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The majority of today’s environmental discourse tends to 
deal with current and on-going battles, and rightly so. 
Climate change, renewable energy, and species conser-

vation are issues that are still playing out in civil society, and 
thus draw heavily on the resources of environmental advocates. 
For this reason it is refreshing, even inspiring, to reexamine past 
environmental victories. 

The Montreal Protocol stands 
as one of the most effective envi-
ronmental treaties ever, and there 
are many lessons to be learned 
from its success. The collection 
of essays in The Montreal Pro-
tocol: Celebrating 20 Years of 
Environmental Progress, edited 
by Donald Kaniaru, traces the 
history of the Montreal Protocol, 
examines the mechanisms and 
organization which enabled its success, and finally teases out the 
lessons which can be learned and employed in today’s confron-
tation with climate change.

The primary aim of the Protocol was to halt the depletion 
of stratospheric ozone by chlorofluorocarbons (“CFCs”), which 
are chemical compounds commonly used as propellants and 
refrigerants.  Beginning in the mid-70s, scientists were noticing 
a disturbing trend in the breakdown of CFCs and their reaction 
with ozone. Though the science of the time was struggling to 
understand this process completely, by the mid-80s it was clear 
to many that a response was needed. The Montreal Protocol was 
that response. The Protocol was finalized in September 1987, 
but the final document was the culmination of a ten-year process 
of constructing frameworks, debating implementation strate-
gies, and building relationships. It included the themes of burden 
sharing and differentiated responsibility, which although they 
are common today, were quite novel at the time.

The agreement was for a fifty percent reduction in the use 
and consumption of five types of CFCs by 1999, using 1986 as 
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the base year. Signatories included the United States, Japan, the 
European Union, and the Soviet Union, which along with a few 
smaller consumers represented more than two-thirds of world-
wide CFC consumption.

As many of the authors included in this book argue, there 
are clear parallels between the challenges of ozone depletion 

and climate change. While 
the effects of CFCs and other 
ozone-depleting substances 
are common knowledge today, 
the science at the time was still 
uncertain in many respects. It 
did not deal with an immedi-
ate threat, but rather one that 
would fully manifest itself in 
the future. It would affect not 
just certain individuals, but 
everyone on earth. The Mon-

treal Protocol boldly instituted short-term economic costs to pre-
vent this threat from materializing, and in so doing, undertook 
preventive action on a global scale. In these ways, the Protocol 
demanded of its signatories the same commitments that treaties 
addressing climate change require today. 

Another argument running through the book is that the Mon-
treal Protocol itself has done much to combat climate change. In 
fact, many of the authors believe that further changes to the Pro-
tocol, such as an accelerated HCFC phase-out, would produce 
a valuable short-term reduction in greenhouse gases. Such a 
strengthening of the Protocol could serve to shift the Protocol’s 
focus from ozone-depleting substances to climate change more 
generally. This strategy is recommended because such a move 
may provide insurance against the slow progress of the Kyoto 
Protocol.

There are clear parallels 
between the challenges 
of ozone depletion and 

climate change.
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While opponents of an HCFC phase-out point to the relative 
absence of energy efficient and cost-effective replacements, a 
key lesson of the Montreal Protocol is that the knowledge that a 
market is in decline will often provide the creative stimulus and 
financial resources needed to develop alternatives. No alterna-
tives to CFCs existed when the Montreal Protocol’s ban on CFCs 
was first proposed, but when faced with a phase-out, chemical 
producers, notably DuPont, quickly developed alternatives and 
committed themselves to new production strategies. The book 
goes on to suggest that this realization is the missing element at 
the Kyoto Protocol. If energy producers were assured of immi-

nent changes, technological innovation would be the only means 
of survival, and society could finally expect the advances for 
which it has been waiting.

The authors of this book present a valuable and policy-
oriented approach to understanding environmental protocols. 
They celebrate the success of the Montreal Protocol while at the 
same time seeking to translate that success into further environ-
mental victories. Their message is that as we turn to face the 
problems of today, insight and lessons from the past are perhaps 
our best hope.

Bjørn Lomborg, a professor at the Copenhagen Business 
School, is a self-described “skeptical environmentalist.”1 
The Skeptical Environmentalist is also the title of his 

2001 book, a controversial volume proposing that, far from 
deteriorating, the state of the environment is actually improv-
ing.  The book set off a wave of criticism in Lomborg’s native 
Denmark, including allegations that his arguments were “scien-
tifically dishonest.”2 These allegations were later proved false 
by the Danish Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation.3 
The firestorm surrounding The Skeptical Environmentalist has 
not deterred the writer from continuing his pursuit of provocative 
arguments in the environmental debate in his latest book, Cool 
It: The Skeptical Environmentalist’s Guide to Global Warming. 

Lomborg sets an ambitious agenda from the start of Cool 
It, which seeks to reframe the international debate about the 
challenges and solutions presented by climate change. In a vol-
ume dedicated “to future generations,” Lomborg acknowledges 
the existence of global warming and its significant impact on 
humanity. Simultaneously, however, he asserts that the current 
societal debate is getting it all wrong by designing costly and 
inefficient solutions to a problem that is overblown. 

In recent years, the causes and effects of global warming 
have received increasing attention in the media. Most predictions 
have been dire. Lomborg attempts to persuade his readers that 
the media and many, if not most, environmental activists focus 
on data that is wrong or taken out of context. His central exam-
ple for this point is the emphasis on rising global temperatures 
and the deaths that will be caused by extreme heat waves similar 
to what Europe experienced in the summer of 2003. Lomborg 
maintains that while a warmer Earth will provoke more deathly 
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heat waves, it will also prevent hundreds of thousands of deaths 
caused by extremely cold temperatures. 

He returns to this point several times to illustrate what he 
emphasizes is the mistaken focus of the environmental debate. 
The comparative reduction in overall deaths caused by weather 
is a central factor in Lomborg’s overall cost-benefit analysis of 
global warming solutions. Under his analysis, most of the pro-
posed solutions to global warming that involve carbon-emission 
reduction are, economically-speaking, a “bad deal,” producing 
benefits that are not worth the effort.  

Lomborg is particularly critical of the Kyoto Protocol and 
similar international efforts calling for high taxes on carbon 
emissions. He stresses that the Protocol is too costly for the ben-
efits it would confer. According to Lomborg’s assessment, if 
implemented to the fullness of its provisions, the Kyoto Protocol 
would only yield a global temperature reduction of 0.3 degrees 
Fahrenheit by 2100. In Lomborg’s view, the billions of dollars 
spent implementing the Kyoto Protocol could be better spent 
elsewhere, combating disease, malnutrition and other global 
maladies. Lomborg also defends the United States’ reluctance 
to ratify the Protocol, because the United States would get the 
worst deal by spending the most money on implementation for 
the least return or benefit. 

Rather than follow a Kyoto Protocol-style model, Lomborg 
advocates a global carbon tax model that balances the cost of 
the tax with the tangible environmental benefits derived from 
the carbon emission cuts. A model of this type would avoid a 
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