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Abstract 

 

Several scholars concerned with global policy-making have recently pointed to a 
relocation of public authority in the area of climate politics. They have shown that 
various new carbon governance arrangements have emerged which operate 
simultaneously at different governmental levels. Yet, despite the numerous descriptions 
and mapping exercises of these governance arrangements, we have little systematic 
knowledge on their workings within national jurisdictions, let alone about their impact 
on public-administrative systems in developing countries. This article therefore opens 
the ‘black box’ of the nation-state and explores how and to what extent two different 
arrangements, i.e. Transnational City Networks (TCNs) and Reducing Emissions from 
Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+), generate changes in the distribution 
of public authority in nation-states and their administrations. Building upon conceptual 
assumptions that the former is likely to lead to a more decentralized, and the latter to a 
more centralized policy-making, we provide insights from case studies in Brazil, India, 
Indonesia, and South Africa. In a nutshell, we find little evidence that TCNs 
significantly alter the way climate policies are carried out, while REDD+ tends to 
strengthen the competencies of central governments, without recentralizing the forestry 
sector at large. 
 

__ 

(*) Corresponding author. Harald Fuhr is Professor and Chair of International Politics 
at the Faculty of Economics and Social Sciences of the University of Potsdam, Potsdam, 
Germany. Contact: hfuhr@uni-potsdam.de 



Fuhr et al. “Carbon Governance Arrangements and the Nation-State ...“  Page 1 of 33 

1 

Introduction 

The past two decades of international climate negotiations have only recently delivered 

some promising results, although we are still far away from avoiding dangerous climate 

change (Rockström et al., 2016). Given the difficulties among national governments to 

agree upon effective means to address the problem of climate change, a plethora of new 

carbon governance arrangements have been developed within the past few years. They 

involve both state and non-state actors and aim to set rules or provide services in the 

area of climate change mitigation and adaptation at different governmental levels. 

The resulting institutional complexity in global climate politics has lately caught 

the attention of numerous authors. Some discuss the pros and cons of fragmentation 

(Biermann et al., 2010; Zelli, 2011; Zelli and van Asselt, 2013) and emphasize the 

emergence of a regime complex for climate change (Keohane and Victor, 2011; Van de 

Graaf and De Ville, 2013). Others point to the myriad climate governance experiments 

(Hoffmann, 2011), new modes of orchestration (Hale and Roger, 2014), or a 

polycentric system for coping with climate change (Ostrom, 2010). Furthermore, several 

scholars of global environmental politics (Bäckstrand, 2008; Andonova et al., 2009; 

Pattberg, 2012; Bulkeley et al., 2014; Green, 2014; Hickmann, 2016) have stressed that 

the overall effect of these developments has been a “reconfiguration of political 

authority across multiple levels and between public and private actors” (Bulkeley, 2010, 

p. 231). 

Despite this evolving literature on new modes of climate governance, we have 

little systematic knowledge about their workings within national jurisdictions. In 

particular, we are lacking empirical studies on the impact of globally operating 

governance arrangements on public-administrative systems as the nation-state is often 
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conceived as a ‘black box’ in climate policy-making (Purdon, 2015). While some 

studies have been conducted in industrialized countries (Selin and VanDeveer, 2012; 

Fisher, 2013), only very little research has been carried out in developing countries. 

Against this backdrop, the present article addresses this research gap and focuses 

on the effects of new carbon governance arrangements on the way public authority is 

exercised in nation-states and their administrations. More precisely, we explore the 

question of how and to what extent different types of carbon governance arrangements 

have induced changes in the distribution of competencies in the area of climate politics 

across different levels of government in developing countries. Thus, the article’s main 

contribution is a conceptual and empirical illumination of the influence exerted by new 

modes of climate governance on domestic politics and institutions. The study links the 

literature on global climate politics with the work on public authority and 

decentralization. We show that carbon governance arrangements can generate 

incremental changes of public policies, while domestic factors strongly determine the 

uptake of international and transnational developments. Therefore, we contend that the 

reconfiguration of public authority in countries of the Global South is a more complex 

and cumbersome process than many scholars and policy-makers suppose. 

This article proceeds as follows. In the second section, we outline our conceptual 

and analytical framework and sketch our methodological approach. In the third section, 

we portray the two carbon governance arrangements, which we have selected for our 

analysis. In the fourth section, we present the empirical findings from our case studies 

on Brazil, India, Indonesia, and South Africa. In the fifth section, we summarize and 

compare our main findings and connect the empirical analysis to the conceptual and 
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analytical framework. Finally, we draw three general conclusions from the analysis and 

highlight the relevance of our study for the current post-Paris period. 

 

Conceptual and Analytical Framework 

To what extent do carbon governance arrangements act as game changers that lead to a 

relocation of public authority and how can we actually measure changing patterns of 

authority in political-administrative systems? We postulate that the type of carbon 

governance arrangement and its specific modus operandi matter for the way public 

policies are formulated and pursued within public-administrative systems. From the 

perspective of the nation-state, some carbon governance arrangements work ‘top-down’ 

and others work ‘bottom-up’. 

