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Abstract

Mitigating climate change requires global coordination. Yet, the rules-based world order
fostering climate cooperation is under pressure from economic superpowers weaponizing
international trade to serve their national interests. This chapter explores how these two trends
- decarbonization and geoeconomic fragmentation - jointly transform one another. We argue
that the two processes interact on multiple levels, forming complex feedback loops. First,
geoeconomic fragmentation strengthens the case for unilateral climate policies by raising the
costs of fossil-fuel dependence and legitimizing policies at the trade-and-climate nexus. Second,
decarbonization reshapes national interests and geoeconomic power by redistributing rents and
leverage away from fossil-fuel exporters and toward suppliers of clean technologies and critical
minerals. Finally, we discuss how such reciprocal influences might feed back into prospects for
future climate cooperation. We argue that while geoeconomic polarization can unlock unilateral
decarbonization efforts, uncoordinated climate policies can further undermine the multilateral
cooperation framework ultimately required to meet climate targets. Climate policies for a world
of fragmentation should thus strike a careful balance between the acknowledgment of national
interests and the preservation of multilateral principles.
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. Introduction

Rising greenhouse gas (GHG) concentrations in the atmosphere continue to warm the planet,
damaging ecosystems and societies around the world (Calvin et al. 2023). In 2015, negotiators
from virtually all countries concluded the Paris Agreement, an urgently needed global
commitment to limit anthropogenic climate change and stabilize the Earth’s climate system
(UNFCCC 2015). A decade later, however, the situation appears bleak. Policies to implement the
Paris Agreement are lagging (Schumer et al. 2025), GHG emissions remain higher than ever
(Friedlingstein et al. 2026) and the consensus behind climate mitigation is weakening in several
major economies (Guerin and Tubiana 2025). This trend is best illustrated by Trump’s United
States of America (USA) that, despite being the largest cumulative emitter, retracted its signature
from the Paris Agreement and explicitly opposes any policy to limit climate change (The White
House 2025; Sun and Ye 2025). At the same time, emerging signals suggest that global
decarbonization might be on the verge of accelerating. Emissions appear close to peaking
(Friedlingstein et al. 2026), Europe has reduced emissions by more than 35% compared to 1990
while maintaining economic growth (European Commission 2026; Zioga et al. 2024), and the
costs of batteries and photovoltaic cells, electric vehicles, and heat pumps are plummeting (IEA



2025). Caught between geopolitical backlashes and spectacular technological progress, the
prospects of global decarbonization thus appear uncertain.

These developments unfold in a world where the rules-based international order is itself at a
crossroads. Recent years have seen a renewed emphasis on national interests. Besides the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), Trump’s USA is withdrawing from
a long list of international institutions and clearly expresses his disdain for international
cooperation (The White House 2025; Galbraith 2026). The so-called “Liberation day” tariffs
openly violate the most fundamental principles of the World Trade Organization (WTO) and
guestion the seemingly universal principle of mutually beneficial exchanges (Ilgnatenko et al.
2025; Mackintosh and Warin 2026a). During the 2014 invasion of Crimea, Russia weaponized
Europe’s dependence on oil and gas to reduce international protests (Van de Graaf and Colgan
2017; Khoma and Nikolaieva 2025); trade policy, export controls, and access to critical minerals
are increasingly used as instruments of power (Farrell and Newman 2019). In response, the global
trade network already shows signs of alignment along geopolitical fault lines (Fajgelbaum et al.
2024; Gopinath et al. 2025). In this chapter, we use the term “geoeconomics” to describe such
use of economic instruments and economic interdependencies to pursue strategic interests
(Mohr and Trebesch 2025; Clayton et al. 2026a).

The world economy is fragmenting at the same time as the energy system is decarbonizing. This
simultaneity creates a puzzle. Traditionally, climate policy has been understood as a problem of
global cooperation, while geoeconomic fragmentation appears to make such needed
cooperation more difficult. Yet, fragmentation also changes the incentives for decarbonization,
and decarbonization alters the economic fundamentals from which geoeconomic power derives.
A series of recent events indeed highlights that power confrontation and decarbonization are not
separate dynamics. The Russian war of aggression against Ukraine and the US military
intervention in Iran both triggered energy crises that resulted in rapid uptake of clean energy
around the globe. The European Union’s Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) is
accused of weaponizing the EU’s central position in global supply chains for climate mitigation
purposes, while China’s large-scale investments in clean technologies and critical minerals are
widely perceived as part of a strategy to secure future energy and industrial dominance.

This chapter draws on evidence from multiple disciplines and on the analysis of recent events to
address the following question: how do geoeconomic fragmentation and decarbonization jointly
transform one another?

