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The Arrival of the Ministers: Spicing Up the 
Negotiations?

Building the Future 
Using a Recipe from 
the Past?  

The United Nations Conference on Climate 
Change (COP16) in Cancun provides the 
vivid spectacle of a colorful, curious crowd 
busy with their computers and cell phones, 
against a backdrop of palm trees, luxury 
hotels and meticulously maintained green 
lawns. A meeting place sprawling partially 
under the open skies in circus tents, guarded 
by the army and an impressive mass of 
security guards and logistics agents anxious 
to pamper the guests. Behind the decor, the 
world’s divides are very real and the 
negotiations are a clear reflection of the 
interplay between the interests of States and 
groups of States. One can but wonder if the 
outcome of a 15-day meeting of 20,000 
people might only make it possible to offset 
the additional carbon emissions generated by 
the meeting. The large number of subjects, 
tackled sometimes from the technical angle 
and sometimes from the financial angle, 
creates a degree of confusion. Already, the 
texts and provisions, either empty of all 
commitments or pushed back indefinitely, 
are generating the fear—to hear disillusioned 
negotiators speak—that Cancun will 
disappoint. Too bad for all those who hope 
for true consideration of the consequences 
of global warming, the measures to take, and 
the understanding of the collective interest  

 

that these measures would require, especially 
for the weakest.  

 

  

“Shared Vision” Contains the Word 
“Shared”  

Yet, out of a concern for better 
organization, the splitting up of work sites 
between negotiators, presenters, social 
movements and various forums does not 
favor the emergence of a spirit of sharing to 
rise to the challenges. The shared vision also 
calls into question the United Nations 
system for working on the impacts of 
climate change, a problem that affects 
everyone differently. Is the UN up to the 
task of safeguarding the common interests? 
Despite considerable efforts by the 
negotiators to make progress on the 
outcome, and despite the transparency 
saluted by the participants, dismay is 
sometimes felt. The efforts by the Mexican 
Presidency are getting out of breath. 
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Through conversations, we learn that the 
members of parliament from various 
horizons, including Europe, wonder about 
their role and their impact in a system that 
marginalizes them. More generally, the 
question that arises is that of all those—the 
most vulnerable populations, future 
generations—for whom we can wonder 
whether their interests are truly represented 
here. In substance, the lack of commitments 
and clarifications on the Kyoto Protocol, the 
REDD+ mechanism, adaptation and 
vulnerability to climate change end up 
creating a feeling of confusion and citizen 
expropriation. For the President of Mexico 
Felipe Calderon, “the only solution is the 
collective awareness of all citizens.” Vast 
and urgent efforts are needed... 

The Ministers Arrive... 

At the end of the first week of negotiations, 
the Parties were waiting for the publication 
of texts by the two chairs of the Ad Hoc 
Working Groups on Further Commitments 
for Annex I Parties under the Kyoto 
Protocol (AWG-KP) and on Long- 
Term Cooperative Action (AWG-LCA) to 
provide a status report on the discussions. 
The two documents, distributed over the 
weekend, were received politely but with 
mixed reactions. The technical negotiators 
had attempted to prune down the texts as 
much as possible before the ministers 
arrived. During the High Level Segment of 
the conference (Wednesday to Friday), the 
ministers should reach a compromise on the 
numerous points of disagreement. 

No Empty Shell! 

On adaptation, a subject presented as being 
somewhat “mature,” the anticipated 
progress has not materialized. The 
discussions on the creation of an adaptation 
committee continue. NGOs still fear that 
this institution might only be an empty shell 
without any operational functions in 
connection with the expectations and 
realities of the most vulnerable populations. 

Financing: Still and Always the Bone of 
Contention 

The rumors are unanimous: financing 
continues to define all progress in the 
negotiations. Following the publication of 
the document by the chair of the AWG-
LCA at the halfway point of the Conference, 
an informal paper was written by the 
facilitator of the contact group on financing, 
which the parties were still negotiating when 
the ministers arrived on Tuesday, December 
7. The main stake for NGOs is the official 
creation of a Green Fund and the 
establishment of an ad hoc committee under 
the authority of the Conference of the 
Parties in charge of defining the institutional 
arrangements for the next Conference 
(COP17). 

And for the Most Advanced... 

There have not been any new consultations 
on reducing emissions from deforestation 
and forest degradation and enhancing forest 
carbon stocks (the REDD+ mechanism) 
since the start of the second week. The 
negotiators seem to find that sufficient 
progress has been made on this subject for a 
compromise text to be presented to the 
ministers. However, the ministers will have 
to overcome a few stumbling blocks of 
major importance for developing country 
populations. In particular, they should 
reaffirm the need for ambitious safeguards 
when it comes to protecting biodiversity and 
the rights of forest and indigenous peoples, 
and maintain the national approach rather 
than the infra-national approach to avoid 
deforestation leakages within any given 
country. 
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At the Moon Palace, 
Agriculture Is Not in 
Orbit 

The agriculture negotiations have ground to a 
halt. Not because the blockages are 
insurmountable but, quite simply, because the 
subject does not concern many. At this stage, 
the overall document, prepared but not 
adopted in Copenhagen, has barely evolved, 
and at least two other texts, including the 
outcome of the Tianjin negotiations in 
October, could still replace it in Cancun. The 
primary recommendation in these texts is the 
same: create a work program under the the 
Subsidiary Body for Scientific and 
Technological Advice (SBSTA). A plan of 
action is not yet up for discussion. It will be 
discussed during the SBSTA meeting in June 
2011 to be examined and, we hope, validated 
at the COP17. Under the leadership of New 
Zealand, the delegates are wavering between a 
specific decision on agriculture or the more 
discrete inclusion of the subject in the general 
document by the ad hoc working group on 
long-term cooperative action (AWG-LCA). 
The negotiators themselves seem to have lost 
the will to fight.  

