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Summary  
 
Purpose – The aim of the paper is to indicate the reasons for too insignificant determination of 

some countries with regards to the issue of environmental protection.  
Research method – Acritical analysis of the literature together with deductive reasoning have been 

used. Among the quantitative methods, the author employed the use of the simple tools of descriptive 
statistics.  

Results – One of the reasons for too insignificant determination of some countries relating to issues 
in environmental protection is competition for the hegemony position they are involved in. The 
conservation of nature demands expenditure, which could be used to achieve higher economic growth. 
In the conditions of countries’ competition for the hegemony title, higher economic growth enables 
beneficial solving of the conflict.  

Originality/value – The author attempts to explain the reason for too low determinations of some 
countries in environmental protection, which is a current topic. Understanding the reason may contri-
bute to helping to solve the problem of environmental protection on a global scale. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The problem of natural environmental protection has been acknowledged for 

a long time. Each civilization that achieved a sufficiently high level of economic 
growth experienced the unfavourable effects of the pollution of the natural environ-
ment [Dobrzańska et al., 2012, p. 49]. It resulted chiefly from the adoption of the 
extensive model of growth2.  
                                
1Article received on 20 January 2020, accepted on 25 March 2020. 
2 The extensive model of economic growth means the increase in the inputs of growth factors. It is 
frequently connected with the degradation of the state of the natural environment, which can be 
exemplified by today’s rainforests in Brazil and the Amazon being cut down for housing purposes.  
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The present environmental challenges are much more serious and complex than 
in the past. They were noticed in the second half of the 20th century and sub-
sequently became more visible after the publication of U. Thant’s report in 1969. At 
the time, public attention was drawn to the fact that environmental problems were 
beginning to occur on a global scale and included, among others [Dobrzańska et al., 
2012, pp. 96, 108, 138, 254]: the excessive emission of carbon dioxide and other 
chemical compounds into the atmosphere, the destruction of the ozonosphere and 
the desertification of inhabited areas, etc.  

Since that period regular discussions have taken place around the protection of 
nature, while countries have pledged to undertake certain actions in this sphere. The 
problem of natural environmental protection is still valid, the evidence of which is 
the present lively dialogue on the topic amongst politicians, journalists and scien-
tists. They bring global attention to the insufficient involvement of countries and 
international institutions in natural environmental protection, which can be exempli-
fied by the speech delivered by 16-year old Greta Thunberg at a session of the UN 
assembly [www 1]. 

The aim of this paper is to point at the reason of the low determination of some 
countries in relation to environmental protection. It appears that the indication and 
analysis of these reasons may help the critics of present governments to understand 
the deadlock in the implementation of the idea of eco-development. Moreover, the 
author aims to verify the following hypothesis: “A country will not conduct efficient 
strategies of natural environmental protection in the conditions of the quest for 
hegemony”. 

 
 

2. The idea of eco-development 
 
The concept of eco-development was formed as a reaction to the proceeding 

degradation of the natural environment. It was observed that high economic 
growth, which was recorded in the 19th and 20th century, took place at the cost of 
the natural environment. This observation enabled the formulation of at least two 
conclusions:  

– the level of economic growth is not the only factor that has impacted 
people’s standards of living. Another factor may be the state of the natural 
environment, the deterioration of which (ceteris paribus) will result in 
lowered standards of living [Kośmicki, 2012, p. 47]; 

– the achievement of stable economic growth is impossible in the situation of 
the degradation of the state of nature. The natural environment is one of 
the production factors and its degradation will hamper the supply of goods 
(by nature) which are later processed by man [Janik et al., 2009, p. 14].  

Taking into consideration the aforementioned conclusions it was stated that 
economic growth ought to comprise not only the production of goods and services, 
but also environmental issues. During the shaping of the idea of eco-development 
(especially after the World Summit in Johannesburg) public attention was drawn 
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towards social issues (income inequalities, the problem of poverty etc.) as the equal 
objective of realising sustainable economic activity. It was established that eco-
development does not possess sufficient capacity. As a result, it was overwritten by 
the idea of sustainable development. Sustainable development may be treated as the 
balance of economic objectives (economic growth of quantity character), ecological 
objectives (natural environmental protection) and social objectives (combating 
poverty and fair income distribution) [Rogall, 2010, p. 49]. The impact of social 
objectives on environmental protection is not analysed in this paper although this 
component of stable development emerges here in order to demonstrate the actual 
understanding of this concept. Such an understanding of stable development is 
presented in chart 1.  

