
 

1 

 

The Cancun Conference: Rebuilding Trust
 
The United Nations Climate Change 
Conference opened Monday, November 29, in 
Cancun, Mexico. Will this new rendezvous be a 
repeat of Copenhagen, or will it surf the 
positive waves sent out by the international 
biodiversity summit in Nagoya at the end of 
October? 
After the Copenhagen failure, the year 2010 
was devoted to rebuilding trust, a task that 
Mexico, the country hosting the conference, 
has actively tackled by proposing a transparent 
and ambitious working program. The outcome 
of the year was the so-called “low-hanging 
fruit”—proposals on the decisions that should 
be adopted here in Cancun, according to the 
expectations expressed by many countries. 
While the displayed determination to reach 
decisions facilitating such actions is real, 
roadblocks remain as to the participation by 
major economies (including the United States) 
and emerging countries in the climate efforts.   
There are still many challenges to be overcome 
by multilateralism. Although seriously shaken 
by the Copenhagen upset, multilateralism must 
remain the favored path to fighting climate 
change.   
 

Realities in the Field at 
the Heart of the 
Negotiations 

The Climate Emergency: New Alarm 
Bells Ringing   
Outside conference centers, the year 2010 was 
a repeated expression of the climate 
emergency: floods in Pakistan, drought in 
Russia, and devastating hurricanes in the 
Caribbean, etc., all with dramatic human 
consequences. These events rang out like a 
stern warning and reminder of the urgency of 
taking immediate action to meet the needs of 
the most vulnerable populations. During the 
opening session, developing countries, with 
Africa and the group of small island states in 
the lead, insisted on their imperative need to 
see Cancun produce “useful” results. The 
climate emergency is real, and States, territories 
and populations expect clear, positive signals 
from the international community. It is a 
matter of survival for hundreds of millions of 
people, and a condition for a favorable 
outcome to the Cancun Summit.  

Moving from Rhetoric to Action 
Progress was made on several topics in 2010: 
adaptation to climate change, the mechanism 
for reducing emissions from deforestation and 
forest degradation and increasing forest carbon 
stocks (REDD +), technology transfer, and the 
establishment of a new Green Climate Fund. 
According to Patricia Espinosa, Mexico’s 
Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs and Chair 
of the Conference, sector-based decisions are 
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crucial to saving the legitimacy of the UN 
framework and making concrete commitments.  

Uncertainty remains, however, as to how to 
integrate these sectoral decisions in the 
balanced package that many countries have 
raised their voices to demand. For the Chair of 
the Convention’s Ad Hoc Working Group on 
Long-Term Cooperative Action (AWG-LCA)1, 
Cancun must conclude with a single decision 
on an overall package. Behind the scenes, some 
are already pointing to the risk that “all or 
nothing” strategies could emerge and that, 
ultimately, the “low-hanging fruit” will not be 
harvested if the major economies are unable to 
agree on their contributions to the efforts to 
fight climate change.  

 

Major Economies 
Ready for Battle  
Ending the Duel Between China and 
the United States 
Advance with or without the United States and 
China, who together account for 40% of global 
greenhouse gas emissions? This is, in 
substance, the question raised at the opening of 
the Conference. In Copenhagen, the 
divergences between these two countries were 
a major factor in the standoff during the final 
hours of the negotiations. In 2010, we hoped 
to see encouraging signals from the United 
States that could have come from the adoption 

 

1 In Bali, in 2007, the Conference of the Parties 
organized the climate negotiations along two main 
paths: that the road of the Kyoto Protocol and that 
the road of Long-term Cooperative Action under the 
Convention. 

of a climate bill. Yet, this prospect is becoming 
less and less likely. In addition, China recently 
announced that it would not budge as long as 
the United States had not committed. How can 
this the deadlock be broken? 
 
A Bumpy Road 
The first path already exists but must be 
extended: it is called the “Kyoto Protocol,” the 
only legally binding instrument on the climate, 
to which most developed countries have 
committed themselves (with the exception of 
the United States). Developing countries have, 
since Bali, continuously reiterated that a second 
commitment period for the Protocol must be 
defined beyond 2012. The European Union 
has finally heard this message. In Cancun, it is 
ready to move forward on a second period for 
the Protocol, provided that its environmental 
integrity is improved and that an agreement 
including the major emitters is found under the 
Convention. But other heavyweights from the 
developed world such as Japan, Canada and 
Australia do not agree. They continue to 
demand the definition of a legally binding 
global instrument in the framework of the 
Convention. In other words, emerging 
countries (China, India, Brazil, South Africa, 
etc.) and the United States must also commit, 
and the Kyoto Protocol no longer serves a 
purpose.   

Possible Compromises?  
Even though the road is fraught with pitfalls, it 
is not entirely blocked. One must hope that the 
determination of the Chair of the COP, along 
with that of the two Ad Hoc Working Groups 
on Long-Term Cooperative Action 
(Convention) and the Kyoto Protocol, makes it 
possible to identify potential compromises on 
two key issues: developed countries’ 
commitments and mitigation measures to be 
taken by developing countries on the one hand, 
and transparency in implementing these 
commitments and measures on the other.   

Multi-Lateralism 
Acclaimed 
Will the Cancun conference make it 
possible to restore credibility in the 
multilateral process?  
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This question is at the heart of the 
negotiations. Cancun must show that the 
climate negotiations under the auspices of the 
United Nations conference are the only 
possible path to a shared response to climate 
change.  
A few countries cannot make decisions for the 
rest of the world. During the opening session, 
did we not hear that “it is not conceivable that 
a group of countries, or even one single 
country, block progress in the negotiations”? 
The international community as a whole is 
called on to measure its responsibility: the 
solution will be found in a future regime in 
which solidarity is mandatory.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Cancun Credo 
Transparency and respect for the principles of 
equity and shared and differentiated 
responsibility are the keys that must guide the 
negotiations. “Never again” what happened in 
Copenhagen where a small group of countries 
met at the negotiating table to elaborate the 
Copenhagen agreement... At the opening of the 
conference, developing countries—like Papua 
New Guinea, India and Bolivia—expressed 
their determination to move forward in this 
multilateral framework in a concrete manner 
respecting the need for consensus. But how, 
then, can one combine multilateralism with 
effective decision-making? How can one 
prevent the need for consensus from being 
turned into the right to veto? One must hope 
that the many informal consultations 
conducted by Mexico throughout the year 2010 
bear fruit and push proposals toward an 
ambitious consensus. 
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