We show that the two processes form a complex network of interactions. Fragmentation changes
the incentive structure of unilateral climate policy. It can raise the strategic cost of fossil-fuel
dependence, legitimize conflictual unilateral policies at the trade-and-climate nexus, and
increase the value of domestic clean-energy capabilities. At the same time, decarbonization itself
changes the international allocation of rents, reshapes dependencies, and creates new strategic
sectors and critical inputs from which geoeconomic power derives. These interactions have
important implications for the future of climate cooperation.

The public and academic debates on geoeconomic fragmentation and decarbonization have
largely developed in parallel, but have increasingly begun to overlap. Recent work on
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geoeconomics emphasizes how economic interdependencies can become sources of power, and
how strategic sectors determine the exercise of that power (Clayton et al. 2026a, 2026b; Mohr
and Trebesch 2025). Yet climate and energy are not yet a central concern of this literature, while
many decarbonization scenarios produced by the climate research community still largely
overlook the dynamics of geoeconomic confrontation (Blondeel et al. 2024). We argue that this
matters because decarbonization changes precisely the economic relationships from which
geoeconomic power derives, especially by reshaping dependencies, reallocating rents, and
creating new strategic sectors. A disparate literature either frames decarbonization in the terms
of geoeconomics (Meckling 2025; Weber et al. 2025; Quitzow and Zabanova 2025), or studies the
role of decarbonization in geoeconomics (Adam et al. 2026; Arezki et al. 2026); but the dynamic
interaction between these two trends is still largely unexplored.

This chapter is organized around the feedback between geoeconomic fragmentation and
decarbonization. It proceeds in three steps. Section Il focuses on the first link of the feedback and
examines how geoeconomic fragmentation changes the incentives for unilateral decarbonization
and the acceptability of trade-and-climate policy instruments. Section Il turns to the reverse
direction and analyzes how decarbonization reshapes national interests, reallocates rents, and
alters the distribution and expression of geoeconomic power. Section IV closes the loop by asking
how these interactions might dynamically affect the prospects for international climate
cooperation. Section V concludes.

Il. Economic fragmentation affects decarbonization

The atmosphere is a public good: the local effects of climate change depend on the cumulative
GHG emissions from all countries, and emission reduction is costly due to the omnipresent nature
of fossil fuels in the economies of the early 21st century. As such, the Earth’s climate is exposed
to overexploitation, which is traditionally to be answered by the collective creation of norms and
rules to regulate pollution (Ostrom 1999). Practically, the global effort to mitigate climate change
builds on a complex legal architecture framed by the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC 1992). Through annual Conferences of the Parties (COPs),
representatives from all nations attempt to elaborate a universal answer to the climate crisis.
This process peaked so far with the signature of the 2015 Paris Agreement acknowledging the
universally shared responsibility to contain climate change (Maslin et al. 2023).

Since then, the international climate mitigation has been facing headwinds and these difficulties
echo a broader movement of fragilization of international cooperation, symptomatized by the
multiplication of international conflicts and trade disputes (Lake et al. 2021). Arguably, such
geoeconomic fragmentation stalls the progress towards a universally negotiated solution to the
climate crisis (Sun and Ye 2025; Colgan and Genovese 2025). Paradoxically, it also creates new
opportunities for unilateral decarbonization (Meckling 2025). First, it increases the overall costs
of fossil-fuel dependence, allowing the reframing of climate policies as security policies. Second,
it raises the value of unilateral climate policy amid a reduced confidence in a universal
multilateral solution and leads to the emergence of policies at the trade-and-climate nexus,
which can in turn generate virtuous spillovers in other countries.
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II.A. Decarbonization in response to fossil trade weaponization
The first channel relates to the ambiguous role of fossil fuels for energy security.

Since the start of the First Industrial Revolution, coal, oil and gas have been powering economic
and technological development around the globe. By their energy density, ease of transportation
and relative availability, fossil fuels built a globally dominant position for producing energy,
transporting goods, heating and cooling buildings in the modern world (Smil 2017; Pomeranz
2009). But fossil fuels are also characterized by their unequal repartition: oil and gas production
are concentrated in a few countries, which therefore hold geoeconomic leverage over importing
countries (Mitchell 2009; Khoma and Nikolaieva 2025; Pierre Charbonnier 2026). In a fragmented
world, such resource concentration is a source of instability.

