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Cancun Agreement: A Step in the Right Direction? 

 
Shakeel Ahmad Ramay 

 
 
Background 
 

The Bali summit of UNFCCC was a turning point for climate change negotiations after Kyoto 

Protocol. Countries recognized that inactions to combat climate change will increase the cost and 

losses to the planet. The difficulty of reaching a consensus among all countries during 

negotiations was realized at the outset of the Bali summit.  One of the major issues of contention 

was that of mitigation as developed countries persistently demanded that developing countries 

contribute in mitigation efforts. However, at end of Bali, the Bali Action Plan was formulated on 

which all countries agreed. It was also decided that negotiations will be built on the basis of the 

Bali Action Plan. The Bali Action Plan has four pillars; Finance, Technology Transfer, 

Adaptation and Mitigation. At the core of the agreement lay the recognition that standards of 

equity and a comprehensive shared vision will act as the guiding principles at future 

negotiations. It was also decided that at Copenhagen UNFCCC will reach at some decision. 

 

However, right after the Bali Summit differences become more evident and began widening 

amongst countries. Developed countries began employing different tactics to escape or at least 

delay actions stemming from their responsibility based on historical burden of emissions it. At 

the same time, developed countries started to ask developing countries to do more in terms of 

mitigation directly at the cost of national development and poverty alleviation programs. 

Emerging economies are among the prime target of all this debate and demands. Developing 

countries, including emerging economies, are more focused on adaptation due to their higher 

vulnerability to climate change. At the same time developing are offering to contribute in 

mitigation efforts but these commitments are conditional to the assistance from developed 

countries in the form of financial resources and technology.  

 

Copenhagen and Post Copenhagen 
 

Global leaders and climate activists reached Copenhagen with high hopes and ambitions. 

Unfortunately, Copenhagen could not deliver and the conclusion of the conference was marked 

with a lost hope for a quick and positive outcome to climate change. Delegates and civil society 

left Copenhagen in great distrust and hopelessness. Developed and some developing countries 

once again raised pointed questions on the seriousness and credibility of the system. The power 

game was at its best as power houses played their cards with great success at the negotiations.  It 

is an unfortunate reality that the biggest polluters of the world enjoy maximum power and do not 

have to bear the ramifications of calamities resulting from the increased pollution hence are not 

amongst the most vulnerable countries to face the climatic catastrophes. On the other hand, 

vulnerable countries are those which are small or negligible polluters but also relatively 

powerless. Emerging economies stand in the best position to safeguard the interests of small and 

powerless countries. However, they act against the interest of the developing, SIDS, LDC and 
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most vulnerable communities and countries. Copenhagen Accord was the best example of “Give 

and Take” among powerful players in the global arena.  

 

Despite the disappointing outcome of Copenhagen, vulnerable countries and civil society once 

again gathered courage and put their heart in further negotiations held throughout the year. 

Negotiation again started in 2010 with the hope to get expected results. Through out the year 

negotiation process continued with the hope to move in right direction. Despite the fact that 

Executive Secretary of UNFCCC seemed satisfied with the results of Tianjin meeting but other 

stakeholders did not seem to agree with Executive Secretary’s assessment of Tianjin meeting. 

Third World Network pointed out that there is unfathomable and acute division between 

polluters and small polluters on the emission reduction targets and commitments for future. The 

Earth News Bulletin has been concerned about the extent of success in Tianjin. International 

Centre for Trade and Sustainable Development marked the progress as negligible. 

 

Apart from the authenticity of Copenhagen Accord, negotiations in 2010 circled around two 

points of Copenhagen Accord i.e., finance and reduction in emission. During that period 

Secretary General of United Nations also established an Advisory Group on Finance (AGF). 

AGF was given the task to look into the possibility of acquiring funds of $100 billion from 

developed countries to support the developing, least developed and SIDS countries. Post 

Copenhagen struggles were marked by an attempt to shift and bring the focus of negotiations on 

the topics in the best interest of the developed countries. Evidence of the same is found when 

AGF suggested to bring Private Sector as major contributor to Financing whereas it can levy 

undue burden and weight on the private sector.  

 

BASIC countries met in Tianjin right after the UNFCCC meeting. BASIC countries called for an 

outcome at Cancun according to the Bali Action Plan, 2007. These were the same statements 

given by BASIC countries before going to Copenhagen where they formed a small group which 

negotiated the Accord. Although the BASIC countries formed a small group at Copenhagen, 

there are still a part of G-77 and China. BASIC countries later on repositioned themselves and 

asked for two track negotiations according to spirit of Bali Action Plan. BASIC countries’ role is 

very interesting; they are part of G-77 and China and also negotiate with developed countries at 

other forums e.g., bilateral, G-20 meeting, G-8 meeting etc, through which they are trying to 

return to the principles of the Bali Action Plan.  

