European Union countries 

(namely Austria, Germany, Denmark, The Netherlands). These examples illustrate innovative 

models of citizens’ participation and community involvement in energy production.29 Local 

renewable energy communities are thus at the grassroots of the movement to change the current 

energy security system.  

 To make energy access cheaper and more secure, we must reduce or eliminate legal and 

technical barriers to energy technology so that smart grids—electrical grids with distributed 

generation including “prosumer” power production—can take off in different jurisdictions.30 

Likewise, the legal environment has to facilitate the development of the technology and create, 

for example, a single smart grid in supranational structures like that of the European Union.31 

The implementation of the energy transition will inevitably vary from country to country, based 

on access to technological and economic conditions.32 For instance, in the case of the European 

Union, it will require solar and wind energy integration. Greater flexibility will also be necessary 

for cross-border energy trade and for local and regional smart grids. 

 By presenting a variety of local engagement opportunities, these developments will help 

change citizens’ roles from passive consumers to “active” energy managers, as well as electricity 

producers or “prosumers.”33 Since an increasing number of prosumers are entering the energy 

market, the identified changes will lead to the creation of scalable micro grids for prosumers and 

utility companies, new policies and regulatory frameworks for smart grids, and overall, a better 

grid management. Including citizens in the much needed energy transition will help us move 

away from energy poverty towards energy democratization (a situation where regions and 
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consumers gradually become more self-sufficient in their access to energy), energy citizenship, 

decentralized energy, and sustainable energy enhancement.34 

It is now clear that as the world reduces its oil dependence, the winners will be those 

producing and exporting green technology, whereas the losers will be those continuing to depend 

on fossil fuels. Two ingredients may help move forward the energy transition: international 

collaboration and energy decentralization. International trade will certainly play a major role in 

the transfer of technology as one of the key fields where potential international collaboration can 

occur. Private actor-led initiatives will also be critical. One example is the Breakthrough Energy 

Coalition, an undertaking by visionary billionaires, global corporations, and financial institutions 

working to provide reliable, affordable, and carbon-free energy.35 Another initiative called 

Mission Innovation brings together a group of 22 countries and the European Union with the 

goal of reinvigorating and accelerating clean energy innovation throughout the world to make 

clean energy affordable for all.36 The emergence of microgrids or minigrids dealing with locally 

produced wind and solar energy, as well as electric vehicle batteries, will not only improve 

access to energy, but will also play a significant role in decentralizing economies and energy 

systems. 

 

International Trade 

The international trading system will continue to be relevant in the coming years to climate 

change action and decarbonization efforts as most countries will remain predominantly 

dependent on energy imports for decades to come. One of the key challenges of the trade regime 

will be to provide the means for various actors to cooperate in clean energy deployment and 

climate change action. The thrust of sustainable development is integration and issue linkages to 
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increase cooperation on global common concerns—all of which can be strengthened by 

enhancing the participation of diverse stakeholders in regional and global institutions.37 A key 

ingredient to improving trade in energy is better and more efficient connection between nations 

as harmonized markets yield greater economic incentives. Trading, however, is not possible 

without trust. Trust is based on incentives. Enabling citizens and other small non-state actors to 

become participants in the global trade regime creates the necessary framework that encourages 

trust in this system.  

 In the case of international trade, therefore, one could imagine citizens’ empowerment as 

the involvement of civil society in committees on trade and the environment and their full 

participation during the negotiation process of future trade agreements. Regarding the process of 

trade agreement negotiations, however, there are technical barriers to bringing participation to 

the grassroots level. Potential areas in which these barriers can be minimized include 

transparency, non-governmental organization involvement, implementation of trade agreements, 

information asymmetry, and due process.  

 With the rise of e-commerce, one could think of the increasing participation of micro, 

small, and medium enterprises via apps on their smartphones. The role of citizens and small 

enterprises in international trade governance is an example of a bottom-up approach to 

sustainable development governance that would shift the current paradigm and open up the 

structure of global governance. A World Trade Organization Secretariat report38 explains how 

the current trade governance system can support the participation of these enterprises in the 

international trading system: 

1. Helping them to meet sustainability standards and conform with other international 

regulations to take advantage of the opportunities resulting from global supply chains; 
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2. Ensuring that micro, small, and medium enterprises can trade their goods and services in 

a timely and competitive manner, which will result in greater consumer confidence; and 

3. Making sure that trade finance is available. Doing so will contribute to gender equality, 

increase economic growth, foster innovation, and increase participation in international 

trade. 

 At the regional level, the European Union seems to be one of the most committed regions 

in the world to climate change mitigation. The European Union’s Partnership Instrument 

promises to be pivotal when dealing with cooperation on issues of common concern.39 Its 

“overall objective is to… promote [European Union] interest by supporting the external 

dimension of [European Union] internal policies (e.g., competitiveness, research and innovation, 

migration) and by addressing major global challenges (e.g., energy security, climate change and 

environment).”40 The Partnership Instrument aims at increasing trade, investment, and business 

opportunities between the European Union and countries that “play an increasingly prominent 

role in global affairs, international economy and trade, multilateral fora and global governance, 

and in addressing challenges of global concern.”41 

 Moreover, in 2017, the European Union Commission announced the creation of a new 

advisory group on trade agreements.42 The group’s mission is to increase transparency and 

inclusiveness in European Union trade policy—an initiative that highlights the Commission’s 

serious commitment to this cause.43 Including the perspective of a wide group of stakeholders 

(consumer groups, trade unions, and other non-governmental organizations) will certainly help to 

shape future European Union trade by promoting a greater understanding of interlinkages and 

placing emphasis on sustainability concerns in trade policy making.44 
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 Finally, the incorporation of environmental provisions in the so-called mega-regional 

trade agreements—for example, Chapter 20 of the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement 

for Trans-Pacific Partnership, Chapter 24 of the Comprehensive Economic and Trade 