The cost of fossil import dependence

For resource-poor countries, a fossil-dependent economy creates a liability, which materializes
in several ways. Generally, fuel-import dependence translates into a major economic burden due
to the continuous inflow required to power the domestic economy. For instance, the EU’s net
imports of energy covered about 57% of its total energy needs in 2024, with heterogeneity in this
energy import dependence rate, reaching higher levels in key economies such as Germany, Italy
or Spain (Eurostat 2026a), representing around 15% of the EU’s import value (Eurostat 2026b).
Yet the real cost of fuel-import dependence reveals itself at times of crisis (Kilian 2008). Sudden
spikes in global fuel prices can trigger major energy crisis in importing countries. Before Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine, about 45% of EU gas imports were supplied by Russia; during the 2022
energy crisis, EU’s import costs rose to about EUR 400 bn - more than three times as much as in
2021 - despite a substantial drop in demand (Zeniewski et al. 2023). Given the central place of
fossil fuels in the social organization, energy crises can escalate into social unrest, warranting
costly policy interventions for governments (Beaufils, Eydam, et al. 2026). In general, the
adoption of domestically produced energy thus provides direct economic benefits by reducing
the burden of energy imports and by improving the terms of trade of fuel importing countries
(Beaufils et al. 2025).

Energy security in a fragmented world

Furthermore, the emphasis on geoeconomic interests in world affairs exacerbates the cost of
fossil dependence. As the norms of the multilateral order weaken, energy superpowers
increasingly leverage energy dependence for achieving economic and strategic dominance. In
Europe, it is now widely accepted that the energy partnerships between Russia and major
European economies, best symbolized by the construction of the controversial Nordstream 2
pipelines between Russia and Germany, were part of a wider diplomatic strategy to impose the
fait accompli regarding the 2014 invasion of Crimea (Van de Graaf and Colgan 2017; Boute 2022).
In the context of the 2022 invasion of Ukraine, Russia has been heavily relying on fossil fuel
exports to fund its military operations (Beaufils et al. 2025) and the EU built on energy sanctions
to respond to the Russian aggression (Spiro et al. 2025). The second Trump administration also
clearly frames its fossil fuel exports as a tool of geoeconomic dominance (Curran 2026;
Mackintosh and Warin 2026a, 2026b): in the wake of the so-called “Liberation day” tariffs, the
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US administration has been using its full geoeconomic leverage to force many countries into
unfavorable trade agreements at the core of which lay massive commitments to buy American
oil and gas (House 2025). In addition, the 2026 blockade of the Hormuz Strait by the Iranian
regime in response to the US and Israeli aggression highlights that the weaponization of fossil
fuel flows is not reserved to military hegemons. The geographic concentration of fossil fuel
resources and transport chokepoints makes the global fossil-based energy system vulnerable to
disruption, including by military groups using asymmetric warfare techniques. Continued
dependence on fossil fuels thus entails not only economic costs, but also potentially
unacceptable risks for national security.

The rise of clean technologies

In principle, any domestic energy production allows alleviating the burden of fossil import
dependence, including the use of emission-intense coal energy. However, recent developments
in key technologies - including photovoltaics, batteries, and grid-forming devices — are making
renewable-based electricity a credible and cost-competitive alternative to fossil fuels (IPCC 2022).
This makes the adoption of clean technologies in response to energy shocks an increasingly viable
option for fuel importing countries, and this trend is accelerating with the fragmentation of the
global economy (Meckling 2025; Weber et al. 2025; He et al. 2025). The 2022 energy crisis already
led to large clean energy deployment in Europe (Boonman and Rodriguez 2025) and beyond
(Emiliozzi et al. 2025; Nasir 2026). The ongoing conflict around the Strait of Hormuz is yet again
catalyzing a surge of clean technology adoption, best illustrated by record sales of electric
vehicles around the globe (Shah 2026).

By raising the cost of fossil-fuel dependence, geoeconomic fragmentation is thus increasing the
attractiveness of clean technologies and, in turn, accelerating unilateral decarbonization.

II.B. A justification for policies at the trade-and-climate nexus

The second effect is that the weakening of international norms allows the implementation of
more aggressive climate policies.

The challenge of unilateral climate policies

Unilateral climate policies are difficult to implement effectively in open economies (Jakob 2021).
Supply chains often connect producers and consumers along multiple processing steps, spreading
responsibility for GHG emissions across many intermediates (Beaufils, Berthet, et al. 2023).
Emissions are often concentrated in upstream sectors, whose production can be outsourced at
comparatively low cost (Shapiro 2021). In a globalized economy, domestic emissions reductions
are partly offset by increases in emissions abroad. The risk of so-called “carbon leakage” has been
a central argument for conditioning domestic climate policies on international agreements on a
global carbon price or universal solidarity mechanisms (Grubb et al. 2022). In the absence of such
negotiated outcome, the range of climate policies acceptable from a multilateral perspective
dramatically shrinks.