 
CHART 1 

Sustainable development as a common area of three spheres of man’s life 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: own elaboration based on: [Florczak, 2011, p. 288]. 

 
 
The environmental aspect of stable development is primarily focused on two 

issues: firstly, the hazard connected with the scarcity of resources and secondly, the 
degradation of the natural environment. 

It is assumed that the debate on the scarcity of resources was initiated by 
Malthus [1925, pp. 61-62] in his book “An Essay on the Principle of Population”. 
In his opinion the rate at which the number of people increases, is faster than the 
rate at which the means of subsistence increase. This implies the permanent state of 
poverty of population owing to the lack of possibility to obtain more resources. The 
opposite side of the debate shows that Malthus did not take into consideration 
several factors that improve the work efficiency, especially as regards the increase of 
knowledge. The increase of knowledge resource enables the acquisition of new 

economy

society environment 
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resources and more effective usage of the already obtained ones. It enables post-
poning the “Malthusian trap” [Bartkowiak, 2013, pp. 94-95], which is presented in 
chart 2. 

 
CHART 2 

The role of technical progress in improving the productive capacity  
of the economy 

 
Source: [Bartkowiak, 2013, p. 95]. 

 
It appears that a more hazardous problem is the proceeding degradation of the 

natural environment. Humankind must struggle with such consequences [Dobrzań-
ska et al., 2012, pp. 96, 108, 138, 254] as: the desertification of polluted areas, the 
irreversible disappearance of many animal and plant species, tree felling, global 
warming and climate change, etc. It apparent that the unrestricted market system 
does not provide incentives for natural environmental protection. The opposite 
view was expressed by Simon Kuznets, who argued that in the situation of free 
market, people will take care of the environment. In accordance with the concept of 
the environmental Kuznets curve, the degree of the pollution of the natural 
environment is increasing simultaneously with the increasing economic growth only 
to a certain level. Above a certain level of wealth people begin to appreciate a cleaner 
environment, which motivates them to protect it [Rogall, 2010, pp. 278, 279]. 
However, it is estimated that in order to reduce the scale of pollutions in a voluntary 
way by means of a market system, a society must achieve a very high level of GDP 
per capita. Until then, the state of the environment must be degraded to such degree 
that its restitution will prove to be impossible or will require incurring huge 
expenditure [Żylicz, 2014, p. 226]. Therefore, it appears to be justified that natural 
environmental protection is one of the responsibilities of a country. 
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3. The national income level versus the state of the natural environment 
 
A lower rate of economic growth is the alternative cost of the improvement of 

the state of the natural environment. It is possible to isolate three reasons of such 
dependency: 

1. The abandonment of economic activity in some economic sectors. It is the 
most radical way of reducing environmental pollution as it considerably 
reduces a global product.  

2. The change of production methods into a more environment-friendly one. 
There are frequently many production methods among which companies 
attempt to choose the optimal one [Mankiw, Taylor, 2017, pp. 251-257]. 
More capital absorbing production methods are usually more productive 
than labour-intensive and at the same time relate to greater pollution of the 
natural environment. Therefore, in order to protect nature, it is necessary to 
change the method into a more labour intensive one (reversed substitution 
technological progress). 

3. The increase in expenditure on R&D as regards to environmental pro-
tection. New technologies frequently enable economic activity to exert less 
pressure on nature and at the same time maintain the same productivity. 
However, this method of environmental protection is connected to alterna-
tive costs of increased expenditure. The resources allocated for R&D could 
be used to produce more goods and services. In this case, the improvement 
of the state of the environment entails the lower rate of economic growth 
than the potential one [Janik et al., 2009, p. 111].  