While an international top-down governance arrangement may predominantly be 

targeting the national level (i.e. the central administration and its respective agencies), a 

transnational bottom-up governance arrangement may be directed towards the sub-

national level (i.e. the local administration with its related bodies and communities as 

beneficiaries). Moreover, due to the (at times massive) resource allocation of global 

actors operating in developing countries, we expect changes in decision-making 

processes within public administrations. Consequently, we assume to observe changing 

patterns of public authority essentially through a varying degree of (de)centralization in 

specific policy sectors and perceive the changes in the distribution of competencies 

across governmental levels as an adequate proxy for operationalizing the supposed 

reconfiguration of public authority. 

The research on public sector decentralization provides interesting insights when 

it comes to decision-making among different levels of government (e.g. Rondinelli, 
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1981; Conyers, 1983; Rondinelli et al., 1989; Werlin, 1992; Pollit, 2005; Cheema and 

Rondinelli, 2007; Smoke, 2015). In this strand of literature, decentralization is 

conceived of as the devolution of decision-making responsibilities and expenditure 

authorities from central to regional and/or local governments (Campbell and Fuhr, 

2004). The bulk of this research has highlighted that instead of winning or losing 

authority, federal/national, district, and local levels are often required jointly to build 

their capacity and interact closely with each other in order to provide effective and 

legitimate public services (Shah, 2005; Fuhr, 2012; Faguet, 2013). 

Based on this body of literature, we formulate two conceptual assumptions for 

our empirical analysis. First, we expect that the more resources are channeled via top-

down governance arrangements and the more a certain country is entangled with the 

particular arrangement, the more likely national governments will act as regulators, 

coordinators, and monitoring institutions – with the potential effect that the central 

public administration is strengthened and former decentralization efforts might be 

reversed (conceptual assumption 1). Second, we expect that the more resources are 

channeled via bottom-up governance arrangements and the more funds are directed to 

climate-related activities undertaken by local governments, the more this will lead to 

decentralized policy-making and potentially a strengthening of sub-national 

administrations (conceptual assumption 2). 

Thus, in this article we investigate the changes in the distribution of 

competencies in climate policy-making among central and sub-national governments in 

developing countries. Using the period from 2005 to 2015, we allow for inter-temporal 

as well as cross-sectional comparisons (Blatter and Haverland, 2012, pp. 44-45) and 
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seek to discern the effects that our governance arrangements have induced at all 

governmental levels. 

 

Top-Down and Bottom-Up Carbon Governance Arrangements 

Building upon the above framework, we have selected one carbon governance 

arrangement that works top-down and one carbon governance arrangement that works 

bottom-up. Both mechanisms are widely discussed in the literature. Our first research 

object is the top-down governance arrangement Reducing Emissions from Deforestation 

and Forest Degradation (REDD+). Its origins date back to the 2005 international 

climate change conference held in Montreal (Pistorius, 2012). At that conference, the 

Coalition of Rainforest Nations, led by Costa Rica and Papua New Guinea, put forward 

a proposal to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and protect tropical forests 

through results-based payments (Turnhout et al., 2016). The basic idea of REDD+ is 

that less developed countries will be compensated for limiting their deforestation and 

forest degradation rates or sequestering carbon by introducing forest and land-use 

management strategies, which is regarded as a cost-effective means of mitigating 

climate change (Eliasch, 2008). In early 2015, more than USD 9 billion were pledged 

for REDD+ activities, although a smaller amount has actually been disbursed (Lee and 

Pistorius, 2015). 

Our second research object concerns the emergence of Transnational City 

Networks (TCNs), constituting a bottom-up governance arrangement. In general terms, 

TCNs can be seen as a non-hierarchical and horizontal form of cooperation between 

local governments across different countries (Pattberg and Stripple, 2008; Kern and 

Bulkeley, 2009; Bulkeley and Betsill, 2013). TCNs seek to create best or good practices 
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for dealing with climate change in urban environments (Schreurs, 2008; Bulkeley, 

2010). They act as policy entrepreneurs and agenda-setters, trying to overcome the 

constraints imposed by national and international public bodies, partisan politics, and 

political timetables (Acuto, 2013). In this study, we focus on the C40 Cities Climate 

Leadership Group (C40) which currently consists of more than 80 of the largest cities 

worldwide (C40, 2016a). As the network collaborates with resource-rich foundations, 

private corporations, and international organizations, we expect to examine significant 

shifts in the redistribution of public authority once cities have joined C40. 

The two carbon governance arrangements, REDD+ and TCNs, are of interest for 

both theoretical and practical reasons. Theoretically, their analysis is relevant since both 

arrangements are located at opposite ends of the spectrum comprising top-down and 

bottom-up governance approaches. We therefore expect to trace different impacts in 

terms of how reconfigurations of public authority work in practice. The findings will 

hence be conducive to ascertain whether such carbon governance arrangements 

eventually result in significant policy changes. The latter point is particularly relevant 

for practitioners because there is little knowledge regarding the effects these initiatives 

might have on a country’s administrative capacity, and whether the large investments 

underway have a considerable impact. 