Designing climate policies that avoid carbon leakage necessarily involves adding friction to
international trade. Policy options range from domestic procurement rules, domestic subsidies
and carbon tariffs to avoid the pressure from unregulated competitors (Jakob 2021). Such trade-
and-climate policies have historically been faced with legal and diplomatic constraints. First, the
rules of the World Trade Organization (WTO) generally forbid the application of a national
preference in trade, although exceptions can be granted on a case by case basis for
environmental reasons. Second, even when policies are designed to be compliant with the WTO
regulations, climate policies with trade implications bear important diplomatic costs and often
lead to tensions in international negotiations (Cosbey et al. 2019).

Making trade-and-climate policies acceptable

By weakening the rules-based world order, geoeconomic fragmentation opens the door for more
aggressive policies at the trade-and-climate nexus. Recent years have seen the emergence of a
number of climate policies confronting with free trade principles. The 2021 Inflation Reduction
Act (IRA) in the USA is an expansionary policy that initially aimed at reconciling economic growth,
economic security and climate mitigation (Mackintosh and Warin 2026b). It notably included
domestic content requirements for clean technologies which, before being rolled back by the
Trump administration, were intended to support the growth of a domestic clean-tech industry
while avoiding carbon leakage. Similarly, the EU’s Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM)
extends the EU carbon price to emission-intense imported materials, thereby pricing emissions
occurring in other jurisdictions (Beaufils, Ward, et al. 2023).

While the IRA and the EU CBAM have been designed to be defensible against trade norms, their

implementation benefits from the weakening of multilateral trade rules. Not only are WTO

rulings hindered by political manoeuvres, but the policies at the trade-and-climate nexus now

appear relatively more acceptable in contrast with the illegal and sudden 2025 “Liberation Tariffs”
imposed across the board by the Trump administration against most countries in the world. In

comparison, the EU CBAM was announced in advance, is based on transparent rules and

gradually implemented over the years. As illustrated by the milder-than-expected reactions to

the enforcement of the EU CBAM in January 2026 (Otto 2025), such policies to foster unilateral

decarbonization appear relatively more legitimate in a world crippled by sudden and arbitrary

trade restrictions than in a rules-based world order.

The knock-on effects of unilateral climate policies

By allowing unilateral emission reduction while limiting carbon leakage, policies at the trade-and-
climate nexus reduce the cost of unilateral climate action (Ambec et al. 2024) In addition,
unilateral policies affecting emitters in other countries might create incentives to decarbonize in
other countries. This is for instance the case for the EU CBAM: by making clean exporters more
competitive on the EU market, it incentivizes companies to engage in emission reduction.
Furthermore, exporting countries might want to introduce their own carbon pricing scheme in
response to the EU CBAM to collect domestically the revenue that otherwise accrues to the EU
(Beaufils, Wanner, et al. 2026). This mechanism, sometimes described as “Brussels’ effect”
(Bernat and Spera 2024) highlights a paradox of aggressive policies at the trade-and-climate
nexus. While they apparently oppose the principle of a multilateral solution to the climate crisis,
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they might contribute to overcoming the coordination problem arising in international
negotiations.

In summary, the fragmentation of the global economy thus appears as an obvious challenge to
the implementation of a multilateral solution to the climate crisis. Yet, the weaponization of trade
dependencies also creates new justifications for decarbonization and the weakening of
international trade norms widens the policy toolbox for unilateral action.

Ill. Decarbonization reshapes geoeconomic power
balances

Conversely, understanding decarbonization through the lens of national interests provides a rich
framework to understand the emerging challenges to the global economic order. The impact of
the energy transition on geopolitics is widely acknowledged by social scientists (Mitchell 2009;
Hughes and Lipscy 2013; Blondeel et al. 2021; Colgan and Hinthorn 2023; Gazmararian and
Tingley 2026) but is still largely overlooked in the mainstream geoeconomic literature (Mohr and
Trebesch 2025). For decades, oil and gas rents allowed the making of fortunes in some regions
of the globe, while locking the rest of the world into a costly dependency. In the first section, we
highlighted that decarbonization offers fuel importers a way to reduce costly dependence on
fossil-fuel exporters. Symmetrically, for resource-rich countries, the energy transition threatens
a central source of income and political power and thus becomes a source of geoeconomic
tension. We discuss how decarbonization alters the existing geoeconomic power balance in three
steps. First, we show how the transition to clean energy systems reshapes power balances in the
global economy. Second, we highlight how decarbonization changes the expression of
geoeconomics. Third, we illustrate the emerging role of decarbonization in geoeconomic
confrontation by analyzing the role of energy in the geoeconomic confrontation between the
USA and China.

