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A high-level intergovernmental summit on tackling anthropogenic climate change 
was held in Paris under the auspices of the United Nations last December. The 
purpose of the much-anticipated event was to work out a practical plan to curb 
future greenhouse gas emissions, as well as to provide assistance for countries 
to adapt to existing climatic changes. In many respects, the outcome of the Paris 
summit is a typical case of high expectations colliding headfirst with political 
reality. Although the contents of the final deal are somewhat abstract and difficult 
to enforce, the adoption of the text itself demonstrates a reinvigorated global 
commitment to dealing with the pressing issue of global warming. This study aims 
to explore the context and contents of the recent agreement, and to evaluate its 
potential consequences.

The Paris summit (officially the 21st Conference of the Parties to the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change) was organised as part of a 
series of intergovernmental talks held annually since 1992. Over the course of the 
past two decades, some major milestones have been achieved on the road to global 
climate change action. One of the most memorable events was the adoption of 
the Kyoto Protocol in 1997, the first major international treaty on combating global 
warming. The Kyoto Protocol set forth emissions reduction targets for developed 
economies, but is generally considered a disappointment (i.e. the United States 
signed, yet never ratified the document). There were high hopes for another 
breakthrough at the Copenhagen summit in 2009, but the conference eventually 
broke down and only a watered-down, non-enforceable political statement was 
released. The lessons of Kyoto and Copenhagen clearly demonstrated that global 
political leaders are unlikely to commit to a legally binding deal. These failures led 
many to believe that the multilateral channels of dealing with global warming had 
reached a dead-end. As a result, a shift to a bilateral track could be witnessed, 
best exemplified by the deal struck between China and the United States in 2014, 
whereby both countries made major pledges to reduce their respective greenhouse 
gas emissions. Consequently, the Paris talks were seen as a “make or break” 
moment for the consensus-based UN process.

A Long And Winding RoAd to PARis

Why is it so difficult to strike an agreement, despite an almost unanimous 
consensus on the existence and potential dangers of anthropogenic 
climate change? The answer is manifold. One possible scientific reason 

is the uncertainty over the severity and geographic spread of global warming. 
Scientists have warned that a 2°C rise in average global temperatures may be 
considered a threshold for irreversible climatic changes (and for the triggering of 
various climate feedback mechanisms exacerbating existing problems). Although 
the Earth has already warmed approximately 1°C compared to pre-industrial levels, 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/4269921.stm
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it is very difficult to pinpoint linear trends on an annual basis; this often gives rise 
to political attempts to downplay the scale of the problem, and thus hinders global 
efforts at reaching an all-encompassing climate agreement.

Another major obstacle to forging such a deal is not so much scientific as it is 
political, and lies in the divides between national positions. One of the major fault 
lines runs between “rich” and “poor” countries. Developed nations’ rise was due to 
a large extent to their reliance on fossil fuels, and they therefore arguably bear a 
historic responsibility for emissions. Developing countries often assert their right to 
development (or – to be more precise – their right to growth based on fossil fuel use) 
to lift billions out of poverty. These conflicting positions are not merely questions of 
principle, but of finance as well, raising the issue of who will, should or can pay for 
the costs of climate change, including mitigation, research and development (R&D) 
in alternative energy technologies, the transition to renewable sources, adaptation 
costs, the consequences of climate-induced migration, etc. All this also leads to an 
economic debate over whether it would be possible for developing countries to step 
onto a growth trajectory that is less energy-intensive than the previous examples 
(i.e. the West historically, or China over the past decades).

the PARis AgReement

It is against this backdrop that the recent intergovernmental climate summit was 
held in the French capital between 30 November and 11 December 2015. The 
event attracted heavy media scrutiny, and over 40,000 participants – including 

representatives of governments, international organisations, NGOs, businesspeople, 
lobbyists, environmental groups, scientists, journalists, etc. – took part. Generally 
speaking, the Paris conference was clearly a success compared to the 2009 
Copenhagen fiasco, as a deal was finally struck, although with some significant 
shortcomings.

The major points of the Paris Agreement can be summarised as follows:
• A commitment to halting the rise of average global temperatures below 2°C 

compared to the pre-industrial era, and attempts to limit it to just 1.5°C.
• Curbing greenhouse gas emissions to a level that can be naturally absorbed 

by the environment until the second half of the century.
• Introducing five-year periodic reviews of national pledges and action plans 

to fighting climate change.
• Providing climate finance to help developing countries adapt to anthropogenic 

global warming and to transition to renewable energy (amounting to 
approximately 100 billion US dollars per annum until 2020).

