Spotlights on the SDGs

SDG 13

Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts

The climate change battle in Paris: putting equity into action
BY MEENAKSHI R A MAN AND CHEE YOKE LING, THIRD WORLD NET WORK

Sustainable Development Goal 13 acknowledges

historical responsibility and capabilities. According-

that the United Nations Framework Convention on

ly, common but differentiated responsibilities and

Climate Change (UNFCCC) is the primary intergov-

respective capabilities (CBDR-RC) is the first principle

ernmental forum for negotiating the global response

in the UNFCCC (Article 3).

to climate change.
The Paris Agreement 2 adopted at the UNFCCC ConAs one of the three “Rio Conventions” that were

ference of Parties (COP 21) in December 2015 was the

forged in parallel with the Rio Declaration on Envi-

outcome of major battles on multiple issues. Between

ronment and Development and Agenda 21 in 1992,

developed and developing countries CBDR was a key

the UNFCCC gives legal form to the principle of equity

issue of contention as it was in the negotiations on

and common but differentiated responsibilities

the 2030 Agenda on Sustainable Development and the

(CBDR). Its objective is ambitious:

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

“(the) stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations

The Paris Agreement
operationalizes equity and CBDR

in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate
system (...) within a time frame sufficient to allow

The Agreement can be regarded as a legal manifesta-

ecosystems to adapt naturally to climate change, to

tion of the 2030 Agenda’s principles of universality,

ensure that food production is not threatened and to

equity and CBDR and is largely consistent with the

enable economic development to proceed in a sus-

SDGs.

tainable manner.” 1
The Agreement was opened for signature by Parties
Climate science today paints a more frightening pic-

at the UN headquarters in New York in April 2016 and

ture than in 1992, when the world’s political leaders

will enter into force upon ratification by at least 55

agreed on changes to production and consumption

Parties to the Convention, accounting for at least an

patterns, recognized the different levels of devel-

estimated 55 percent of total global greenhouse gas

opment among countries, and accepted the need for

(GHG) emissions. It is expected to come into effect

industrialized countries to take the lead in domestic

post-2020.

climate action and the provision of means of implementation to developing countries in light of their
2	For a detailed analysis of the Paris Agreement see
1

UNFCCC, Article 2.

http://twn.my/title2/climate/doc/Meenabriefingpaper.pdf.
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Civil Society Review of INDCs
The Paris Agreement does not

gases – an amount known as the

We assert that equity is not

include any reference to a global

‘global carbon budget’ – if we

something that every country can

carbon budget as a basis for tar-

wish to keep overall increases

decide for itself. It can be defined

gets and effort sharing. However,

beneath 1.5°C or even 2°C. The

and quantified in a robust, rig-

more than 110 governments put

science indicates we are reaching

orous, transparent and scientific

forward voluntary pledges in 2015

this limit very quickly, and may

manner that is anchored in the

in the form of Intended Nationally

even have exceeded it. Accepting

core principles of the UN Frame-

Determined Contributions (INDCs).

the Intergovernmental Panel on

work Convention on Climate

A report titled Fair Shares: A

Climate Change (IPCC) scenarios

Change, taking into account a

Civil Society Equity Review of

provide us with a global carbon

range of interpretations of these

INDCs was released in October

budget that will be consumed in

principles.

2015 that focused on the mitigation

10–20 years at current emissions

pledges of governments and how

levels. A commitment to keep at

these measure up to their respec-

least within this limited budget,

tive fair shares. It was endorsed

and to share the effort of doing

All countries must accept respon-

by an unprecedented diversity of

so equitably and fairly, is at the

sibility for meeting at least their

organizations and networks. What

heart of the international debate

fair share of the global effort

follows is the edited summary of

around climate change.

to tackle climate change. Some

this report.