In view of the above, the state of the natural environment is the function of 
national income. This dependence is presented in the following equation:  

 
p = f (Y)          (1) 

where: 
p – the state of the natural environment 
Y – the level of national income 

 
The previously mentioned function is characterized by the following 

dependencies: 
f'(Y)<0 ;f''(Y)<0          (2) 

 
The relationship between the state of the natural environment and the level of 

the national income is presented in chart 3. 
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CHART 3 
The state of the natural environment versus  

the level of the national income 

 
Source: [Polityka …, 2002, p. 382].  

 
It needs to be emphasised that the relationship presented above relates only to 

a certain time period which may be named “the short period”. The criterion that 
distinguishes between the short period and the long one is the emergence of techno-
logical advancement which enables the change of economic structure. Its result is 
the higher quality of the environment and the higher level of the national income. 
A good example that illustrates the impact of technological advancement is the 
change of structure of highly developed economies in the 20th century from those 
based on heavy industry into the ones based on the service sector.  

Therefore, one may conclude that irrespective of the character of the nature 
protection policy that countries decide to pursue, in the short term it must lead to 
the reduction of the national income (in absolute terms or the potential national 
income). It entails several problems and any environmental protection policy must 
almost inevitably run into difficulties. However, the author decided to focus on the 
aspect connected with the international policy of particular countries. 

 
 
4. The competition of countries for hegemony versus the environmental 

protection policy 
 
 History shows that states strive for the domination over their neighbours in 

order to win the title of hegemony. In the past, the main aspiration was to make 
other countries subordinate and to dominate in military terms. Presently mostly 
non-conventional methods are used – domination is in the spheres of culture, 
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economy, politics and technologies [Eberhardt, 2012, pp. 319, 323], but the posse-
ssion ofsubstantial military forces remains crucial. Each path leading to domination 
requires the possession of a strong economy that develops in a dynamic way [Klei-
nowski, 2010, pp. 15, 16]. Without a strong economy, it is impossible to conduct 
advanced technical research, threaten the economic safety of other countries and, 
finally, it is impossible to achieve cultural domination. Therefore, the maximising of 
the rate of economic growth is frequently the priority that lays claim to the title of 
hegemony among countries.  

Conducting efficient policy related to environmental protection in the conditions 
of the struggle for domination is particularly difficult or even impossible. It results 
from the contradiction of two objectives (the economic and ecological ones). In the 
conditions of the struggle for domination, one can frequently observe that economic 
objectives prove to be more important than the ecological objectives. It is only after 
the selection of a clear hegemon and shaping new international order that it 
becomes possible torealise ecological objectives.  

There can be noticed a problem which in literature is referred to as the tragedy 
of the commons. It is connected to the existence of a common good (the natural 
environment) which is characterised by the impossibility of excluding someone from 
consumption and by the existence of competition as regards consumption. Each 
country may take advantage of the natural environment and pollute it, among 
others, by the excessive emission of carbon dioxide. Each of them gains thanks to 
the additional emission of carbon dioxide (and at the same time increases its 
national income), but the environmental costs of the emission are also distributed 
among other entities that make use of the environment. As a result, no one has 
incentives to protect the environment and ultimately everyone will sense the cost of 
the ruined planet [Prandecki, 2016, s. 59, 60].  

In the conditions of the struggle for domination, environmental protection 
appears to be even more difficult. The analysis of profits and losses of the hegemon 
or the pretender is wellillustrated using the case known as the prisoner’s dilemma 
[Binmore, 2017, pp. 27-29]. Four scenarios are possible (table 1): 

1. Both players realise an environmental protection policy. The result of this 
scenario is a considerably less polluted environment and the same pro-
portion of national incomes of the players (having impact on the domi-
nation possibility described above) as well as before starting the activity.  

2. Hegemon decides to realise an environmental protection policy, while the 
pretender does not. Then the natural environment is slightly less polluted, 
while the proportion of national incomes of the players, including the 
possibility of domination, changes in favour of the pretender. 

3. Pretender decides to realise environmental protection policy while the 
hegemon remains passive in this aspect. In such a situation the state of the 
natural environment improves slightly, while the proportion of national 
incomes changes in favour of the hegemon. 
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4. Both players decide not to realise policy related to environmental prote-
ction. Its state remains unchanged, however the proportion of national 
incomes does not change as well.  

