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The standard objection to Simpol is easy to state: “That’ll never happen.” It sounds practical, worldly, and 

realistic. But once global problems are understood as failures of international coordination rather than as 

mere failures of moral will, that objection begins to look much less rational. If states are trapped in a 

system that punishes unilateral action, then supporting a mechanism designed to enable simultaneous 

action is not utopian. It’s logically consistent. 

This point matters not only for individual citizens but also for campaigning NGOs. Organisations such as 

Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth have been indispensable in exposing environmental damage, 

mobilising public concern, and forcing issues onto the political agenda. But their practical theory of 

change often appears to rest on an unspoken assumption: that if public pressure becomes strong enough, 

governments will eventually accede to ambitious demands. The weakness in that approach is not its moral 

seriousness, but its inadequate account of the structural constraints under which governments operate. 

The real obstacle is structural 

Public debate often treats political failure as a problem of weak leadership, corruption, or insufficient 

courage. Those factors matter. Yet on issues such as climate change, tax justice, labour standards, and 

financial regulation, the obstacle is also built into the structure of global market competition itself. 

Governments do not act in isolation. They operate in a world of mobile capital, internationally traded 

goods, footloose investment, and constant comparison with rival states. Under these conditions, any 

government that alone imposes significantly tougher environmental rules, closes major tax loopholes, or 

strengthens labour protections can fear losing investment, competitiveness, and ultimately electoral 

support. 

This is why governments make ambitious promises in principle while retreating in practice. Even where 

leaders recognise the collective need for stronger action, each state has an incentive to avoid moving first 

or moving furthest. The problem isn’t simply bad intentions. It’s a coordination failure generated by a 

competitive international system. 



That point is now widely recognised in policy analysis of climate negotiations. Recent work from the Toda 

Peace Institute describes a “multipolar trap” in which strategic competition between states repeatedly 

weakens international climate cooperation. The language differs, but the underlying reality is the same 

one that Simpol was designed to address. 

What Simpol changes 

Simpol, short for the Simultaneous Policy campaign, starts from a simple proposition: many global 

problems will not be solved unless governments can act together in ways that remove the fear of 

unilateral disadvantage. Its central mechanism is therefore simultaneous and conditional implementation. 

Policy packages are to be implemented by all, or by a sufficient number of, countries at the same time. 

This matters because simultaneity alters the incentive structure. If states move together, no one 

government is exposed to the costs of going first. What would be risky as unilateral action becomes far 

more viable as coordinated action. 

Simpol also recognises that global cooperation is more likely to succeed when treated as a package rather 

than as a series of disconnected single-issue bargains. A state may accept tougher obligations in one area 

if it gains from reform in another, such as taxation, financial regulation, or trade. That allows coordinated 

action to reflect reciprocal advantage rather than moral self-sacrifice. 

Just as importantly, Simpol is not a plea for leaders to become more enlightened. It is a political strategy in 

which citizens use their votes to encourage politicians to commit themselves in advance to simultaneous 

implementation. In that sense, Simpol is not an alternative to democratic politics but an attempt to make 

democratic pressure effective at the level where many modern problems are actually generated. 

Why “that will never happen” is not a strong objection 

The phrase “that’ll never happen” usually presents itself as sober realism. In fact, it often conceals a poor 

form of reasoning. 

First, it assumes that because transnational coordination is difficult, attempts to build it are not worth 

supporting. But difficulty is not the same as irrationality. The relevant question is whether a proposal 

addresses the real structure of the problem better than available alternatives. 

Second, the objection rarely compares Simpol with the strategy it silently prefers. That preferred strategy 

is normally some continuation of existing campaigning, lobbying, litigation, summitry, and public protest. 

Yet decades of climate diplomacy show that these approaches, while sometimes valuable, have repeatedly 

failed to overcome the competitive logic that drives weak commitments and delayed action. 



Third, the objection neglects the asymmetry of risk. Supporting Simpol is low-cost for citizens and 

organisations alike. It does not require abandoning existing campaigns, endorsing unilateral sacrifices, or 

betting everything on one institutional design. At the same time, its potential upside is substantial because 

it targets the coordination problem directly. When an option has low downside, modest cost, and 

potentially transformative benefit, dismissing it out of hand is not a model of rational caution. 