Equity and Fair Shares

countries have much higher
As social movements, environ-

capacity to act than others, due to

Climate science paints a fright-

mental and development NGOs,

their higher income and wealth,

ening picture – one that shows

trade unions, faith and other civil

level of development and access to

that urgent and dramatic action

society groups, we jointly assessed

technologies. Some countries have

is needed to have any chance

the commitments that have been

already emitted a great deal for a

at stopping irreversible global

put on the table, seeking to iden-

long time, and thrive from the in-

warming. This urgency is not just

tify which countries are offering

frastructure and institutions they

about the planet and the environ-

to do their fair share, which need

have been able to set up because

ment; it is also about people, and

to do more, and present recom-

of this. The operationalization of

humanity’s capacity to secure

mendations on how to close the

equity and fair share must focus

safe and dignified lives for all.

emission reductions gap.

on historical responsibility and

The science is unambiguous: the

capacity, which directly corre-

next 10–15 years are critical if the

We concluded that addressing

spond to the core principles in the

most dangerous effects of climate

this gap in ambition can only be

UN climate convention of ‘com-

change are to be avoided.

done through significantly scaled

mon but differentiated responsi-

up cooperation among countries,

bilities – with respective capabil-

Today, the world is 0.85°C warmer

especially between developed

ities’ and the ‘right to sustainable

than pre-industrial levels, and

and developing countries. Equity

development’.

many people and ecosystems

and fairness matter to people’s

are already experiencing dev-

lives and are vital to unlocking

We have assessed countries’

astating impacts. Exceeding

cooperation. Only by embracing

INDCs by judging their commit-

1.5°C will entail unacceptable

equity can governments define

ments against their ‘fair share’ of

impacts for billions of people

a pathway towards scaled-up

the global mitigation effort (car-

and risk crossing irreversible

global cooperation and action to

bon budget) needed to maintain a

tipping points. We can only emit

secure dignified lives for all in a

minimal chance of keeping warm-

a finite amount of greenhouse

climate-safe world.

ing below 1.5°C, and a 66 percent
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chance of keeping it below 2°C.

Key Findings

Our assessment of fair shares uses

contribution towards its fair

an ‘equity range’, which takes into

Our fair share assessments of

account:

the submitted INDCs lead to the
following key findings:

❙❙ H istorical responsibility, i. e.,
contribution to climate change

❙❙ Russia: INDC represents zero
share
❙❙ Japan: INDC represents
about one tenth of its fair

❙❙ Together, the commitments

in terms of cumulative emis-

captured in INDCs will not

sions since an agreed date; and

keep temperatures below

share
❙❙ United States: INDC repre-

2°C, much less 1.5°C, above

sents about a fifth of its fair

❙❙ Capacity to take climate action,

pre-industrial levels. Even if

share

using national income over

all countries meet their INDC

what is needed to provide basic

commitments, the world is

living standards as the princi-

likely to warm by a devastating

resents just over a fifth of its

pal indicator.

3°C or more, with a significant

fair share

❙❙ European Union: INDC rep-

likelihood of tipping the global
Historical responsibility and

climate system into catastroph-

capacity have been weighted

ic runaway warming.

equally (50 / 50), which means that
each country has a unique fair

❙❙ T he majority of developing
countries have made mitigation pledges that exceed or

❙❙ T he current INDCs represent

broadly meet their fair share,

share that will change over time

substantially less than half

but they also have mitigation

as they increase their incomes

of the reduction in emissions

potential that exceeds their

and relative proportion of accu-

required by 2030. It must be

pledges and fair share – this

mulated emissions.

noted that this itself relates to a

includes Kenya, the Marshall

very risky carbon budget. For a

Islands, China, Indonesia and

Our ‘equity range’ uses historical

budget with a strong likelihood

India. Brazil’s INDC represents

responsibility start dates of 1850

of keeping warming below

slightly more than two thirds

and 1950, and capacity settings

1.5°C or 2°C, the current INDCs

of its fair share.

that are no lower than a devel-

would only meet a tiny fraction

opment threshold of US$ 7,500

of what is needed. This means

❙❙ T he fair shares of most devel-

per person per year, in order to

the fair shares presented here

oped countries are already

exclude the incomes of the poor

must be met. If anything,

exceeded within their borders,

from the calculation of national

countries need to exceed these

even with extremely ambi-

capacity. Our ‘equity range’ does

targets.

tious domestic actions. Thus in

not include a 1990 benchmark. The
large volume of historical emis-

addition to very deep domestic
❙❙ T he ambition of all major

reductions, the remainder

sions from which many countries

developed countries falls

of their fair shares must

benefited during the decades of

well short of their fair shares,

therefore be implemented by

unrestricted high-carbon develop-

which include not only domes-

enabling an equivalent amount

ment cannot be ignored from both

tic action but also international

of emissions reduction in

a moral and legal standpoint. Nev-

finance. Those with the stark-

developing countries through

ertheless, we have included com-

est gap between their climate

financing and other support.