Table 1 shows that the dominating strategy of the hegemon will not be the reali-
sation of an environmental protection policy. If a pretender decided to realise such 
policy, the hegemon would gain economic profits from this decision by becoming 
considerably stronger than the pretender. However, if the hegemon attempted to 
protect the environment, it would be neither stronger nor weaker. As regards the 
pretender’s decision to realise an environmental protection policy, the best decision 
made by the hegemon is not to realise the environmental protection policy. 

 
TABLE 1 

The struggle over domination between the hegemon and the pretender 

 The hegemon’s decision 
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Pretender is becoming  
relatively stronger 

Hegemon is not  
becoming relatively  
stronger or weaker 

 
 
 
Pretender is not becoming  
relatively stronger or weaker  

Source: own elaboration. 
 
It is similar in the situation where the pretender does not comply with the envi-

ronmental protection policy. Here the hegemon’s decision to realise the environ-
mental protection policy will result in it becoming weaker than the pretender. 
Meanwhile the hegemon’s decision to not realise the environmental protection 
policy will lead to the situation where none of them gains advantage. In this situa-
tion the hegemon will gain most if it does not realise the environmental protection 
policy.  

Therefore, the hegemon’s decision not to realise the environmental protection 
policy is the best solution (for the hegemon) irrespective of the decision made by 
the pretender. Therefore, it is the hegemon’s dominating strategy [Heifetz, 2012, pp. 
23, 24]. A similar analysis of gains and losses may be made as regards the pretender, 
but it will be identical as it is for the hegemon. With regards to the pretender, the 
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decision to not realise the environmental protection policy is also most profitable 
and as the result, it is its dominating strategy. Since both dominating strategies are 
identical, the only Nash equilibrium [Heifetz, 2012, pp. 66, 67] is the situation where 
both players do not realise the environmental protection policy. In this situation 
none of the players loses advantage over the other one as regards the realisation of 
the environmental protection, but both must have losses due to the polluted 
environment. The tragedy of the commons is related to the fact that both could gain 
from clean environment in the situation of equal chances related to this policy, but it 
is impossible to achieve in these conditions. 

It appears that the situation described above takes place in the contemporary 
world. Many scientists analysing geopolitics emphasise that after the Cold War the 
United States maintained the status of the global hegemon. After only 20 years 
a new pretender emerged in this domain. Nowadays almost no one appears to have 
doubts that China is a new pretender that can replace the United States in the role 
of the global hegemon and question the order that was established by the USA 
[Bartosiak, 2016, pp. 89, 330]. According to the author, the quest for global domina-
tion of these two superpowers does not favour the realisation of proper environ-
mental protection policy by none of the sides. 

 
 
5. The analysis of environmental protection policy of selected countries 
 
One of the major environmental problems worldwide is the excessive emission 

of carbon dioxide. It contributes to the warming of the global climate, which relates 
to numerous consequences in the natural environment of mostly negative character. 
The reduction of such consequences makes this occur only by means of reducing 
the emission of greenhouse gases. Table 2 presents the annual emission of carbon 
dioxide (in mln tons) of particular countries in selected time cross-section, their 
participation as the percentage of the global emission and the emission dynamics. 

The data from table 2 shows that the United States and China in 2017 were 
responsible for more than 40% of the total emission of carbon dioxide. Therefore, it 
appears to be clear that the realisation of efficient environmental protection policy 
in a global dimension without the participation of these two countries is impossible 
or extremely difficult. It results from the huge costs of realising such policy by all 
other countries that would need to reduce the emissions even more than in the 
situation where the USA and China realise responsible environmental protection 
policy. While highly developed countries would be inclined to such solutions (rela-
tively insignificant decrease of GDP in comparison with the increase of the environ-
ment quality), developing countries would rather be uninterested in it (relatively 
large decrease of GDP in comparison with the increase of the environment quality).  
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TABLE 2 
The emission of CO2 in selected countries worldwide  

in the years 2000-2017 

Countries 

The emission of carbon dioxide (mln 
tons) 

The percentage 
of the global 

emission 

The percentage 
changes of the 

emissions 

2000 2007 2017 2017 2000-2017 

Brazil 292.4 329.7 427.6 1.3% 46.3% 
China 3099.7 6471.2 9257.9 28.2% 198.7% 
India 884.7 1257 2161.57 6.6% 144.3% 
Pakistan 94.4 136.4 183.5 0.56% 94.3% 
Poland 289.6 306.3 305.8 0.9% 5.6% 
RSA 280.5 391.5 421.7 1.3% 50.3% 
Russia 1474.4 1533.7 1536.9 4.7% 4.2% 
EU 3786.1 3872.8 3209.3 9.8% -15.2% 
USA 5729.9 5686.7 4761.3 14.5% -16.9% 

Worldwide  23223.4 28979.7 32839.9 100% 39.2% 

Source: own elaboration on the based: [www 8]. 
 