Texts and Pretexts  

While agriculture’s impact on climate change 
mitigation and food security have been 
confirmed, the inclusion of agriculture in the 
“adaptation” component is merely mentioned 
as “possible.” The invitation to submit content 
opinions for this work program has at this 
stage only been addressed to the Parties and 
not to the other technical and scientific actors 
involved (inter-governmental organizations, 
NGOs, etc.). A heavy silence therefore lays 
over the role of civil society, in flagrant 
contradiction with all UN resolutions and 
declarations. Curiously, despite the little 
progress on content, the preamble very 
precisely warns that possible mitigation 
measures in the field of agriculture must not 
be disguised restrictions on international free 
trade. For example, challenging the massive, 
long-distance transportation of large quantities 
of agricultural products and foodstuffs and the 
associated greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions is 
not envisaged. Food, including for the poorest, 
remains above all a vector for profit.  

 

 

Collective Blindness?  

According to the 4th report by the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), agriculture is responsible for 13.5% of 
direct GHG emissions worldwide, to which 
the emissions associated with changes in land 
use and deforestation (17.4%) are often added, 
making the combined total the largest source 
of overall emissions. What is more, the 
announced impacts of climate change in 
regions where food security is already a critical 
issue could easily cut harvests by 25% to 50% 
by 2020.  

Faced with such fecklessness, the question we 
can ask ourselves is most probably that of 
collective blindness, perhaps encouraged by 
the Cancun sun, that paralyzes common sense. 
This temporary loss of lucidity could easily 
have the consequence of further increasing 
food insecurity for millions of the poorest 
people, already affected by climate change. 
Agricultural systems in developing countries 
have not waited for the international 
negotiations to set up strategies to adapt to 
weather fluctuations and lower-carbon 
practices. Nevertheless, massive support for 
these agricultural systems is indispensable. 
Coordination SUD is persuaded that the lost 
time will only raise the collective price tag that 
will need to be paid sooner or later.  
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Closer to Local 
Concerns: the Climate 
and Development Days 

 

Organized by the International Institute for 
Environment and Development (IIED) and 
its partners, the Climate and Development Days 
bring together development practitioners every 
year at the halfway point between Conferences 
of the Parties to build bridges between global 
and local approaches. This year, adaptation 
and financing were at the center of the 
discussions.  

The relationship between development and 
adaptation was addressed directly and overtly: 
the two approaches are distinct but 
complementary and therefore require an 
integrated approach. The reflections on this 
subject are slowly solidifying and some issues 
remain to be resolved, in regard to both 
international negotiations and local initiatives: 
should development financing mechanisms be 
revised for adaptation? How should adaptation 
projects be monitored and assessed? How 
should vulnerability be defined and assessed?  

Make Every Individual a Potential 
Researcher 

The battery of conceptual terms pertaining to 
adaptation (resilience, adaptation capacity, 
disaster risk reduction, etc.) sometimes tended 
to lose its audience. However, these terms 
were able to be balanced by concrete examples 
and pragmatic approaches. The 
complementarity of scales of expertise, already 
proven by the United Nations,1 was re-stated. 
Lay expertise from experience must be 
showcased in response to territorial 

 

1  The “Millennium Ecosystem Assessment” Report 

transformations and the new risks associated 
with climate change, as a supplement to the 
overall approach taken by the IPCC. Solutions 
exist on the local level. They need to be 
identified and shared. Every individual is a 
potential “researcher” as long as he or she is 
given simple means to measure and report on 
accessible indicators (e.g. the number of trees 
on his or her plot of land).  

The Bangladesh Case  

Hassan Mahmoud, Bangladesh’s Minister of 
the Environment and Forests, reiterated that 
his country “was not one of the most 
vulnerable, but ‘the most vulnerable’.” 
Bangladesh has made considerable effort in 
recent years to improve its resilience in the 
face of weather hazards (floods, cyclones, etc.). 
There can be no doubt that this political 
determination was encouraged by the support 
it received from figures such as Saleemul Huq2 
from the IIED, and from institutions such as 
the UK Department for International 
Development (DFID) or even MetOffice‘s 
Hadley Center. These instances of cooperation 
and the role of local governance deserve to be 
studied. Many of the least developed countries 
(LDCs) are not yet able to determine their 
level of vulnerability, elaborate appropriate 
solutions, or absorb international adaptation 
funds. 
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2  Senior Fellow at the International Institute for 
Environment and Development, and lead author of 
several chapters in the IPCC’s third and fourth 
reports. 


