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THE VISION THING 
by Ted Nordhaus & Michael Shellenberger

O
n January 27, 2005, standing before the Davos 
World Economic Forum, Prime Minister Tony 
Blair put at the center of his vision of global 
interdependence two issues that had never before 
played such a prominent role in any geopolitical 
agenda: extreme poverty and global warming. 

For environmentalists, Blair�s Davos speech was a breakthrough. In 
directly challenging the Bush administration and pushing climate to the 
top of the G8�s agenda, Blair had injected much-needed political drama 
into what had been the sleeping pill of environmental issues. Would Blair�s 

crusade be the tipping point environmental-
ists had long dreamed of?

It would not. By the time Blair hosted the July 
G8 summit, the Bush administration had severely diluted 
the joint statement on global warming. The prime minister 

tried to put his best face on the debacle, but clearly he�d been 
outmaneuvered. 

So what went wrong? To answer this question, let�s run a small 
thought experiment. First, let�s take a closer look at the speech Blair 
gave at Davos. 

�There are facts that are accepted,� Blair began. �Ever since Arrhe-
nius �rst predicted global warming in 1896, it has been �ercely debated. 
I am not a scienti�c expert. I only see that the balance of evidence has 
shifted one way. Some argue this warming is part of a natural cycle such 
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as, by contrast, the mini ice age in the Middle Ages. But glaciers are now 
in retreat that have not retreated since the last Ice Age, 12,000 years ago. 
The impact of climate change predicted by modelers is uncannily coming 
to pass, not least in the European summer of 2003.� 

Instead of inspiring his audience around a vision of global inter-
dependence�where economic prosperity, ecological restoration, and 
cross-cultural understanding are woven together�Blair offered a dry, 
textbook description of global warming science and a defensive insistence 
that Kyoto wouldn�t harm the economy. 

If Tony Blair were the only politician to have suffered a major politi-
cal setback after crusading on global warming, the episode might not be 
worth paying attention to. But Blair was far from the �rst politician and 
is unlikely to be the last to suffer a fall after hitching himself to what we 
call the politics of limits. 

Almost sixty years before Blair gave his speech in Davos, Winston 
Churchill stood before an audience in Zürich to give his famous �United 
States of Europe� speech, which outlined his vision for the European 
Union. To fully appreciate how much more compelling Churchill�s vision 
of a united, peaceful, and prosperous Europe is in comparison to Blair�s 
vision for regulating greenhouse gases, it is worth quoting Churchill at 
length:

�We must all turn our backs upon the horrors of the past. We must 
look to the future . . . I am going to say something that will astonish 
you. The �rst step in the recreation of the European Family must be a 
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