The hypothesis regarding the lack of efficient environmental protection policy in 

the situation of the rivalry for global domination appears to be confirmed by China. 
The emission of carbon dioxide in China was almost three times higher in 2014 than 
in 2000. While environmental protection policy is only one of numerous variables 
that have an impact on the emission levels, one must not forget that the economy of 
China is still one of the most dynamically developing global economies and it is still 
in the industrial phase. It has undoubtedly a major impact on the level and dynamics 
of the emission of carbon dioxide. 

It could appear that China’s adoption of the Paris agreement refutes the afore-
mentioned hypothesis. However, the author of this paper does not agree with this 
opinion. Indeed, China signed the Paris agreement, however the limits imposed on 
particular countries are not identical. For example, China has undertaken to reduce 
the emission of carbon dioxide as late as after 2030 [www 2] arguing that it is still 
a developing country which does not have the obligation to take care of the global 
climate to the same degree as developed countries. Therefore, it appears that the 
environmental protection policy realised by China is only apparent. However, 
it enables China placing itself in the role of global hegemon that must positively 
respond to the necessary combat with climate change in order to be recognised by 
the international community. 

Contrary to China, the decreasing emissions level of the United States appears 
not to confirm the hypothesis since it decreased by nearly 17% in the years 2000-
2017. However, as it was stated above, an environmental protection policy is one of 
the elements that have an influence on the level of the emission of carbon dioxide. 
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According to the author, the US environmental protection policy is becoming con-
siderably less restrictive. This is confirmed by the following facts – there were 
85 environmental regulations at the federal level that were abolished or gradually 
withdrawn (e.g.: the provisions that were supposed to guarantee clean drinkable 
water were abolished; as was the provision regarding making reports on the emis-
sion of methane in relation to companies) [www 3]. In 2018, the level of emissions 
of carbon dioxide increased for the first time over the last couple of years, which 
may be partly caused by the suspension of these regulations. 

This opinion was confirmed in the declaration of President Donald Trump in 
June 2017 on the withdrawal of the United States from the Paris Agreement. The 
President declared that “[the USA – author] would end the implementation of the 
provisions of the non-binding Paris Agreement and draconian financial and econo-
mic burdens imposed on our country” [www 4]. Donald Trump argues that it is 
“not beneficial for American employees and tax payers” [www 5] and emphasised 
that he is unwilling/does not want to “punish Americans and make the poisoners 
rich” [www 6]. At the same time Donald Trump stresses that the United States is 
“the global leader in reductions in the emission of CO2” [www 7]. These words 
clearly indicate that the United States is not going to realise efficient environmental 
protection policy at the cost of its economy, especially in the situation where the 
beneficiary of such state of affairs would be China, the more so because the United 
States is the leader in reducing the emission of carbon dioxide, which is confirmed 
by data. According to the author, these words and action confirm the hypothesis 
concerning the lack of possibility to realise efficient environmental protection policy 
in the situation of the competition for global domination. They indicate that the 
United States (hegemon) fears the increasing economic power of China (pretender), 
which makes it forced to concentrate on maintaining the position of hegemon. 

What is then the reason of almost a 17% reduction in the emission of carbon 
dioxide in the years 2000-2017? There are numerous reasons and this issue will not 
be solved by the author in this paper. However, it should be emphasised that in the 
first decade of the 21st century China still did not compete for the hegemony on 
a global scale. Hence the United States could realise the environmental protection 
policy without any obstacles, which was natural due to being a highly developed 
country. It is connected with the expectations of its citizens in terms of clean 
environment. In the years 2000-2010 the percentage of patents on environmental 
technologies increased, which could have impact on the level of the emission of 
carbon dioxide (the Pearson correlation coefficient for the patents on environmental 
technologies and the level of the emission of pollutions in the years 2000-2016 
amounts to -0.68). 