Overall, the rather ambitious contents of the Paris Agreement reflect a desire 
on behalf of the majority of the international community to finally strike a deal on 

http://www.vox.com/2015/12/14/10105422/paris-climate-deal-history
http://www.vox.com/2015/12/14/10105422/paris-climate-deal-history
http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2015/cop21/eng/l09r01.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/13/world/europe/climate-change-accord-paris.html?_r=0
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climate change. The Paris Agreement is fundamentally different from the 1997 Kyoto 
Protocol in its bottom-up approach: it does not prescribe any overarching goals to 
keep global warming below 2°C, but rather calls upon states to make individual 
commitments to this cause. As such, it is not a binding international agreement, 
but is made up of an aggregate of so-called “intended nationally determined 
contributions”. These pledges differ greatly in nature, ranging from raising the share 
of renewables in domestic energy mixes, to curbing emissions, investing in R&D 
activities, increasing energy efficiency, etc. Although this lack of enforceability may 
be interpreted as a weakness of the Paris Agreement, it may actually prove to be 
more politically acceptable and flexible. Another novelty of this recent deal is that 
even developing economies are now compelled to halt their emission growth.

Assessing the outcome

Clearly the deal reached in Paris last December has both benefits and 
drawbacks. Some of the positives actually have more to do with the changing 
global landscape of energy markets and the global economy than with 

the contents of the agreement itself. One of the fundamental shifts is that there 
seems to be less of a trade-off between curbing greenhouse gas emissions and 
simultaneously achieving economic growth. 2014 was the first year on record when 
economic growth occurred without an elevation of emission levels. As a result, the 
traditional “growth vs going green” dilemma of climate negotiations may now be 
superseded. Second, the cost of renewable energy technologies is dropping quickly 
and steadily, with solar and wind power becoming increasingly economical even 
without state subsidies. Furthermore, the global abundance of natural gas suggests 
the future may be cleaner than one that relies predominantly on just crude oil and 
coal. International sentiment toward environmental issues is also shifting, and the 
avid public interest in COP21 is a testimony to this.

As for the drawbacks, the most blatant problem lies in the fact that only certain 
parts of the Paris Agreement are legally binding (i.e. the national pledges are voluntary 
in nature), resulting in a lack of legal accountability. Nonetheless, some mechanisms 
are in place to ensure compliance, such as a higher degree of transparency through 
periodic national progress reports held every five years. In addition, industry experts 
have warned that even in the best-case scenario envisioned by the contents of the 
Paris deal, actual global warming would already amount to as much as 2.7°C–3.0°C.

Doubts also abound regarding the consequences of the agreement. It is yet 
unclear whether specific CO2 emissions reduction targets will be formulated in the 
near future. Another question is if the power of public pressure and the increasing 
clout of the grassroots climate justice movement will be enough to pressurize 
governments and energy companies into complying with national pledges. Despite 
the generally positive reaction to the global deal, so far there has been much talk – 

http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/dec/13/paris-climate-deal-cop-diplomacy-developing-united-nations
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/dec/13/paris-climate-deal-cop-diplomacy-developing-united-nations
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but relatively little action. Furthermore, the expected divestment away from fossil 
fuels raises the issue of whether investors will reorient their assets to renewables 
and R&D in alternative technologies, or exit from the energy business altogether. 
The effect of the agreement on global energy markets is also disputed, with some 
arguing it will result in more decentralised systems or perhaps a greater push 
towards energy efficiency measures. The next step in the multilateral UN climate 
change negotiation process will be the Morocco summit scheduled for November 
2016.

concLusion

In conclusion, the Paris Agreement can be interpreted in both a positive and a 
negative light. Some feel it is a watershed moment in global climate change 
mitigation efforts, and the salvation of the UN process itself, demonstrating that 

although consensual decision-making may be a painstakingly slow process, it can 
deliver much more equitable and legitimate outcomes. Pessimists, on the other 
hand, are likely to argue that the current deal does not truly achieve much, as it 
is neither legally binding nor politically/economically enforceable. An alternative 
interpretation, however, lies in the notion that the Paris Agreement should not 
necessarily be judged purely based on its contents and wording, but in its message. 
In this sense, the most promising attributes of the Paris deal are not the specific 
individual pledges themselves, but the spirit of cooperation they engender. As such, 
the agreement sends an important (albeit largely symbolic) message to politics, 
business and civil society alike. Paris is not the end of the journey, but an important 
step along the road.