Conducting a co-variational analysis (King et al., 1994, pp. 137-138; Blatter and 

Haverland, 2012, p. 42), we compare countries that exhibit both REDD+ and TCN 

activities with countries in which little or none of such activities exist. We have also 

included one country in our analysis where both activities are present and one country 

in which no significant activities exist even though possibilities for such activities 

abound. This will help us examine whether and how the expected trends 
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(recentralization in forest governance and decentralization in urban climate policy-

making) lead to contradictory effects. Given our focus on the Global South, the universe 

of cases comprises all developing countries with regard to the potential presence of the 

two carbon governance arrangements. In an attempt to control for the existing degree of 

(de)centralization in the respective policy sectors, we have only chosen countries with a 

similar base level of decentralization. 

Based on these considerations, we focus on Indonesia, South Africa, Brazil, and 

India. The four developing countries – two with federal and two with highly 

decentralized political-administrative structures – have significant forest and woodland 

cover and encompass mega-cities with potentially huge climate impacts. First, 

Indonesia stands out with regard to REDD+ activities, whereas its cities are only 

marginally involved in C40. Second, South Africa lacks significant REDD+ activities, 

but the country’s three biggest cities are active C40 members. Third, Brazil has both 

large REDD+ activities and four cities, which have implemented several climate-related 

C40 projects. Finally, India serves as a control case as the country shows neither 

considerable REDD+ activities nor a serious involvement of its cities in C40 during our 

observation period. 

In this study, we have adopted a qualitative case study approach and employed 

three different methods of data collection to cross-check our empirical results 

(Rothbauer, 2008): First, we carried out a desk study of existing scholarly work on the 

two carbon governance arrangements and their operations in the Global South. Second, 

we undertook a systematic content analysis of government documents and ‘grey’ 

literature published by think tanks and research institutes. Finally, we conducted a series 



Fuhr et al. “Carbon Governance Arrangements and the Nation-State ...“  Page 8 of 33 

8 

of 28 semi-structured interviews with public officials, staff members of donor agencies 

and non-governmental organizations in the countries under investigation. 

 

Carbon Governance Arrangements in Developing Countries 

After having outlined the conceptual and analytical framework, in this section we turn 

to the empirical analysis and study our four country cases. In each case, we start with a 

review of the developments in the forestry sector and investigate the impact of REDD+ 

on public policies. Next, we focus on the emerging role of local governments in their 

countries’ climate policy and examine the effects of TCNs with a particular focus on 

C40 activities. 

 

Indonesia 

Indonesia is a presidential republic with a three tier political system that was 

decentralized through the Regional Governance Law of 1999. Its unitary government is 

currently divided into 34 provinces and 504 districts (Lewis, 2015). In 2004 and 2014, 

further Regional Governance Laws were enacted which strengthened the role of the 

provinces and the position of the central government. 

 

Indonesia’s Forestry Sector 

The Regional Governance Law of 1999 granted districts the authority to manage their 

forest resources. Thereupon, a period of extensive logging began that was driven by 

district governments and could not be stopped through the Forestry Law of 1999, which 

authorized the Ministry of Forestry to manage state forests. In 2002, Government 

Regulation 34 tried to end this practice by transferring the authority to issue logging 
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permits back to the Ministry of Forestry (Indrarto et al., 2012). The Regional 

Governance Law of 2014 eventually recentralized Indonesia’s forest policy and 

assigned the new Forest Management Units to the provincial level which largely act 

under the supervision of the central government (Ardiansyah et al., 2015; Anderson et 

al., 2016). 

Former President Yudhoyono (in power from 2004 to 2014) put REDD+ at the 

top of the national agenda and advanced Indonesia’s REDD+ policy framework through 

various presidential decrees. In particular, he reinforced competencies at the national 

level by creating the REDD+ Task Force within the President’s Office in 2010, which 

was later replaced by the REDD+ Agency in 2013. As a result, a leadership struggle on 

REDD+ emerged between different central government bodies that weakened the 

further advancement of REDD+ (Resosudarmo et al., 2013; Agung et al., 2014). In 

2015, the newly-appointed President Joko Widodo curbed this institutional turf war by 

integrating the REDD+ Agency into the new Ministry of Environment and Forestry 

(Anderson et al., 2016, p. 33). 

President Yudhoyono also strengthened the role of the central government by 

adopting a number of new strategies and regulations. He pledged to reduce Indonesia’s 

GHG emissions by 26 percent until 2020 compared to business-as-usual scenarios, and 

by 41 percent with global support (Brockhaus et al., 2012, p. 30). In 2010, Yudhoyono 

signed a letter of intent with Norway that promised Indonesia the amount of up to USD 

1 billion for verified REDD+ activities (Luttrell et al., 2014). This bilateral agreement 

was fundamental for the establishment of Indonesia’s REDD+ architecture and led to 

the implementation of a presidential moratorium on new forest licenses in 2011 

(Anderson et al., 2016). The REDD+ Task Force further expanded the REDD+ related 
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responsibilities of the central and provincial level in the National REDD+ Strategy 

adopted in 2012. Interestingly, districts have been largely sidelined in Indonesia’s 

REDD+ framework (Indonesian REDD+ Task Force, 2012; Indrarto et al., 2012). 