parisons to a 1990 benchmark in

ambition and their fair shares

This accounts for almost half of

order to show that our key findings

include:

the reductions that need to take

apply even to such a benchmark.

place globally, which indicates
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Article 2.1 enhances implementation of the Convention, strengthening the global response to the threat
of climate change, in the context of sustainable
the need for a vast expansion

development and efforts to eradicate poverty. Parties

of international finance, tech-

agreed that this would include:

nology and capacity-building
support. This underscores the

“(a) Holding the increase in the global average

importance of a cooperative ap-

temperature to well below 2 °C above pre-industrial

proach between developed and

levels and pursuing efforts to limit the temperature

developing countries to enable

increase to 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels, recog-

scaled-up ambition.

nizing that this would significantly reduce the risks
and impacts of climate change;

❙❙ A lthough climate finance is
critical for developed countries

(b) Increasing the ability to adapt to the adverse im-

to deliver their fair shares,

pacts of climate change and foster climate resilience

there is a striking lack of

and low greenhouse gas emissions development, in a

clear commitments. Massively

manner that does not threaten food production; and

scaled-up international public
finance is required to support

(c) Making finance flows consistent with a pathway

developing countries’ efforts,

towards low greenhouse gas emissions and cli-

including finance to deliver the

mate-resilient development.”

conditional offers from developing countries. In addition,

A key issue throughout the negotiations was whether

significantly increased public

and how the principle of CBDR-RC will be operation-

climate finance is needed to

alized. While developed countries challenged the

meet the cost of adaptation,

principle itself, insisting that the Agreement reflect

and to cover loss and damage

the “evolving economic and emission trends” of

in developing countries, par-

countries in the post-2020 timeframe, developing

ticularly for the most vulner-

countries consistently argued that given the histor-

able.

ical emissions of developed countries, they should
continue to take the lead in emission reductions and
in helping developing countries with the provision of
finance, technology transfer and capacity-building as
agreed under the UNFCCC.
At the 2014 COP meeting in Lima, where CBDR-RC was
also hotly contested, Parties committed to reaching
an ambitious agreement in Paris that reflects the
principle of CBDR-RC, in light of different national
circumstances. This was the ‘landing-zone’ arrived
at with regard to the CBDR principle, following the
China-United States joint statement on emissions
that accordingly found its way into the Paris Agreement.
This gain for developing countries is captured in
Article 2.2 that states, “This Agreement will be implemented to reflect equity and the principle of common
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but differentiated responsibilities and respective

Developing countries also wanted the focus to be on

capabilities (CBDR-RC), in the light of different na-

adaptation and finance and to ensure that the global

tional circumstances.” It also means that developed

response is in “the context of sustainable develop-

countries can invoke their own national circum-

ment and efforts to eradicate poverty.”

3

stances.
Throughout the four years of work leading to the

Nationally Determined Contributions:
“Bottom-up” climate actions

Paris Agreement, the purpose itself remained contentious. Developing countries were adamant that it

The Agreement obligates all Parties “to undertake

must not “rewrite, replace or reinterpret the Conven-

and communicate ambitious efforts” through in-

tion.” The G77 and China, including its sub-groups

tended nationally determined contributions (INDCs).

especially the Like-minded Developing Countries and

These efforts “will represent a progression over time,

the African Group, consistently stressed that the pur-

while recognizing the need to support developing

pose of the Agreement is to enhance implementation

country Parties for the effective implementation of

of the Convention on mitigation, adaptation, finance,

this Agreement” (Article 3). This is fundamentally

technology transfer, capacity building, and transpar-

different from a science-based “top-down” approach

ency of action and support.

where an aggregate of GHG emissions reduction is
multilaterally determined, to be shared among devel-

Developed countries, on the other hand, appeared to

oped countries.

focus more on the ‘objective’ of the Agreement, which
was perceived by developing countries as a mitiga-

