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Abstract 

I believe that the phenomenon of regionalization that currently gains weight as a characteristic of the international 
system bears a great potential for increasing the effectiveness of complex international environmental regimes. 
Constituting a sub-level within the international system, macro-regions create a bridge between the anarchy of the 
international system and the order of the state, by doing so, allowing for a certain amount of intra-regional 
cooperation to emerge and facilitating inter-regional coordination. The corresponding fragmentation of complex 
environmental regimes into sub-regimes consisting of groups of states sharing certain characteristics and interests 
can be expected to contribute to an increase in their effectiveness.  
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1. Introduction 

Since the beginning of 1970s, the natural environment has been subject to international discussion. Many 
environmental regimes ensued, yet, the majority of them remained of fairly limited effectiveness (thereafter to be 
understood as the expected compliance with the regime`s norms and regulations by its participants), especially on 
the global dimension. Having studied the reasons behind this reality, two central variables determining the failure 
or success of a global environmental regime became evident – the complexity of the issue they are designed to 
address and the national interest of its participants. With this in mind, the following work summarizes the major 
findings of the research I conducted so far and presents a possible solution to the identified problem. 

2. Theory and Methods 

Constituting elements of the international system, international environmental regimes are subjected to its structure 
defining the framework in which they operate and conditional upon the units of which they consist. The necessity 
to study both the structure and the units of the international system in order to understand it in its entirety is a 
research design in line with the systems approach to the study of the international-political system introduced by 
Kenneth Waltz in 1979.  

Following the tenets of the rationalist theories of international relations, we assume states to be the units of the 
international system. Among the key properties of the state there are power and interests, while the system structure 
can be characterized by such elements as polarity and the dominant type of economic relations (Wendt, 1987). The 
interests of a state are defined by its historically and geographically determined properties, such as the availability 
or absence of certain resources, relative military power, the level of sociocultural and economic development, 
existing alliances etc. The international structure, in turn, is “defined, first, by the ordering principle of the system, 
in our case anarchy, and second, by the distribution of capabilities [or power] across units” (Waltz, 1990, p.29).  

In an anarchical system, thus, in the absence of an overarching authority, the states become competing units that 
act on the basis of rational choice. In respect of this rationality states are like-units, which yet differ in their 
capabilities, thus, in their relative power (Waltz, 1979; Waltz, 1990). International regimes are instruments 
established by states on the basis of cooperation with the aim to promote international order (Little, 2011). Yet, 
under the given systemic framework, international cooperation between states is “constrained by the dominating 
logic of security competition, which no amount of cooperation can eliminate” (Mearsheimer, (1994-95), p. 9). 
Therefore, the resulting negotiated outcome defining the regime will reflect the power relations between states that 
are party to the respective regime.  
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Unlike in high political regimes, though, within international environmental regimes – as in most other low 
political regimes – we will find that it is not necessarily the external relative power of an actor that matters most, 
but its bargaining power. This was exemplified, among others, by David Humphreys who identified the countries 
with the biggest portions of forest resources and strongest forest-related economies as the central powers within 
the international dialogue system on forests under the aegis of the United Nations (UN) (Humphreys, 2005). 
Stephen Krasner came to the same conclusion by showing that Third World states were able to successfully assert 
their position with regard to the allocation of the electromagnetic spectrum within the global telecommunications 
regime due to the bargaining power they obtained by the ability to interfere with broadcasts from other states 
(Krasner, 1983). Consequently, the bargaining power of an actor within an environmental regime would be 
predominantly determined by either the availability of the resource which is to be protected (e.g. forests, water, a 
landscape or a certain natural object etc.) or the industries involved with the resource/process which is being 
addressed by the regime (e.g. DuPont, Allied Chemical, Hoechst, ICI or Atochem in the case of the Ozone 
depletion regime (Falkner, 2009)).  

3. Results  

Among the global environmental regimes that constitute the subject to this analysis, those ones that have proven 
to be effective had two things in common – they were design to tackle so-called “tame” (Grundmann, 2018, p. 
438) or “benign” (Wettestad, 2011, p. 321) problems, while the goals pursued by the regimes did not contradict 
the national interest of its key participants. Benign problems are straightforward, thus, they address one specific 
issue that can be solved with clear and evidently effective methods at comparatively low cost. Among the most 
illustrative examples of this type of “simple” regimes are the Ozone depletion regime and the Antarctic Treaty 
System.  