In sum, Indonesia’s involvement in REDD+ has engendered a steady increase of 

competencies at the central and provincial level. The President even partly interfered 

with sub-national entities by declaring a forest moratorium (Indrarto et al., 2012). There 

are also indications that REDD+ has supported the recentralization of the forestry 

sector, as it accelerated the establishment of Forest Management Units, which basically 

act as entities directed by the central government (Bae et al., 2014). 

 

Indonesia’s Urban Climate Governance 

With the adoption of the Regional Governance Law of 1999, significant authoritative 

functions for urban issues were delegated to local governments (Moeliono, 2011). In 

2001, more than 60 percent of the country’s revenues were spent by sub-national 

governments which is in contrast to only 7 percent a few years earlier (Firman, 2002, p. 

239). The Regional Governance Law of 2004 strengthened the provinces alongside the 

previously empowered cities. Both governmental levels were made responsible for 

planning processes, private sector development, the environment, and infrastructure 

(Republic of Indonesia, 2004). 

The following years have been characterized by a gradual recentralization in 

different policy fields. The Spatial Planning Law of 2007, for example, established a 

system for area planning that included guidance and directives from the central 

government (Moeliono, 2011, pp. 182-183). In 2007, the competencies of the national 

government were further enlarged by Government Regulation 38. This rule stipulated 
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that governmental affairs, which had formerly been under the exclusive authority of 

sub-national governments, would henceforth be jointly shared with the central 

government (Republic of Indonesia, 2007). The Regional Governance Law of 2014 then 

redefined intergovernmental relationships with clear advantages for central government 

agencies (Republic of Indonesia, 2014). 

With the 2007 international climate change conference held in Bali and the 

leadership of President Yudhoyono, climate policies started to gain momentum in 

Indonesia (Ardiansyah et al., 2015, p. 13). Driven by the President and the Ministry of 

National Planning, the discussions on the country’s course of action and decision-

making regarding climate-related issues were concentrated at the national level. The 

President established the National Council on Climate Change in 2008 and three years 

later issued the National Action Plan for Reducing Greenhouse Gas Emissions without 

involving sub-national bodies in the process (Anggraini et al., 2011). 

Despite such centralizing features, sub-national governments have also gained 

some responsibilities in the climate policy domain. In order to comply with the national 

action plan, provinces have been mandated to develop action plans in line with specific 

guidelines published by the Ministry of National Planning (Republic of Indonesia, 

2011). While the central government has not instructed cities to develop such plans, the 

Green City Development Program has invited them to implement principles of green 

development (Simarmata et al., 2014, pp. 106-107). Given Jakarta’s provincial status, 

the city has developed its own regional action plan (Anggraini et al., 2011). Jakarta 

joined C40 already in 2007, but did not participate in any of the seven major C40 

initiatives and only recently started taking part in one C40 mitigation project on clean 

buses in 2015 (C40, 2015a). 
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In the past decade, a trend towards greater control of urban development by the 

central government has become apparent. Even though cities and provinces hold 

sufficient competencies to take action on climate change, it was essentially the central 

government that advanced the topic. Cities have gained fewer climate governance 

responsibilities than provinces, which appear to be simple followers of the directives 

given by the national government. The C40 membership of Jakarta has so far not 

changed this pattern of Indonesia’s climate policy. 

 

South Africa 

South Africa is a parliamentary republic with a multi-level government divided into a 

national, a provincial, and a local sphere, which are “distinctive, interdependent and 

interrelated” (Republic of South Africa, 1996). The country comprises nine provinces, 

which all possess their own legislature, premier, and executive council, as well as the 

local sphere that consists of 278 municipalities, eight of them metropolitan (Cameron, 

2012). 

 

South Africa’s Forestry Sector 

Forests and woodlands cover about one third of South Africa’s territory. The majority 

of forests are commercial plantations, whereof 70 percent are private and 30 percent 

owned by the government (Department of Forestry, 2015). Communities without formal 

tenure rights occupy about one third of forested state lands as well as an unknown 

number of private lands. Until 2015, the country has not been involved in any REDD+ 

activities. Although the National Climate Change Response White Paper acknowledges 

the mitigation potential  of afforestation, it states that South Africa’s opportunities to cut 
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GHG emissions by tackling deforestation are fairly limited (Republic of South Africa, 

2011). 

With the exception of some provincial forests, South Africa’s forestry sector is 

governed by national law and still bears traces of the country’s colonial and apartheid 

history. At that time, forests were managed centrally and local communities were 

excluded from the use and access to forest resources (Grundy and Wynberg, 2001; Food 

and Agricultural Organization, 2004). Therefore, the Constitution adopted in 1996 

stresses the right of access to environmental resources and guarantees every citizen the 

right to a healthy environment (Republic of South Africa, 1996). 

The National Environmental Management Act of 1998 stipulates the 

involvement of communities in conservation efforts (Republic of South Africa, 1998). 