  

Owing to its affiliation with G-77 and China, the role of BASIC countries has become more 

interesting even as it is marred by ambiguities. On one hand, the BASIC bloc is associated with 

the Copenhagen Accord and on the other hand it is conducting negotiations at other forums. It is 

harmful for both negotiations and developing countries as the US, one of the major polluters, is 

growing increasing impatient with the lengthy negotiations. Deputy special envoy of US 

Jonathon Pershing said "It may mean that we don't use this process (the UN negotiations) 

exclusively as the way to move forward." Artur Runge-Metzger, a negotiator with the European 

Commission is concerned about the outcome of Cancun. According to him failure in Cancun 

negotiations can jeopardize UNFCCC process. This is a continuation of deliberate efforts of the 

US and other major polluters who are pushing to negotiate with major emerging economies as a 
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separate group. The Copenhagen Accord was a major achievement of the US and developed 

countries however at the same time it dealt a severe blow to the entire UNFCCC process. China 

and the US have also exchanged very harsh judgments about each other’s efforts, which have 

further complicated the situation.  

 

In 2010, the world witnessed an intensification of the dynamics of the blame game as countries 

tried to hide behind each other, shifting responsibilities to others and simultaneously demanding 

rights without undertaking responsibilities. Every country tried to get maximum benefit without 

offering much. The role and stance of different Countries at UNFCCC is best example and form 

of Game Theory in practice. Every country is aware that there is no alternative to cooperation for 

combating challenges of climate change but still countries are not cooperating. Xiu Min Li China 

Program Director, Pacific Environment at Tianjin, asked the world to act like the citizens of 

planet rather than inhabitants of different countries.  

 

Cancun Agreement 
 

Cancun negotiations started with low hopes and less media hype. Countries at Cancun felt less 

pressurized by media and climate activists and were thus able to concentrate more on 

negotiations. Countries moved positively and Cancan negotiations ended with a mixed outcome. 

Countries decided and agreed to continue the negotiations, reaffirming the faith in the UNFCCC 

process which had been undermined following the Copenhagen negotiations. Chair of Sessions 

and Executive Secretary of UNFCCC hailed the outcome of Cancun and considered it a big 

achievement. Countries agreed on the establishment of the Green Fund, protection of rainforests, 

some structure of technology transfer, and below 2 degree temperature level before the industrial 

revolution. It is the first time that all countries have agreed on the 2 degree temperature limit. 

Furthermore, countries also recognized that the pledges made at Copenhagen are not enough to 

keep global temperature below 2 degree. Therefore, there is need to revisit commitments and 

voluntary actions of the parties in order for the t world to achieve the target of 2 degree limit at 

the end of 21st century. On this front Southern countries played a very positive and leading role.   

 

However, there are number of loopholes in Cancun agreement. The Green Fund has been created 

to help the poor and vulnerable countries pertaining to climate change. While the creation of this 

fund is indeed a good sign but there are no details available with regards to the source of the 

funding. Either these funds would be additional to the existing undertakings, if yes, then how it 

will be measured or it would be only diverting exercise of funds which are already available. In 

addition to that, the Green Fund will work under the Guidance and Not the Authority of 

UNFCCC. 

 

Pakistan played a very important and crucial role in the finance group. Pakistan put 

forward a proposal on financing climate change and G-77 and China adopted it and also 

UNFCCC process took it in process. Mr. Farrukh from Pakistan, is also chairing the 

Finance group and lead the negotiation in a commendable way. Decision was also reached 

on REDD+, it is very good that now the world has consensus over deforestation issue but the 
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most important issue regarding REDD+ still need to be answered. Financial resources or funding 

for REDD activities still need to be identified and finalized.  

 

Financing for Adaptation for most vulnerable countries was also decided and agreed at Cancun. 

This is a big move; developed countries for the first time showed seriousness towards adaptation 

and extended cooperation at UNFCCC. Adaptation for the first time got a high priority at 

UNFCCC. Again, here Pakistan played a very positive and leading role through the 

Adaptation Fund Board, as Pakistan is Chairing this Board. The dynamic leadership of 

Mr. Farrukh Iqbal Khan at Adaptation Fund Board was much appreciated. However, we 

will have to wait for the flow of funds for adaptation, as there is no established criterion yet to 

identify the most vulnerable countries. So, in the absence of agreed criteria money cannot be 

prioritized among the vulnerable countries.  