l1I.A. Shifting power balances in a decarbonizing world

The emergence of renewable technologies as substitutes to fossil fuels draws a new geography
of geoeconomic power. Fossil fuel resources — in particular oil and gas — are unevenly distributed
around the globe, with the 10 largest producers of oil accounting for 73 % of the 2023 global
supply (Emiliozzi et al. 2025). In the past decades, such fossil rents created immense fortunes and
fuelled the rapid development of entire regions, with so-called “petrostates” basing their
development on the export of fossil fuel resources (Ashford 2022). Decarbonization can yield
short-term opportunities for these countries to concentrate the emission-intense industries
delocalizing from the rest of the globe (Goldthau and Westphal 2019) or to reduce the share of
the extracted fuel that is consumed domestically and thereby increase export quantities. Still, the
prospects for a transition to a fossil-free global energy system represents a massive threat to the
development model of these countries (Colgan and Hinthorn 2023).

By contrary, decarbonization stimulates the development of new supply chains for providing
solar panels, wind turbines, batteries and electric vehicles. These supply chains combine complex
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technologies and key mineral resources, thereby creating new channels for the expression of
geoeconomic power (Clayton et al. 2026b). Figure 3 illustrates that countries’ positions in clean-
technology exports largely differ from their positions in oil and natural gas exports, drawing an
intuition of the shifts at play in the global distribution of geoeconomic power in a decarbonized
world. In Panel, the upper-left cluster captures major fossil-fuel exporters with limited clean-
technology presence on the world market, while the lower-right cluster shows major clean-
technology exporters with small shares in oil and gas exports. The USA stands out as being
important on both export markets, with a global share in clean-technology exports of more than
4% and of oil and gas of more than 8%, on average between 2020 and 2024. The world map in
Panel shows that the divide is geographic, illustrating how decarbonization may redistribute
rents and thus the source of geoeconomic power across countries.

Figure 1: Export positions in fossil fuels and clean technologies
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Source: Authors’ calculations and illustration based on CEPIl BACI HS17 (Gaulier and Zignago
2010). Caption: The upper panel plots countries’ shares of world clean-technology exports
against their shares of world crude oil and natural-gas exports, averaged over 2020-2024. The
lower Panel illustrates countries’ export-positions by categorizing based on the 1% thresholds
shown in the upper panel. Countries above both thresholds are classified as dual-position
exporters. Clean technologies are defined as a narrow basket covering wind-powered
generating sets, lithium-ion accumulators, electric vehicles, heat pumps, and solar photovoltaic
cells/modules. Oil and gas exports include crude petroleum oils, liquefied natural gas, and
gaseous natural gas.

Alt Text description: The upper panel is a scatter plot showing how countries are positioned with
regard to global shares of clean technology exports (x-axis) and fossil fuel exports (y-axis). The
figure uses logathmiric scales on both axis and the size of the data points is proportional to the
country’s GDP. The big fuel exporters are mostly on the top left quadrant (Russia, Gulf countries,
Canada...), with the exception of the USA in the top right quadrant, having both large fossil fuels
and clean energy exports. Other rich economies are on the lower right quadrant (China, EU
countries, Japan and Korea) and a lot of small economies are on the lower left quadrant, with
low fossil fuels and clean energy exports.

The lower panel is a worldmap in which countries are colored according to the quadrant they
belong to in the upper panel. Economies whose exports clearly bend towards fossil energy are in
orange (middle east, Brazil, Canada, Russia, Australia). Clean-energy oriented exporters are in
Green (EU countries, Eastern Asia). Countries with both high fossil and high clean exports are in
purple (mostly the USA).



I1I.B. Decarbonization and the expression of geoeconomic power

The influence of decarbonization on geoeconomics is not limited to the reshuffling of resource
endowments. It also changes the way geoeconomic power can be exerted. When fossil-fuel
disruptions have immediate global impacts, the weaponization of clean energy builds on more
subtle mechanisms and policies.

Clean technologies are capital-based

First, the energy contained in barrel of oil can only be recovered once, such that fossil-based
energy systems require a continuous inflow of fossil fuels to function. On the contrary, clean
energies are mostly capital-based: a single solar panel can produce energy throughout its lifetime
without the need for a constant resupply. This implies that a decarbonized energy system is, in
principle, less exposed to geoeconomic pressures, since trade restrictions on clean energies have
less direct impacts on energy security than fossil supply disruptions (Ho et al. 2026). In the long
term, recycling strategies can allow the emergence of quasi-closed supply chains, in which
primary extraction would only play a marginal role, thereby limiting entry points for trade
weaponization (Zhai et al. 2025).