The related National Forests Act adopted in the same year induced the devolution of 

authority in the field of forest management to local communities, while it does not grant 

them formal rights. Instead, it locates forest ownership at the national government level 

and envisions a strategy of forest co-management (Wily, 2002; Rahlao et al., 2012). In 

2004, the National Forest Act has been amended by a participatory forest management 

regime (Brown, 2009). Under this framework, local user groups can apply for joint 

management at the national forest department, which maintains the supreme authority in 

forest management issues.  

Despite such legal provisions, the decision-making procedures in the area of 

forest governance remained largely unchanged over the past decade. In fact, key 

functions to grant communities forestry concessions are still highly centralized (Ribot, 

2003). There is no indication for a transfer of competencies and management rights to 

community management entities or for the integration of forestry programs into 
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provincial and municipal development plans. In addition, local government bodies were 

in several cases denied access to forests (Matose and Watts, 2010). Not surprisingly, 

REDD+ has up to now not played any significant role in South Africa’s forestry sector. 

 

South Africa’s Urban Climate Governance 

South Africa’s biggest cities are Johannesburg, Cape Town, and Durban. About 60 

percent of the country’s population live in urban areas with major development 

challenges, partially resulting from the neglect of townships during the apartheid regime 

(Pasquini and Shearing, 2014). Cities are increasingly vulnerable to the adverse effects 

of climate change, especially in rapidly expanding informal urban settlements. Although 

the Constitution of 1996 gives cities responsibilities in respect to environmental 

governance, it also creates challenges for multi-level governance. The 2011 National 

Climate Change Response White Paper only briefly mentions the role of municipalities 

and does not sufficiently define their functions (Republic of South Africa, 2011). 

One of the most conflicting issues in environmental urban governance is the 

energy sector. While electricity distribution is a core municipal function, municipalities 

have to purchase their electricity from the state-owned electricity provider Eskom 

(Jaglin, 2014). Licenses for renewable energy sources need to be requested from the 

National Energy Regulator and decisions on energy policy mainly rest with the national 

Energy Department (Resnick et al., 2012). 

In recent years, South African cities have increasingly participated in TCN 

activities. Johannesburg became a C40 member in 2006 and hosted the annual C40 

Summit in 2014. One year later, the city won a C40 Cities Award for issuing a green 

bond to attract investments in local sustainable development (C40, 2015c). Moreover, 
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Johannesburg has implemented several low-carbon infrastructure programs, such as a 

rapid bus system and social housing refurbishments with solar water heaters, through 

the support of C40 and the Clinton Foundation (Carbon Disclosure Project, 2013). In 

2009, Johannesburg developed the Climate Change Adaptation Plan, including a 

Vulnerability Assessment and Risk Management Plan and a disaster response strategy 

(Johannesburg, 2015). 

Cape Town has often been described as a frontrunner in urban sustainable 

development (Holgate, 2007). Besides establishing a public transportation system, the 

city has undertaken climate-related policy initiatives in the building, transport, waste, 

and energy sectors. Cape Town was the first South African city to approve an Energy 

and Climate Change Strategy and has established an Energy and Climate Change 

Committee (Cape Town, 2011). These steps institutionalized the city’s proactive stance 

on climate change. In 2014, the city became a C40 member and one year later won a 

C40 Cities Award for its water management system in the field of adaptation 

implementation (C40, 2015b). 

Durban is the largest port city on Africa’s East Coast and an early adopter of 

local action on climate change (Roberts, 2010). In 2003, Durban developed a GHG 

inventory and three years later launched a comprehensive climate change adaptation 

strategy, mainly driven by the Environmental Planning and Climate Protection 

Department. Since its foundation in 1994, the department has considerably increased its 

staff and political influence, not only in the environmental but also in related policy 

domains (Roberts and O’Donoghue, 2013). In 2015, the Durban Climate Change 

Strategy was adopted, focusing on both adaptation and mitigation aspects (Durban, 
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2015). In addition, Durban was admitted as a member of C40 and its mayor joined the 

network’s steering committee (C40, 2016d). 

To summarize, all three major South African cities have adopted a range of 

policies and created environmental departments or task forces to address climate 

change. In this endeavor, they are interacting more and more with C40 and it is apparent 

that the network has provided considerable support to South African metros in the past 

few years. However, the energy sector, which accounts for the largest share of South 

Africa’s GHG emissions, remains strongly centralized, leading to a gridlock situation in 

the country’s climate policy. 

 

Brazil 

Brazil is a federal presidential republic with 27 federal states and over 5,500 

municipalities (De la Fontaine and Stehnken, 2016). Executive branches exist at each of 

the three levels of government. Between the central government and the federal states, 

constant struggles over the allocation of competencies exist, especially with regard to 

the distribution of fiscal revenues. 

 

Brazil’s Forestry Sector 

Until the end of the military regime in 1984, forest management in Brazil was highly 

centralized (Banerjee et al., 2009). Under the democratic constitution of 1988, the state 

governments gained profound autonomy and taxing powers, while some of their 

functions remained ill-defined (Gregersen et al., 2004). In the forestry sector, weak law 

enforcement and corruption in the distribution of land titles led to exploding rates of 

deforestation (Larson, 2003; Rajão et al., 2012). Brazil’s deforestation crisis peaked in 
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1995, with an annual deforestation rate of some 29,000 km2 representing 0.8 percent of 

the country’s total forest cover (Instituto Nacional de Pesquisas Espaciais, 2008). 