The decreasing level of the emission of carbon dioxide in the United States can 
be also explained by the changing economic situation in some economic sectors. 
The level, share and dynamics of the emission of particular economic sectors in the 
years 2000-2014 are presented in table 3. 

Based on the data included in table 3 one can observe that each of the isolated 
sectors of economy has considerable participation in the emission of carbon 
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dioxide, but in this aspect, there can be noticed advantage of the transport and 
industry sectors. The largest reduction of carbon dioxide in the years 2000-2017 
took place in the industry sector (reduction by approx. 15.5%) and it decided to 
a large degree on the success of the United States in the combat against global war-
ming. Additionally, it needs emphasising that in the years 2000-2007 every economic 
sector, except for industry, recorded increases in the emission of carbon dioxide. 
It changed as late as after 2007.  

 
TABLE 3 

The emission of CO2 in particular economic sectors of the United States 
in the years 2000-2014 

Sector 

The emission of carbon 
dioxide 

The sector’s 
participation in sector 
in the total emission of 

CO2 (2014) 

The dynamics 
of the emission 

of CO2 
(2014-2000) 2000 2007 2014 

Transport 1870 2018 1815 34% -2.94% 
Industry 1790 1667 1513 28% -15.47% 
Housing 1185 1241 1115 21% -5.91% 
Commercial  1022 1078 970 18% -5.09% 

Source: own elaboration on the based: [www 9]. 
 
The analysis of the emission of carbon dioxide by the industry sector and of the 

real GDP generated by this sector in the years 2007-2014 indicated a relatively strong 
positive correlation between the analysed variables (the coefficient of the Pearson 
correlation coefficient for the analyzed variables amounts to 0.7). It means that the 
fluctuation of economic situation in the industry sector may have a relatively large 
importance for shaping the emission of carbon dioxide in industry. However, 
it needs to be added that the correlation between the analysed variables in the years 
2003-2007 was also relatively strong (the Pearson correlation coefficient for the 
analysed variables amounts to -0.75) but it had negative value. It means that in the 
years 2003-2007 the increase of real GDP generated by the industry sector was 
usually connected with the reduction of the emitted carbon dioxide. The author 
assumes that such a relationship may result from the diversification of the dynamics 
of growth of specific branches of industry. For example, it is possible that in those 
years there occurred the offshoring of heavy industry (which is particularly 
responsible for the emission of carbon dioxide) simultaneously with the dynamic 
development of the industry based on high technologies which compensated with 
the surplus of GDP losses. However, such analysis goes far beyond the scope of this 
paper. 
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6. Conclusions 
 
The aim of the paper was to indicate the reason of too low determination of 

some countries in natural environmental protection. The increasing economic 
power of China (pretender) poses a real threat to the global domination of the 
United States (hegemon) and the international order they established. In such 
a situation those economic objectives that may be the source of advantage of one 
side, become more important than ecological objectives. There arises the situation 
known as the prisoner’s dilemma. None of the sides is interested in conducting 
efficient environmental protection policy and since both sides considerably partici-
pate in the emission of carbon dioxide on the global scale, the protection of the 
global climate appears to be impossible or particularly difficult. Thus, the reason of 
too low determination of some countries in nature protection is the competition of 
these countries for hegemony.  

 According to the author and based on the conducted research it is necessary to 
confirm the following hypothesis: “State will not conduct efficient policy in terms of 
natural environmental protection in the conditions of its competition for hegemo-
ny”. This hypothesis has been confirmed by certain facts. There is more noticeable 
rivalry among two world superpowers – China and the United States over the 
dominance in the global economy. While China as a developing country did not 
realise environmental protection policy to a large degree, there can be noticed the 
change of attitude as regards the United States. The country that so far has been 
actively protecting the environment while using administrative tools, begins to 
withdraw from it. Further environmental protection at such level would be very 
costly for the United States and certainly would not be helpful in the US – China 
rivalry for global hegemony title. 
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