UN Group Moves to Develop Global Airline Emission Rules
by James Kantner
October 4, 2013: Brussels – Transportation officials from around the world on Friday reached a preliminary agreement to develop global rules, by the end of the decade, that would control airline emissions.  The action by the International Civil Aviation Organization, a United Nations body, represents the first major move toward industry-wide rules to limit carbon pollution.
“I.C.A.O. has taken a significant step forward toward addressing aviation greenhouse gas emissions,” Anthony Foxx, the United States transportation secretary, said in a statement before the decision.  The deal “ensures that all airlines are treated fairly, wherever they fly.”
But the agreement is also a blow for the European Union.  During the general assembly of the United Nations aviation agency, a number of countries continued to reject European regulations, increasing pressure on the region to scale back or repeal one of its flagship environmental laws.
European negotiators sought explicit endorsement to levy carbon fees on international airlines using European airports, for the length of their flights within European airspace.  But the agreement said that any states operating a regional system to levy fees on international carriers should seek permission from other countries first.
“This deal avoids a damaging conflict among trading partners,” Siim Kallas, the European commissioner for transport, said in a statement.  “What this breakthrough means is that the industry can continue to grow and prosper, while at the same time showing that it is a responsible global citizen.”
Now, the European Union must decide whether to press ahead with its rules or repeal the law entirely.  Europe passed a law in 2008 to require airlines to account for emissions for the entirety of any flight that takes off or lands at any airport in Europe, even if that flight began or ended as far away as Shanghai or San Francisco.  Under the European system, airlines must show each year that they have bought a sufficient number of carbon permits to compensate for their emissions on those routes.
That law is still in force.  But European officials have already pared back the rules significantly and conceded that the original approach was unworkable, because of the prospect of retaliatory trade measures.
At this point, it is unclear what shape the global regulations will take — or whether they will come together at all.  Under the resolution on Friday, the nations mainly agreed to develop a global system to control emissions by 2016 that would take effect at the beginning of the next decade.  But there is no guarantee of a final deal, given the countries’ divergent priorities.
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