Clean technologies build on complex supply chains

Second, a clean energy system builds on more complex supply chains than a fossil-based one.
Between their extraction and their production of energy, fossil fuels only need to be refined,
transported and distributed to the final consumers. Instead, clean technologies build on many
intermediate inputs. Clean supply chains can thus involve the use of tens of mineral resources
that all need to be extracted, processed and transported to manufacturing plants, where
substantial technology is needed to produce solar panels, wind turbines and batteries (Fetzer and
Lambert 2026). Such complexity paints an ambivalent picture. On the one hand, the upstream
minerals required for clean energy systems are often more concentrated geographically than
fossil fuels (Alfaro et al. 2026; Adam et al. 2026) and the multiplication of processing steps creates
multiple entry points to weaponize clean energy interdependencies (Farrell and Newman 2019;
Clayton et al. 2026b; Dominguez-lino et al. 2026). On the other hand, the relative complexity of
clean technologies compared to fuel combustion allows for easier input substitution, thereby
reducing the effectiveness of supply restrictions. For instance, the currently dominant battery
technologies critically rely on lithium and cobalt, but this dependence can be relieved by using
alternative technical solutions (Olivetti et al. 2017; Mertens et al. 2024; Alfaro et al. 2026).

Clean technologies build on endogenous technological change

Third, clean technologies are still in a rapid development phase. Not only does this imply that the
current patterns of dependence on critical materials might evolve, but the clean technologies
markets are still largely contested. While the specialization in fossil fuel exports was largely driven
by natural resource endowments, the competitive advantages in clean technologies derive from
technological factors that can be influenced by political decisions (Rodrik 2014; Acemoglu et al.
2012). This means that the geoeconomic competition for clean technologies can mobilize a broad
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spectrum of policies to influence the emergence and stability of clean supply chains, such as
strategic subsidies (Fischer).

l1I.C. Decarbonization in ongoing geoeconomic struggles

Far from being a mere conceptual possibility, the prospects for decarbonization already play a
role in the mounting geoeconomic confrontation between the USA and China. While this rivalry
builds on many other dimensions, these opposite views on decarbonization have important
geoeconomic implications. Despite a competitive clean energy sector (see Figure 1), the USA
remains one of the world’s largest fossil fuel producers and the risk of losing such resource rent
partly explains the rise of the contrarian discourse on climate change in the American society
(Mackintosh and Warin 2026b). On the contrary, China is pushing the concept of "ecological
civilization”, which ultimately relies on the phasing out of fossil fuels in favour of clean energies
(Hansen et al. 2018). Beyond discourses, these opposite views already have tangible impacts on
the global economy.

The USA of the second Trump administration is vehemently opposing decarbonization. The
energy question is central to the rhetoric of the 49th president of the USA, who repeatedly
praises the benefits of the “beautiful clean coal”, encourages the country to "drill baby, drill”,
while denouncing the “green climate scam” (Milman 2025), which translates politically into the
dismantling of the public policies in favor of clean energy (Colgan and Genovese 2025; Deberdt
et al. 2025). This domestic strategy mirrors an aggressive international strategy with vast
geoeconomic implications (Mackintosh and Warin 2026b, 2026a). The so-called "Liberation
tariffs" are used as leverage to secure future use of USA’s fossil resources, as in the trade deal
struck with the EU (House 2025); the pressures on Ukraine and Greenland coincide with the
availability of critical minerals (Haneklaus et al. 2026) and the military intervention in Venezuela
and Iran affect the exporting capabilities of key exporters of fossil fuels to China (Mellish 2026).

Conversely, the Chinese territory does not contain significant oil and gas resources. While this
resource scarcity has historically been compensated by the extraction of coal, the Chinese
government has been heavily investing in clean technologies in the past decades, with world-
high renewable deployments that already started curbing the use of fossil fuels in
China(Friedlingstein et al. 2026). This decarbonization effort is not bounded to the domestic
Chinese economy. Instead, it integrates into a broader geoeconomic strategy that encompasses
investments in mineral extraction across the globe and strategic subsidies in key clean
technologies (Bian et al. 2024). As a result, China is now dominating most of the supply chains to
produce clean technologies, from the refinement and processing of rare earths to the
development and assembly of batteries, photovoltaic panels and Electric Vehicles (EVs). As
illustrated by the 2025 European tariffs on Chinese EVs, this strategy is creating frictions in the
global economy (Dou et al. 2026).
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V. The future of climate cooperation

The previous two sections have shown that decarbonization and geoeconomics interact on two
levels. On the one hand, the weakening of the norms governing the global economy creates a
powerful incentive for fuel importing countries to reduce their dependence on fossil fuels and
extends the policy toolbox to abate domestic emissions. On the other hand, the emerging
feasibility of a transition from a fossil-based to electrified economic system questions the
organization of the global economy and redistributes economic power away from fossil fuel rich
countries. We discuss here hypothetical climate cooperation scenarios that could emerge from
the interaction between these two trends.