Agreement, and the “trade and sustainable development” chapter in the Trans-Atlantic Trade and 

Investment Partnership negotiations—holds much potential.45 Regional trade agreements 

between emerging economies, especially those that are members of the Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development, are also joining this “green race.”46 Relative to those 

negotiated before the Paris Agreement, recent European Union Free Trade Agreements, such as 

those with Singapore, Vietnam, and Japan, contain stronger and more detailed provisions on the 

links between trade and climate change and have “trade and sustainable development” 

chapters.47 Given the current crisis in the multilateral trading system, it is worth exploring the 

potential of incorporating chapters that address climate change mitigation and promote 

renewable energy within regional free trade agreements or preferential trade agreements. With 

their vast network of such agreements, we can thus expect major trade actors to take the lead in 

transforming international trade into a supporter or enabler of climate change action and a clean 

energy transition.  

 

Conclusion 

The traditional discourse on the linkages among trade, environment, and more recently, climate 

change, has focused on the actions of and interactions among states and international institutions. 

In contrast, this chapter puts forth a new view that better outcomes can be achieved through a 

more bottom-up process with more focus on decentralized clean energy and pathways to deep 
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decarbonization. Citizens’ participation thus emerges as critical to climate change mitigation, 

energy security, international trade, and sustainable development efforts.  

 No solution to these big challenges can succeed without social mobilization and 

cooperation among governments, companies, and research institutions. When politicians fall 

short, business leaders may have a role to play in helping to decarbonize the economy at large. 

While politicians are susceptible to short-termism (for obvious electoral reasons) and may be too 

risk-averse, entrepreneurs must step up with longer-term visions and commitments to a changed 

future. Entrepreneurs—think, for instance, of Elon Musk’s companies SpaceX and Tesla—who 

influence the changing automobile industry and emerging “mobility” industry. Technology 

seems to be the critical resource for transformation.48 To that, one should add the optimism of 

Steven Pinker that things will only get better in the future because people generally think 

reasonably and logically and that the geopolitics of clean energy may make the world more 

peaceful and stable. 49 

 The much-needed clean energy transition offers an opportunity to protect the planet, 

create jobs, and promote economic growth. While the transition is presently happening at a slow 

pace, it is promising that the energy mix is increasingly dominated by low carbon energy sources 

and is getting cheaper. Promoting the use of renewable energy is one of the most pressing 

concerns for climate change and long-term sustainability at a global level, whereby the goal is 

100 percent energy use from wind, solar, and hydropower sources. Apart from the power sector, 

heating, cooling, and transport are the other key sectors where fossil fuels need to be gradually 

replaced with renewables.  

 Given the fundamental links between the energy sector and the economy, the future of 

the energy transition and the trajectory of countries’ economies, as well as international trade, 
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will inevitably go hand in hand. One can think of five D’s when analyzing what is shaping the 

economy and the energy transition: 

• Democratization; 

• Digitalization; 

• Decarbonization; 

• Decentralization; and 

• Deregulation.  

Moving forward, several key challenges to the energy transition are likely to emerge, including: 

• Multi-level and multi-party cooperation: The current complexity of the governance 

system would need further cooperation among various parties involved in the energy 

transition process at all levels, whether it is the European Union, states, regulators, 

distributors, stakeholders, or transmission system operators;50 

• Digitalization: Cybersecurity in energy will inevitably have cascading effects in other 

sectors such as finance and transport;51  

• Investment and innovation: Previously centralized energy systems are increasingly 

moving toward decentralized structures—smart technologies, data-centricity, and the 

electrification of transport are all expected to become key features of these emerging 

systems. This transition will happen with innovation and appropriate investment to 

manage data and empower prosumers and renewable energy cooperatives; 

• Fairness and universal access: No person and no country should be left behind. In other 

words, the energy transition must be designed in a fair manner; and 

• A global level playing field: For instance, the objectives of the Paris Agreement on 

climate change would need to be in line with the objectives of future legislation on clean 



 
 

270 

energy. In the same vein, the objectives of the Paris Agreement must be aligned with 

those of future trade and investment legislation, as well as of the international trade and 

investment regimes. 52 

 Just as the remarkable improvement in quality of life after World War II was largely due 

to the expansion of world trade, one can use the international trading system—whether 

bilaterally, regionally, plurilaterally, multilaterally, or in any other form—to help mitigate 

climate change and enhance sustainable energy. If multilateralism is currently in crisis, 

plurilateralism and decentralized government can be an effective, alternative platform to promote 

the links between trade and climate change action by ensuring that major greenhouse gas 

emitters conclude agreements between major economies that liberalize green goods and services.  

 Another item worth exploring is how a General Agreement on Trade in Energy might be 

structured to promote sustainable energy worldwide. Examining how a Sustainable Energy Trade 

Agreement, as suggested by the International Centre for Trade and Sustainable Development, 

might help to reconcile trade and climate change policies might also pay dividends.53 Such a 

plurilateral agreement would cover the liberalization of trade in climate change friendly goods 

and services under Annex 4 of the WTO Agreement and would include a critical mass of major 

economies and greenhouse gas emitters, either in the context of the WTO or outside of it. All 

forms of energy should be subject to the same rules—and energy should become part of the 

WTO agenda. But fundamentally, the opportunity for progress on climate change and trade 

liberalization centers on a shift from top-down modes of engagement to bottom-up strategies. 

National governments may be floundering, but mayors, governors/premiers, and corporate 

leaders are not—nor is the public at large. Let’s give them a chance to lead.  
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