In 2003 and 2004, a series of new laws strengthened forest management at the 

central level, improved law enforcement, and set up institutional arrangements, which 

lowered deforestation rates (Assunção et al., 2012). An inter-ministerial program in the 

President’s Office and a national monitoring system helped protect forests in the 

Amazon region. Moreover, the government established the Brazilian Forest Service 

(Federative Republic of Brazil, 2004; Caviglia-Harris et al., 2016). 

The National Policy on Climate Change adopted in 2009 set the goal of a zero 

net loss of forest cover and zero illegal deforestation (Inoué, 2012; Nepstadt et al., 

2014). The Amazon Fund was founded with a capital stock of USD 1 billion to reach 

these targets. By the end of 2015, 80 projects with an amount of USD 566 million were 

approved, out of which USD 223 million were disbursed (Amazon Fund, 2016). 

The national REDD+ strategy was finalized in October 2015 (Federative 

Republic of Brazil, 2015b). While defining the functions and division of tasks among 

the three levels of government, the strategy also reveals existing tensions between the 

central government and the federal states (Jagger et al., 2014; Fatorelli et al., 2015). 

Amazon governors took a lead role in the implementation of REDD+ initiatives before 

2015, but requested representation in executive bodies and access to REDD+ funds to 

improve institutional capacity and effectiveness (Duchelle et al., 2014; Fatorelli et al., 

2015). They joined the multi-jurisdictional Governors’ Climate and Forest Task Force 

to add weight to their claim for a ‘nested approach’ to REDD+ financing (May et al., 

2011). 
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Nevertheless, the new REDD+ strategy stipulates that all funding agreements 

between state governments and international donors have to be approved by the 

National REDD+ Committee. Only two state governments are permanent members in 

the committee, further indicating the central government’s intention to secure its 

position in the area of REDD+ governance (Federative Republic of Brazil, 2015a; Di 

Gregorio et al., 2016). 

Overall, the legal and institutional landscapes in Brazil’s forestry sector are 

highly fragmented (Pinto and De Oliveira, 2008). Although the government passed 

several legal amendments to initiate decentralization of forest management and foster 

community participation, key forest management functions still largely reside with 

federal states. The central government refuses to decentralize access to REDD+ funds 

and maintains key functions such as monitoring, reporting, and verification. 

 

Brazil’s Urban Climate Governance 

Given Brazil’s high rates of urbanization, cities are very important players in Brazilian 

politics. They are entrusted with key social policies, the development of their 

infrastructures, and the response to environmental risks (Souza, 2005; Fernandes, 2007). 

The Constitution of 1988 provides the basis for municipal autonomy with a chapter on 

urban policy (National Constituent Assembly, 1988). A public consultation process 

resulted in the inclusion of environmental, social, and participatory aspects. However, 

urban strengthening subsequently slowed down due to a lack of supporting national 

legislation (Fernandes, 2007). During recent years, major cities in Brazil implemented 

their own plans to reduce GHG emissions, established councils for urban climate action, 
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and became active members of transnational city networks, such as São Paulo and Rio 

de Janeiro, the country’s two largest cities (Kahn and Brandão, 2015). 

São Paulo was a founding member of C40 and has conducted various C40 

projects (Johnson et al., 2015). In 2005, the city set up a Municipal Committee on 

Climate Change and Sustainable Economy encompassing representatives from civil 

society, academia, and local governmental bodies (Barbi and da Costa Ferreira, 2013). 

The committee’s policy proposal issued in 2009 inspired state and national climate 

policies by setting a GHG emission reduction target of 30 percent compared to 2005 

levels, following a cross-cutting, multi-sectoral approach (São Paulo, 2009; Romeiro 

and Parente, 2011; Barbi and da Costa Ferreira, 2013). Beyond that, a number of other 

climate-related actions have been undertaken in collaboration with C40, particularly 

targeting local transportation systems, energy efficiency, and waste management (C40, 

2016c). 

Following the example of São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro started taking several steps 

to tackle climate change as well. In 2009, the city established a Forum on Climate 

Change and adopted the Municipal Climate Change and Sustainable Development 

Policy in 2011. These policies aimed to reduce GHG emissions by 20 percent until 2020 

(compared to 2005) and provided incentives for the use of renewable energies (Rio de 

Janeiro, 2011). The city government revised the plan in 2013 and focused on public 

transportation, waste management, and housing (de La Rocque and Shelton-Zumpano, 

2014). Since 2006, when Rio de Janeiro joined C40, the city has continuously 

implemented climate-related projects in key focus areas of the network. Moreover, the 

city’s mayor is currently part of  C40’s steering committee (C40, 2016b). 
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Most of the achievements in urban climate policy in Brazil can be traced back to 

progressive local governments that often faced strong opposition from the central 

government. Brazil’s climate policy might hence be interpreted as a scaling-up process 

of policies that originated locally. The two biggest cities, São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, 

are pioneers in the climate policy domain and have initiated a diffusion process of good 

practices throughout the country. In this process, C40 appears to function as a platform 

and catalyst for enhanced urban climate action. 