A more candid description of the objection is that it expresses status-quo bias. It assumes that because the 

present order frustrates meaningful coordination, proposals aimed at overcoming that frustration must 

be unreal. But if the current order is precisely the source of failure, treating its constraints as fixed is not 

realism. It is intellectual surrender. 

Where NGOs go wrong 

This is where the argument becomes especially important. Major campaigning NGOs do not usually 

foreground Destructive Global Competition as the central explanation for political failure. Their public 

materials focus far more often on scientific urgency, justice, legal obligations, and the moral inadequacy of 

governments. 

That focus is understandable, and much of it is correct. But it gives rise to an implicit theory of change: if 

campaigners mobilise enough people, generate enough attention, and sustain pressure loudly enough and 

long enough, governments will eventually concede. Protest, litigation, public persuasion, and electoral 

embarrassment are treated as the primary levers. 

The difficulty is that this theory of change is only partial. It underestimates the extent to which 

governments are constrained not merely by bad will, but by the strategic fear of moving ahead of rivals. In 

trade and climate policy alike, “level playing field” concerns are not marginal inventions; they are built 

into negotiations and policy design. 

This means NGOs often continue to demand ambitious national action without adequately addressing the 

structural reason governments resist it. They may dismiss competitiveness claims as excuses, and 

sometimes they are excuses. But excuses can still point to real constraints. If those constraints are 

systematic, then a strategy that does not try to remove them remains incomplete. 

The problem, then, is not that NGOs are wrong to demand strong action. It is that their campaigns risk 

relying too heavily on an image of politics in which moral pressure can reliably override systemic 

incentives. After decades of evidence to the contrary, that is no longer a sufficiently rational working 

assumption. 



Why NGO support for Simpol would be rational 

Once the coordination problem is seen clearly, the case for NGO support becomes straightforward. 

Supporting Simpol would not require organisations such as Greenpeace or Friends of the Earth to 

abandon protest, legal action, policy expertise, or issue-specific campaigning. It would require them only 

to add a structural demand to their existing agenda: not merely that governments adopt stronger policies, 

but that they commit themselves to a simultaneous international framework that makes those policies 

politically and economically viable. 

That would make their strategy more rational and compelling in several respects. It would align diagnosis 

with remedy; it would answer the competitiveness objection rather than merely denounce it; and it would 

connect public mobilisation to an electoral mechanism capable of changing the incentive structure itself. 

By contrast, to continue campaigning as though public pressure alone can repeatedly overcome structural 

coordination failures is to rely on an increasingly implausible theory of change. It is to keep demanding 

unilateral virtue from governments embedded in a system that penalises it. 

For NGOs, then, the question is not whether Simpol is guaranteed to work. No serious political strategy 

comes with guarantees. The relevant question is whether a movement that seeks rational, effective routes 

to major global change should exclude a proposal specifically designed to solve the coordination problem 

that conventional campaigning so often leaves untouched. 

Once framed in those terms, the answer is hard to avoid. NGOs may still decide that Simpol is insufficient, 

incomplete, or in need of modification. But simply ignoring it, while persisting with a model that assumes 

pressure can substitute for coordination, is the less rational course. 

A more coherent politics 

For citizens, the argument is simple. If global problems persist because states cannot safely act alone, then 

supporting a mechanism for acting together is more reasonable than dismissing such a mechanism as 

unrealistic. The low cost of support and the potentially high value of success make refusal difficult to 

justify on rational grounds. By supporting Simpol, you have nothing to lose and everything to gain. 

For NGOs, the logic is even stronger. Their own experience should already have taught them the limits of a 

strategy centred only on pressure within an unchanged framework of international competition. To 

integrate Simpol would not be to weaken their campaigns but to strengthen and complete them. It would 

mean moving from protest alone to protest plus a structural pathway by which governments could act 

together without being punished for doing so. 



That is why the real irrationality lies not in supporting Simpol, but in continuing to exclude it. If the 

obstacle is systemic, the response must be systemic too. 