 

In Cancun agreement, a decision was also made to establish a Technology Mechanism, which 

consists of Technology Executive Committee and a Climate Technology Centre and Network. 

Cancun Agreement did not give any solution about Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) and the 

world has to wait for any decision on IPRs. It may take long time to decide on IPRs, as business 

community seems in no mood to waive off or give relaxation on IPRs.  

 

Apart from this success there are certain issues, which are still unresolved. The fate of the second 

commitment period of Kyoto Protocol (KP) has yet to be decided among the countries. An 

agreement pertaining to the second commitment period of KP has to reach urgently in spite of 

the opposition of notable developed countries namely Japan Russia, and Canada. Japan Russia, 

and Canada are strongly opposing the second commitment period and it is feared that as a final 

agreement is delayed, other developed countries might be encouraged to join the boat. Some 

developing countries and climate change activists see Cancun Agreement as a waiver for 

industrialized countries as it did not included mitigation under KP. Moreover, future legal and 

binding framework with regards to mitigation is missing and no time frame has been given to 

finalize it. Emission targets are very important to tackle the climate change. However, emission 

targets were not decided at the Cancun and it was deferred for future but at the same time some 

developed countries showed positive signs to move on the right track. EU seemed more 

concerned to reduce the GHG emissions and showed willingness to reduce emission up to 30 

percent.  

 

Cancun Agreement is a good achievement and provides a basis to move forward. However, at 

the same time some developing countries are not happy over the outcome achieved. These 

countries see Cancun Agreement as a compromise made by developing countries. Developed 

countries achieved much without giving much e.g., no second commitment period under KP etc. 

Bolivia strongly objected the outcome and asked the chair to rethink before declaring it as 

Consensus document. However, Bolivia’s concerns were only noted in the document and the 

Chair delivered the document as the Cancun Agreement. Later on, speaking to the press Pablo 

Solon, Bolivia’s chief negotiator said that we need more strict actions to combat climate change. 

He further said that we will pay the price of negligence in the form of Human Lives. Now 

Bolivia is thinking to challenge the Cancun in International Court of Justice, as according to 
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Bolivia, at Cancun the principal of consensus was ignored. Sudan also raised some questions on 

KP like other developing countries.  

 

Indian Environment Jairam Ramesh said that we were successful to secure the right of 

development in coming years by securing space for sustainable development for developing 

countries. Industrialized countries would be responsible for reduction in emission through 

Measurement, Reporting and Verification (MRV) and developing countries will only follow 

International Consultation and Analysis (ICA). Contrary to he claims of the Minister, Climate 

activists believe that there is very little movement on this front and what we have currently is not 

sufficient to combat climate change. Industrialized countries did not come forward with new 

pledges; the Cancun agreement just formalized the Copenhagen Accord’s pledges. Those pledges 

are 40 percent lower than the required efforts. UNEP recently published a report stating that 

these pledges only serve 60 percent of the purpose of limiting temperature increase. According to 

these pledges’ temperature will definitely reach or exceed the limit of 2 degree at the end of 21st 

century. 

 

Developed countries are very happy over the outcome and they have expressed it explicitly. The 

Prime Minister of Japan said, “This is very big step to bring China and USA into the main 

frame”. At the same time Japan is against the second commitment period under KP. Japan’s 

argument is based on the fact that two biggest emitters, USA and China, combined accounts for 

70% of the world emissions are not included. China being developing country is not part of it 

and USA never ratified it. David Cameron, the UK Prime Minister said’ “it is a very important 

step to tackle climate change” and assured his support to contribute in future to make it more 

successful. White house also issued a statement that echoed the same sentiments. 

 

On the positive side, Cancun Negotiation ended with something in hand which will be 

instrumental in reaching further agreements. The outcome was a welcome deviation from the 

disaster of Copenhagen Negotiations. The most interesting point of all the negotiations at Cancun 

was the leadership and willingness of the South to move forward. Southern countries also made a 

number of compromises to keep the negotiations alive with the hope to get good agreement at the 

end that will help to save the planet. However, we have to wait for details on every aspect of 

Cancun Agreement and proceedings in the coming years. We need to cover a long way to reach 

the destiny. Cancun Agreement is just a starting point in the right direction and we need to try to 

rebuild confidence which was shattered at Copenhagen. As Dr Graham, the spokesman of the 

Green Party said,” What Cancun has done is restore confidence in the negotiation machinery that 

last year’s Copenhagen experience left in tatters’. Optimism is good but we have to wait for the 

final outcome of Cancun, as it is said, the real devil hides in details not in statements. 