Developed countries had sought to make the Paris

tion-centric approach linked only to the temperature

Agreement mitigation-centric and to expand legal-

goal, with an attempt to weaken the link to the pro-

ly binding mitigation commitments to developing

visions and obligations of developed countries under

countries, especially emerging economies. Beginning

the Convention, especially on the means of imple-

at the 2009 COP in Copenhagen, the USA led the shift

mentation (finance, technology transfer and capac-

from a top-down approach to bottom-up nationally

ity building). Thus the reference to “enhancing the

determined actions. The Paris Agreement locks that

implementation of the Convention” is seen as another

in through Article 3 on INDCs. However, developing

gain for developing countries.

countries succeeded in making the scope of INDCs
comprehensive; thus Article 3 explicitly includes mit-

Although limiting temperature rise to well below

igation, adaptation, finance, technology development

2° C above pre-industrial levels was clear, reference

and transfer, capacity building, and a transparency

to efforts to limit the increase to 1.5° C is also seen as

framework for action and support.

a victory for developing countries, especially Small
Island Developing States (SIDS), Least Developed

Mitigation

Countries (LDCs), Africa and the countries of the
Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America

For the first time, developing countries have an inter-

(ALBA).

national obligation to take mitigation action, albeit
in a nationally determined way, and with means of
implementation provided by developed countries. By
contrast, the mitigation commitment of developed
countries is diluted compared to the UNFCCC and the

3	The first UNFCCC Principle (Article 3) states: “The Parties should
protect the climate system for the benefit of present and future
generations of humankind, on the basis of equity and in accordance with their common but differentiated responsibilities
and respective capabilities. Accordingly, the developed country

Kyoto Protocol. This came from a last minute replacement of ‘shall’ with ‘should’ regarding mitigation by
developed countries. At the ‘back room’ insistence
of the USA, the COP21 Presidency allowed this under

Parties should take the lead in combating climate change and

the guise of a technical correction during the final

the adverse effects thereof.”

plenary.
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The recognition in Article 4 on mitigation, that peak-

is parity between adaptation and mitigation and to

ing of greenhouse gases (GHGs) will take longer for

avoid having only a mitigation-centric goal linked to

developing countries, implicitly acknowledges the

the temperature goal.

principle of CBDR.
The result is Article 7.1 whereby Parties agreed to
However, the aim is to achieve a balance in the

“establish the global goal on adaptation of enhancing

second half of this century between emissions by

adaptive capacity, strengthening resilience and

sources and removals by sinks of GHGs; this is to be

reducing vulnerability to climate change, with a

on the basis of equity and in the context of sustaina-

view to contributing to sustainable development

ble development and efforts to eradicate poverty. The

and ensuring an adequate adaptation response in

notion of balance between emissions

the context of the temperature goal referred to in

by sources and removals by sinks of GHGs is not

Article 2.”

defined.

Loss and Damage
It is likely that various Parties will suggest ‘net zero
emissions’, given that a balance refers to the total net

One major victory for developing countries is the

(of human caused) emissions to the atmosphere being

anchoring of ‘loss and damage’ in a free-standing

zero. If this is how ‘balance’ is to be understood, it

Article 8, distinct from ‘adaptation’. (The term refers

would mean that by the second half of the century,

broadly to the entire range of damage and perma-

any ongoing emissions must be balanced by an equiv-

nent loss associated with climate change impacts in

alent level of sequestration.

developing countries that can no longer be avoided
through mitigation or adaptation.)

As the capacity of forests and other ecosystems to
sequester carbon is finite, this effectively means

This hard-fought achievement came at a price when a

bringing emissions as close to zero as possible.

deal was made behind closed doors in the final hours

Sectors that cannot be reduced to zero emissions

prior to the release of the draft agreement, namely

such as agriculture, will need to compensate through

the clause in paragraph 51 of the COP decision stating

sequestration. 4

that Parties agree “that Article 8 of the Agreement
does not involve or provide a basis for any liability or

Of concern is whether this notion of balance in

compensation.”

emissions and removals by sinks opens the door for
a form of geo-engineering known as carbon dioxide

According to several experts, the exclusionary

removal, if large-scale monoculture plantations or

clause in paragraph 51 does not preclude financial

bioenergy crops with carbon-capture and storage

resources from being allocated through the Financial

are used to remove significant volumes of carbon

Mechanism of the Convention and the Agreement

from the atmosphere. 5 This will indeed be a matter

for developing countries to seek funds to address the

of much debate in the coming years.

adverse impacts related to loss and damage.