IV.A. A self-reinforcing feedback

Our first two scenarios hypothesize that the incentive for fuel importers to decarbonize and the
stakes of fuel exporters in the current energy system converge in a self-reinforcing polarizing
effect: as fossil superpowers see their economic domination threatened by decarbonization, they
might increasingly use geoeconomic instruments to tighten their hold on the countries buying
their fossil fuels. In response, trade weaponization makes the cost of critical dependence more
salient for importers, thereby reinforcing the unilateral incentives to reduce reliance on fossil
fuels.

Fossil Energy Dominance

The outcome of such a stand-off would largely depend on the technological maturity of clean
technologies. Despite recent advances, the technologies available today still face limitations that
forbid an immediate and complete replacement of fossil fuels. For instance, the stabilization of
renewable-powered energy grids on very short (Smith et al. 2022) and seasonal time frames is
still to be fully resolved (Jiang et al. 2023), and some sectors (aviation, petrochemistry) still lack
economically viable alternatives to fossil fuels (Meng et al. 2025). If these technical issues are not
overcome in due time, fuel importers will not be able to fully overcome their fuel dependence
and fossil-rich countries could succeed in maintaining some level of "fossil energy dominance". A
similar situation could be reached if countries lack the political will and the financial capacity to
overcome the large initial investments needed to decarbonize their economies, possibly under
the geoeconomic pressure of petrostates willing to preserve their export margins. Either way, a
scenario where fossil superpowers succeed in maintaining “fossil energy dominance’ would likely
forbid any satisfactory answer to the climate crisis by locking the world in unsustainable fossil
fuel consumption levels.

A Green Cold War

A more optimistic scenario assumes that the technological, political and economic hurdles to
remove fossil fuels are quickly overcome. In this situation, fossil-poor countries would have a
clear interest in decarbonizing their economy to reduce their exposure to fuel producers, gain a
competitive edge on clean technologies and reduce the overall level of climate change. Yet, if
fossil exporters still perceive themselves as losing from decarbonization, this scenario would also
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yield an unsatisfactory response to the climate crisis. First, the concentration of fossil resources
makes it possible for a handful of petrostates to keep the planet on an unsustainable warming
trajectory if they maintain a heavy consumption of the fossil fuels domestically available. Second,
fuel exporters could use sanctions, export controls, and other geoeconomic instruments to
heighten the cost of decarbonization for other countries as long as these still need some fossil
fuels. This would further incentivize decarbonizing countries to reduce their exposure to
petrostates, potentially resulting in a "Green Cold War", a strongly polarized world economy split
between decarbonized and fossil-based economies, in which climate cooperation would prove
impossible.

IV.B. Defeating climate polarization

Portraying the geoeconomics of decarbonization as a zero-sum power struggle between the
winners and losers of decarbonization thus leads to an impasse for climate cooperation: either
the losers from decarbonization succeed in preventing decarbonization everywhere (as in the
"Fossil Energy Dominance" scenario), or the decarbonizing countries would lack the leverage to
coerce fossil superpowers into decarbonizing their own economy ("Green Cold War" scenario).
We introduce here a "Green Détente" scenario, in which we claim that acknowledging the
potential gains of decarbonization for fuel exporters paves the way to safeguard climate
cooperation.

The shared gains from climate mitigation

A key hypothesis of the "Fossil Energy Dominance" and "Green Cold War" scenarios is that fuel
exporters are portrayed as net losers from decarbonization. In reality, decarbonization is not a
zero-sum game and fossil-rich countries also have to gain from climate cooperation. First, the
damages from climate change affect all countries, such that all countries benefit from the
reduction of global GHG emissions (Calvin et al. 2023). Second, the dependence of an economy
on a resource rent comes with a number of negative externalities that can be mitigated by
diversifying away from fossil fuels. For instance, the reliance on fossil exports reduces the overall
competitiveness of an economy and often comes with societal pressures with regard to the
misallocation of this rent (van der Ploeg 2011). Relatedly, fuel exporters also profit from the co-
benefits of decarbonization, for instance in terms of air pollution or technological comfort
(Karlsson et al. 2020). Third, a competitive advantage in fossil resources does not necessarily
correlates with a competitive disadvantage in clean technologies, as illustrated by the USA in
Figure 1. Moreover, some specialized skills and capital historically associated with fuel extraction
and refining can be transposed in a clean energy world, for instance for the capture and storage
of carbon dioxide, hydrogen-based supply chains, biofuels or geothermal energy (IEA 2023).