 

India 

India is a federal parliamentary republic that encompasses three governmental tiers. The 

second governmental level comprises 29 states, six union territories and New Delhi. In 

1992, the Indian government acknowledged local governments as the third 

governmental tier and instructed states to devolve a number of responsibilities to them 

(Venugopal and Yilmaz, 2009). 

 

India’s Forestry Sector 

 Until 1975, the central government and the states shared decision-making in the 

forestry sector. After a gradual recentralization of the policy field in the decade that 

followed, decentralization efforts started again in 1990 (Fleischman, 2015; Kashwan, 

2015). One example is the adoption of the Joint Forest Management Guidelines in 1990 

which introduced Joint Forest Management Committees for the collective management 

of forests by State Forest Departments and local village assemblies (so-called ‘Gram 

Sabhas’) (Aggarwal et al., 2009). Yet, these committees failed to substantially involve 

local communities into decision-making and left powers largely with state governments. 
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Although the Forest Rights Act of 2006 acknowledged people’s rights over forest 

resources and granted districts the responsibility to assign these rights, the act has barely 

been implemented (Vijge and Gupta, 2014, pp. 23-24). 

In 2007, Prime Minister Singh lifted climate change on India’s policy agenda. In 

this context, he enhanced the authority of the central government through the 

establishment of the Prime Minister’s Council on Climate Change (Atteridge, 2013). 

This institution has put forward a National Action Plan on Climate Change and 

prepared the ground for the National Mission for a Green India, which aims to increase 

India’s forest cover from 23 to 33 percent of the country’s territory (Ministry of 

Environment and Forests, 2010). Moreover, it envisages more authority for the ‘Gram 

Sabhas’ that are supposed to oversee the Joint Forest Management Committees and the 

implementation of the National Mission (Vijge and Gupta, 2014). 

When it came to dealing with REDD+ initiatives, the Indian government 

embarked on an interesting zigzag process. Initially, the central government expected 

the National Mission’s activities to cover REDD+ activities. It therefore started to set up 

a REDD+ unit in the Ministry of Environment and Forests and developed both a 

REDD+ strategy and some pilot projects in order to receive funds from external donors 

(Ministry of Environment and Forests, 2010). The central government, however, staffed 

the unit with only one public official and never participated in any multilateral REDD+ 

readiness activity (Prip and Wallbott, 2014). Without multilateral support, the Indian 

government adopted a REDD+ Reference Document and published a Draft National 

Policy on REDD+ in 2014. While the former document highlights the importance of 

sub-national empowerment, the latter puts emphasis on the need to enhance authority at 

the national level (Ministry of Environment Forests and Climate Change, 2014). 
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With the introduction of the Forest Rights Act and the empowerment of the 

‘Gram Sabhas’ by the National Mission, the pendulum appeared to have swung towards 

more local government involvement. Yet, these decentralization efforts essentially 

failed due to the reluctance of state governments to dispense competencies and funding. 

Prospectively, India’s forest governance might become more centralized, as the Draft 

National Policy on REDD+ pronounces a heightened authority for the central 

government, with only minor roles for sub-national governments. 

 

India’s Urban Climate Governance 

Prior to the amendments to the Constitution adopted in 1992, local governments had 

often simply acted as implementation agencies of state governments (Heller et al., 

2007). Although the amendments recommended the transfer of 18 state functions to the 

local level, they did not adequately address the redistribution of financial powers (Nandi 

and Gamkhar, 2013). As state governments were entitled to define the extent of 

devolution, many cities were left without sufficient competencies and resources (Chu, 

2016, p. 284). The 2005/06 National Urban Renewal Mission aimed to address these 

deficiencies by providing funding to cities and advancing the devolution of powers. By 

2012, however, 14 out of 37 states had failed to deliver the respective results, leaving 

cities with little room to independently enact urban (climate) actions (Nandi and 

Gamkhar, 2013; Beermann et al., 2016). 

In 2008, the Prime Minister’s Council on Climate Change presented the 

National Action Plan on Climate Change . It defined eight National Missions in policy 

areas, such as renewable energy and sustainable habitat (Prime Minister's Council on 

Climate Change, 2008; Atteridge, 2013). As the central government depends on state 
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governments for implementing policies, it mandated them to develop Action Plans in 

accordance with the National Action Plan. Yet, by the end of 2014 only nine states had 

endorsed their plans (Dubash and Jogesh, 2014; Nachmany et al., 2015). Furthermore, 

in its 2015 Smart Cities Mission the central government highlights the target of taking 

more sustainability-oriented measures in about 100 cities, while the Mission’s 

governance framework is clearly biased towards reducing the role of the local 

government in urban policy-making (Phadke and Waghmode, 2016). 

Despite the dominant role of central and state governments in climate policy, 

some cities have joined TCNs in the past few years. Five cities have also become C40 

members, although none of them has implemented a C40 project. New Delhi is the only 

city associated with a C40 initiative in the field of measurement and planning, while 

Mumbai has been linked to a private project funded by the Clinton Climate Initiative 

(C40, 2011; C40, 2016a). Bengaluru, Jaipur, and Kolkata joined C40 in 2015, but 

remained mostly inactive in the network. 