Adaptation

Finance and Technology

Another battle in the climate negotiations was over

Prior to the adoption of the final Agreement, the

equal treatment between mitigation and adaptation.

thrust of the developed countries’ position on the

Developing countries had been pushing for a long-

issue of finance was to increase the scope of coun-

term goal or vision on adaptation to ensure that there

tries (to include developing countries) who should be
‘donors’ of climate finance by proposing such terms
as ‘all Parties in a position to do so’ should provide fi-

4	Cf. Dooley (2016).

nancial resources or that the mobilization of climate

5

finance is a ‘shared effort’ of all Parties.

Cf. ibid.
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In the final Agreement, however, developed countries

in the end Article 9(4) refers only to LDCs and SIDS –

are not absolved from their financial commitments

as does Target 13.b of SDG 13. 6

under the UNFCCC, and “shall provide financial
resources to assist developing country Parties with

In the technology negotiations, developing countries

respect to both mitigation and adaptation in continu-

submitted various proposals to enhance technolo-

ation of their existing obligations under the Conven-

gy development and transfer. Developed countries

tion.” In addition, “Parties are encouraged to provide

opposed these and only wanted a very weak outcome

or continue to provide such support voluntarily.”

relating to ‘technology cooperation’.

The inclusion of the figure of US$ 100 billion per year

The real value for developing countries in the final

as a floor did not make it into the Agreement because

Article 10 is the establishment of the technology

developed countries, in particular the USA, were

framework to provide guidance to the UNFCCC

against any quantified target on the scale of resourc-

Technology Mechanism to promote and facilitate

es in the Paris Agreement. Instead paragraph 53 of

enhanced action on technology development and

the accompanying COP21 decision states that:

transfer. One of the aspects for further work is “the
assessment of technologies that are ready for trans-

“(...) developed countries intend to continue their

fer” in the decision accompanying the Agreement. It

existing collective mobilization goal through 2025

is however silent on how such technologies will be

in the context of meaningful mitigation actions and

effectively transferred to developing countries.

transparency on implementation; prior to 2025 the
Conference of the Parties serving as the meeting of

The long-standing battle over intellectual property

the Parties to the Paris Agreement shall set a new col-

rights (IPR) continued, with strong opposition by

lective quantified goal from a floor of USD 100 billion

developed countries, in particular the USA, to even

per year, taking into account the needs and priorities

mentioning the word ‘IPRs’. Their opposition can be

of developing countries.”

explained in part by a letter from six major US industry lobbies 7 dated 18 February 2016 to US Senator

This goes further than SDG Target 13.a in terms of

Orrin Hatch, Chairman of the Senate Committee on

setting a future floor of over US$ 100 billion annually,

Finance, which stated:

SDG Target 13.a states that developed country parties
to the UNFCCC are to “implement” their commitment

“(...) In Paris, technical and IP experts from differ-

to mobilize jointly US$ 100 billion annually by 2020.

ent parts of the Administration worked together to
secure a final UNFCCC text that does not mention IP

Developed countries also sought to “integrate climate

and thus removes uncertainty that could have dis-

considerations” into “international development

couraged continued investments by U.S. companies in

assistance.” This was strongly resisted by developing

clean technology.

countries and the Agreement includes no mention of
international development assistance.
Which developing countries can be recipients of

6	Article 9(4): “The provision of scaled-up financial resources should
aim to achieve a balance between adaptation and mitigation,

finance under the Convention was another contested

taking into account country-driven strategies, and the priorities

issue. Developed countries tried to limit this to those

and needs of developing country Parties, especially those that are

“who are particularly vulnerable to the adverse

particularly vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change

impacts of climate change”, and are “capacity-constrained developing countries, least developed countries (LDCs), Small Island Developing States (SIDs) and
Africa”. Subsequently, developing countries failed
to agree on the need to explicitly mention not only
Africa but also other developing country regions, so

and have significant capacity constraints, such as the least developed countries and small island developing States, considering
the need for public and grant-based resources for adaptation.”
7	Biotechnology Innovation Organization, National Association of
Manufacturers, National Foreign Trade Council, Pharmaceutical
Research and Manufacturers of America, U.S. Chamber of Commerce, United States Council for International Business.
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“Significant challenges to IP still remain in the Paris

such as clearer targets on finance or a reference to

Agreement’s implementation and subsequent nego-

IPRs as a barrier to technology transfer. Some impor-

tiations – especially those related to the technology

tant developing country gains are:

development and transfer chapter. Nonetheless, we
are certain that the successful UNFCCC outcome on IP