The road for a Green Détente

Building climate cooperation at times of geoeconomic fragmentation needs to build on the
shared interests in climate mitigation. Yet, we have clearly shown that these gains are
heterogeneously distributed in time and space. Our "Green Détente" scenario thus needs to
strike a fine balance between the acknowledgment of national interests and the challenging of
the existing power balances.
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The first key aspect of the Green Détente scenario is the need for the countries most obviously
benefiting from decarbonization to engage in unilateral climate policies. Although uncoordinated
climate policies are in principle inferior to a globally negotiated agreement, such an agreement
is hardly reachable with such heterogeneous stakes in mitigating climate change (Farrokhi and
Lashkaripour 2025). This is reflected by 30 years of international climate negotiations with
meagre outcomes, even when the prospects for international cooperation were better than
today (Maslin et al. 2023). In a fragmented economic landscape, unilateral climate policies can
only succeed if they use the toolbox of geoeconomics. The countries willing to engage in
decarbonization should be able to weather the pressure from fuel exporters and the first-mover
penalties using subsidies, climate tariffs and agreements to secure critical supply chains.

Yet, aggressive policies at the trade-and-climate nexus yield an existential risk for climate
cooperation, as polarizing policies risk alienating fuel exporters and increase the risk of a Green
Cold War (Perdana et al. 2026). Instead, in the Green Détente world, unilateral policies should
always include clear mechanisms for cooperation. In this scenario, unilateral policies are not
intended to hurt fuel exporting countries, but to create the conditions for decarbonization to
develop despite geoeconomic pressures, and to pave the way for ever more countries to engage
in decarbonization. In that regard, the concept of a self-enforcing climate club is a promising
avenue (Overland and Huda 2022). The countries most willing to decarbonize would agree on a
set of shared policies to enhance decarbonization, while designing a shared protective
mechanism to avoid the competition from non-decarbonizing countries. Other countries could
voluntarily join the club by themselves adopting the same climate policies. In particular, carefully
designed CBAMs could play an important role in enabling the formation of such climate clubs
(Beaufils, Wanner, et al. 2026).

V. Conclusion

Geoeconomic fragmentation and decarbonization are two defining trends of the early twenty-
first century. They should not be interpreted as independent developments but as jointly
transforming one another. Geoeconomic fragmentation changes the incentives and set of
instruments for decarbonization; decarbonization in turn changes economic interrelations and
dependencies from which geoeconomic power derives. Jointly, the two developments feed back
into the prospects for future climate cooperation.

The first link runs from fragmentation to decarbonization. Paradoxically, the weakening of
multilateralism may accelerate the decarbonization of the world economy. It increases the
economic costs and vulnerability of fossil-fuel dependence. For fossil-fuel importing countries,
ambitious decarbonization policies, which are usually perceived as too costly to be enforced
domestically, can therefore become more attractive for reasons of energy security, national
autonomy, and industrial strategy. At the same time, the weakening of trade norms can
encourage the emergence of policies at the trade-and-climate nexus, such as CBAM.

The second, reverse link runs from decarbonization to geoeconomic power. Fossil fuels have
been at the center of economic development for decades, and decarbonization threatens the
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rents and political influence of countries that dominate their extraction. At the same time, green
supply chains have become the site of intense competition over key technologies, critical
minerals, processing steps, and comparative advantages in global markets. The systemic
confrontation between the USA and China illustrates how the contest over fossil fuels and clean
technology can be a contributing factor to geoeconomic polarization. Decarbonization therefore
changes the structure of interdependence itself.

The resulting feedback is ambivalent. Fragmentation can make decarbonization more nationally
attractive, but it can also make international cooperation more demanding. Unilateral
decarbonization in fossil-fuel-importing countries can provoke fossil exporters to defend current
rents and assert their geoeconomic dominance more aggressively, while competition over clean
technologies and critical inputs can further deepen bloc formation. Yet this outcome is not
predetermined. The same forces that make clean investment more attractive and clean-
technology sectors strategically important can also support different and more pragmatic forms
of global cooperation.

The key challenge is to use the current momentum for unilateral climate policy created by
geoeconomic fragmentation without leading to a zero-sum game of economic domination.
Climate policies in a fragmented world must acknowledge the state of tension in the global
economic system, recognize the powerful role of national interests and entail defensive
instruments to weather geoeconomic coercion. At the same time, they should remain framed in
the norms and rules of multilateralism to align with the universal gains of climate mitigation and
enhance participation. The global nature of climate change means that decarbonization cannot
be determined only through the logic of strategic rivalry but ultimately requires global
cooperation.
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