Overall, the central government maintains a strong position and states are 

reluctant to transfer responsibilities to cities. In fact, the central government has been 

the driving force in the development of the country’s climate policy since 2007. While 

certain tasks have been delegated to state governments, the local level has mostly been 

left aside. There is no indication that the C40 membership of the five cities has so far 

contributed to increasing climate actions at the local level. 

 

Summary and Comparison 

The previous analysis has shown that the debate on the impact of globally operating 

carbon governance arrangements on public-administrative systems in developing 
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countries is based on very weak empirical foundations. In our study, we proposed to 

operationalize such effects by developing an approach that takes (de)centralization 

between central, regional, and/or local governments as a proxy for the investigation of 

changing patterns of public authority in developing countries. We focused our research 

on two stylized carbon governance arrangements: one that works top-down (REDD+) 

and one that works bottom-up (TCNs). Departing from our conceptual assumptions that 

the former is likely to lead to more centralization, and the latter to more decentralization 

within the area of climate policy-making, we revealed findings from our case studies on 

Indonesia, South Africa, Brazil, and India. 

Our country cases indicate that there are no easily discernible patterns. Each 

country case has very specific historic constitutional and political backgrounds that 

strongly influence and set the pace for their climate policies. Above all, two findings 

stand out. First, there are mixed results with regard to the impact of TNCs and the 

engagement of local governments in climate policy-making. On the one hand, we found 

some evidence that C40 supports the development of local climate initiatives in South 

Africa, while it functions as a platform and catalyst for enhanced urban climate action in 

Brazil. On the other hand, we neither found indications that C40 has significantly 

altered the way in which climate policies are carried out in these countries, nor did we 

observe a stronger decentralization in the field of urban climate policy. This suggests 

that the effects of transnational city networks on a country’s climate policy are more 

limited than widely assumed. 

Second, in all our cases the role of local governments in the forestry sector has 

either been historically weak, as in India and South Africa, or there were signs of a 

gradual recentralization of forest policies. Such changes are particularly obvious in 
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decentralized Indonesia and, to some extent, in federalized Brazil. Exhibiting high 

levels of deforestation rates, both countries have received a great deal of international 

attention and funds for REDD+ activities. Our research indicates that international 

donors expected a consistent REDD+ approach taken by recipient countries and 

therefore pushed central government agencies to ‘do the job’. Thus, although we have 

not found strong evidence that a country’s involvement in REDD+ has generated a 

large-scale recentralization in the forestry sector, it has obviously supported the 

reinforcement and pooling of REDD+ related competencies at the central governmental 

level. 

While these findings have to be treated with caution due to the limited number 

of cases, they are meant to be conceived as first empirical examinations of the effects 

that two different types of carbon governance arrangements have on the distribution of 

public authority in decentralized and federalized developing countries. 

 

Conclusions 

In this article, we developed a conceptual and analytical framework to investigate the 

influence of carbon governance arrangements on nation-states and their administrations 

in the Global South. Based on our analysis, we draw three general conclusions. First, 

our study underscores that domestic politics and institutions matter a great deal. In fact, 

carbon governance arrangements work very differently in different public-

administrative systems. This suggests that authors dealing with the global response to 

climate change need to devote special attention to the national contexts in which new 

modes of climate governance operate. 
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 Second, the analysis demonstrates that top-down governance arrangements like 

REDD+ find a potentially strong entry gate at the central governmental level. As 

underlined by the case studies on Brazil and Indonesia, external influence can bring 

about institutional changes and hence contribute to the transformation of public policies 

and underlying authority structures. Yet, this does not necessarily lead to a build-up of 

competencies at all governmental levels, nor can it overcome strong domestic veto 

players. At best, the attempt of the international community to address deforestation 

through REDD+ in the Global South is at a very early stage. 

 Finally, we did not yield support for the notion that cities and their transnational 

networks act as strong drivers for climate action in developing countries. For example, 

the gridlock situation in South Africa’s energy sector will not be resolved through the 

participation of local governments in TCNs alone, even if learning and a transfer of 

good practices occur. Thus, the reconfiguration of public authority in developing 

countries is strongly determined by domestic factors and hence a more complex and 

cumbersome process than commonly supposed. 

 In practical terms, we argue that policy-makers concerned with the issue of 

climate change need to concentrate their efforts on nation-states and their 

adminstrations. The Paris Agreement adopted in 2015 is an important step forward on 

the way towards a low-carbon global economy. Nonetheless, the question of whether 

the promise made in Paris to avoid dangerous climate change can be held will be 

decided in the realm of domestic politics. Carbon governance arrangments – top-down 

and bottom-up – can only have an impact and lead to significant policy changes in 

developing countries once they are fully integrated into public-administrative systems. 

REDD+ and TCNs are important mechanisms in the fight against climate change, but 
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their related projects and policies must be embedded in supportive bureaucratic 

structures down from the local up to the national level. 
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