❙❙ T he Paris Agreement is not mitigation-centric as

in Paris could not have been achieved without close

desired by developed countries, although in some

interagency cooperation and collaboration among

aspects mitigation does get pride of place;

the U.S. government’s technical and IP experts in
dialogue with business. This allowed the U.S. dele-

❙❙ Developing countries to a significant extent suc-

gation to develop and defend consistent negotiating

cessfully defended the Convention and stopped

positions (...).”

the plans of developed countries to drastically re-

8

write the Convention and negate its fundamental

Conclusion

principles;

Developing countries started the Paris talks with

❙❙ Differentiation between developed and develop-

some clear objectives and principles. While some

ing countries was retained in the main, although

aspects of these were diluted, their red lines were

weakened in some areas;

protected, though they did not get some key demands
❙❙ T he principle of equity and CBDR is stated in a
clause in Article 2 on the purpose of the Agree8	Cf. http://keionline.org/sites/default/files/Multi-Industry-Let-

ment, and was operationalized in some key provisions;

ter-on-UNHLP-2.18.16.pdf.

Targets for SDG 13 *
13.1 Strengthen resilience and adaptive capacity to

goal of mobilizing jointly $ 100 billion annually

climate-related hazards and natural disasters in

by 2020 from all sources to address the needs

all countries

of developing countries in the context of meaningful mitigation actions and transparency on

13.2 I ntegrate climate change measures into national
policies, strategies and planning

implementation and fully operationalize the
Green Climate Fund through its capitalization as
soon as possible

13.3 I mprove education, awareness-raising and
human and institutional capacity on climate

13.b P romote mechanisms for raising capacity for

change mitigation, adaptation, impact reduction

effective climate change-related planning and

and early warning

management in least developed countries and
small island developing States, including focus-

13.a I mplement the commitment undertaken by

ing on women, youth and local and marginalized

developed-country parties to the United Nations

communities

Framework Convention on Climate Change to a
* Acknowledging that the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
is the primary international, intergovernmental forum for negotiating the global response to climate change.
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❙❙ Sustainable development and poverty eradication

ambition level. International cooperation, however

provide the context of actions by developing coun-

inadequate and flawed, remains intact from which

tries in some key areas;

more cooperation can flow in future.

❙❙ Developed countries taking the lead in mitigation
and finance is in the Agreement;

The bottom-up approach enabling each country to
choose its “nationally determined contribution” with
presently very weak or even no compliance, was the

❙❙ A lthough the temperature goal is to limit temper-

only possible outcome, given that many governments

ature rise to well below 2° C from pre-industrial

(including the USA) were generally not ready or will-

levels, the reference to pursuing efforts to limit

ing or able to undertake legally binding targets.

temperature rise to below 1.5° C is significant.

9

It can be expected that developed countries will
It is true that the Paris Agreement also means that big

continue to pressure developing countries, especially

pressures will be put on developing countries, and es-

emerging economies, and also try to shift or avoid

pecially the emerging economies, to do much more on

their own obligations. Developing countries will need

their climate actions, including mitigation. But these

to invoke the overall context of what will make a low

enhanced actions need to be taken, given the crisis of

carbon pathway a reality – means of implementation

climate change that very seriously affect developing

plus adaptation, loss and damage, all in the context

countries themselves.

of sustainable development and poverty eradication.
They must also remain firm and united to ensure that

However, the Agreement fails to provide actions that

multilateralism shapes climate actions in the negotia-

fulfil the 2° C pathway, let alone 1.5° C. The emissions

tions and other processes ahead.

gap is very large between what countries in aggregate
should do and what they pledged to do in their INDCs
up to 2030 (see box) leading many commentators to
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