Ineffective regimes, on the other hand, are mostly characterized by what Wettestad, 2001, has referred to as 
“malignant” or Grundmann, 2018, as “wicked” problems. The wickedness of the problems lies in the fact that there 
is no easy solution to them – the sources of the problem are multiple and the solutions are often accompanied by 
scientific uncertainties and great costs, both in absolute and in relative terms. Applied on a global scale, the 
complexity of the issue itself is met with the complexity and heterogeneity of the international system that consists 
of a solid number of different actors each with its unique economic, political and social characteristics determined 
by geographical location and history. Those differences result in varying interests and economic-political 
capabilities of the actors. So, for example, global warming will not equally (and not necessarily negatively) affect 
all countries, while the idea of enhanced global forest conservation will be met with strikingly different positions 
depending on the actor asked. Adding the fact that the international system is currently organized as a balance of 
power system in which the great powers need to agree upon an issue in order for it to become a global regime and 
to coordinate their actions in order for it to function, the picture becomes complete. Indeed, as evidence suggests, 
complex environmental regimes eventually end up being either dead letter regimes (Note 1), e.g. the 1992 Rio 
Conference, or effectively fail as was the case with the attempted global climate change regime that failed at Kyoto 
first and then practically dissolved into regional sub-regimes, such as the European Union (EU) with its current 
Green Deal.  

4. Discussion  

Thus, while simple regimes are not part of the effectiveness problem, complex environmental regimes require an 
approach different from the one applied today. In this regard, I believe that the process of regionalization that 
currently gains weight as a characteristic of the international system might be interesting to look at. Situated 
between the level of the structure and that of the unit, macro-regions create a sub-level within the international 
system that allows to bridge between the sharp differentiation of cooperation- and coordination-based functional 
patterns of international regimes (Note 2), by doing so, to mitigate the dilemma between the anarchy of the 
international system and the (unfulfilled) requirement to act globally faced by ineffective international regimes. 

Within a macro-region, the major obstacles to cooperation – the problem of relative gains and the problem of 
cheating (Baylis, 2011, pp. 235-236) – can be overcome to different extents depending on the level of integration 
provided within the region. The level of intra-regional integration depends on the strength of the ties that bind 
together the participants of a macro-region and are constituted by different combinations of shared cultural, 
political and economic interests a minimum amount of which is required for a geopolitical region to be formed. 
Those shared interests provide the basis for the emergence of mechanisms by means of which intra-regional 
cooperation can be achieved: enhanced information sharing and mutual control; and, most importantly, the element 
of order that starts to emerge when a certain level of political integration has been achieved. This element of order 
can be exercised by a core state or an authority acting in its stead – such as the Commission in the case of the 
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European Union.  

Through these mechanisms, intra-regional cooperation becomes possible allowing the participants to shift their 
attention from the relative gains towards the absolute gains within the inner-regional space. However, the fairly 
high level of economic-political integration that is required for the element of order to emerge within a macro-
region imposes a limitation upon the applicability of this criterion of intra-regional cooperation. In fact, the only 
currently existent macro-region with a sufficient level of integration for the element of order to dominate over 
anarchy is the European Union. Yet, in less integrated macro-regions the degree of anarchy can still be expected 
to be lower than outside of the region which is due to the availability of a common interest that decreases the 
rationale of cheating with regard to the issue that constitutes the common interest as well as due to the possibility 
of enhanced information sharing and mutual control that is provided within a region. 

In fact, evidence for the emergence of regional groupings within complex environmental regimes is already 
provided within the international system. As was shown on the example of the climate change regime, an interest 
group-building took place within the regime after it failed on the global scale with the result of even one full-
fledged sub-regime developing within the EU (the European Green Deal). A similar observation can be made on 
the global forest regime, which failed to be institutionalized in a global forest convention (Humphreys, 2005; 2006), 
yet established itself as a fragmented mosaic of sub-regimes building an international forest regime construct 
(Pirlot, 2018). 

Considering the current trends within the international system, its further regionalization seems probable. In light 
of this observation and the anticipated advantages a region-based approach to complex environmental problems 
might bring, studying the phenomenon of intra-regional integration and the effect it has on complex environmental 
regimes is a promising and well-timed task. Ideally, the imagined resulting framework for complex environmental 
regimes will contain an umbrella treaty specifying the scope of the regime and defining its norms, perhaps also 
establishing a corresponding institution and developing mutual control mechanisms, while each sub-regime will 
set its own concrete rules and obligations.  

5. Conclusion 

This work sought to inquire into the problem of the low effectiveness of complex environmental regimes and to 
elaborate on possible solutions. The analysis revealed two variables common for successful environmental regimes 
– low complexity and no contradictions with the national interest of its key participants (determined by bargaining 
power). Following thereout, the major problem behind complex environmental regimes was concluded to be the 
high economic and political cost of the associated measures as well as a great heterogeneity of involved interests 
represented by the regime participants. 

A possible solution to this problem was found to be the process of regionalization that currently characterizes the 
international system. Building a sub-level between the unit and structure, macro-regions create a bridge between 
the anarchy of the international system and the order of the state. By doing so, they allow for a certain amount of 
intra-regional cooperation to emerge and facilitate inter-regional coordination. Both these effects can be expected 
to contribute to an increase in the overall effectiveness of a global environmental regime. 
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Notes 

Note 1. Using the classification suggested by Levy et al. 1995. 

Note 2. See neo-neo debate, e.g. summary by Lamy 2011 & Little 2011. 
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