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The talks in Bonn were part of the lead-up to the 21st Conference of the Parties to the UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), scheduled for November in Paris. 
Governments have been working towards a new agreement which is to be legally binding for 
all Parties. In February this year they contributed inputs to a ninety page negotiating text 
which was the focus in Bonn. Further meetings are to be held in August and October. 

The draft material addresses action to reduce global greenhouse emissions beyond 2020 
and to adapt to climate change. It covers financial and technological support between 
countries for mitigation (emission reduction) and adaptation. It also addresses financial 
support for people and communities who have suffered ‘loss and damage’ because of 
climate change. And it provides for monitoring, review and verification of national actions 
under the Convention. 

The text contains options in square brackets for each of its many clauses. Each version is 
preferred by one country, or group of countries. In one paragraph in the section on 
adaptation there are thirteen options. 

The UNFCCC, adopted at the 1992 Rio Earth Summit, commits its signatories to preventing 
‘dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system’. Governments have agreed 
that global warming must not exceed 2°C, although some countries vulnerable to climate 
impacts are insisting on 1.5°C. In any case greenhouse gas emissions must fall sharply, 
approaching zero around the middle of this century. Governments have been setting out 
their intended contributions towards the global goal but proposals so far would cut emissions 
at about half the rate that is really needed. 

Although there is frustration at the slow pace of the negotiations, regular observers found the 
atmosphere much more positive than in previous rounds. A lack of trust has permeated the 
process. Normally one might have expected the UNFCCC Secretariat or negotiation co-
chairs to streamline the negotiating text, making it easier for the governments to make 
decisions together. But in the past, chairs have sometimes forced through decisions, 
overruling dissenting countries. There has been suspicion that views will not be taken into 
account, and some countries are arguing for greater formality in the UNFCCC’s decision-
making rules. 

The co-chairs this time adopted a new approach – assigning pairs of facilitators to hold 
discussions on each section of the text. With hundreds of delegates working on these 
sections on-screen, little progress was made. In some instances it was possible to reduce 
the number of words – in others new material was added. But by the end of the meeting 
negotiators agreed to entrust the co-chairs with producing a streamlined document for their 
next round of talks in August. 

The talks began, and ended, with everything for Paris still up in the air. Among the biggest 
questions are whether the new agreement will stick with a 2°C warming limit or aim for 
1.5°C,  whether countries will try to cut emissions fast enough, and how fairness will be 
achieved in their commitments. Ideally there would be provision to achieve faster cuts if new 
science shows they are needed. There are also financial questions: will industrialised 
countries commit sufficient funds to support developing countries in their mitigation and 
adaptation efforts? And who will pay for ‘loss and damage’, and how? 

There is a huge tangle of interests. Perhaps the central block to real progress has been that 
world leaders are afraid to abandon fossil fuels. There are many reasons for this, including 
the industry role in political funding, the close social connection between government and 
business elites, a belief that economic growth depends on fossil fuels, and a real fear that 



the changes will be unpopular with electorates. That fear is well-founded: remember the 
backlash in Britain when the newly elected Labour government promised a continuing 
increase in road fuel duty? And we have a real ongoing debate about home energy prices, 
fracking and support for renewables and nuclear power. 

Climate change is the ultimate collective challenge. Everyone is responsible to some degree; 
everyone is part of the solution. 

Much of the tension in the negotiations relates to the sharing of responsibility – for historical 
emissions, for future reductions, and for the costs of mitigation, adaptation and damage 
compensation. Industrialised country delegates want to avoid any framework that makes 
them legally responsible for the damages caused by their historical emissions. As rich 
countries delay emission reductions, developing countries – especially those with large coal 
and oil reserves – see global emission constraints shutting off their path to economic growth. 

On current emission trends the world is heading for warming of at least 4°C this century, 
while evidence is growing that a 2°C rise would still be dangerous. The 0.8°C warming that 
has already occurred has increased extreme weather, cost lives, wrecked harvests and 
made people homeless. Climate change has been blamed for political instability in the 
Middle East and for some of the growth in international migration.  

We can expect worse. New Scientist (13 June) reviewed studies of melting ice sheets to 
estimate that warming so far has committed the world to five metres of sea level rise in the 
coming centuries. We will soon be committed to twenty metres unless emission reductions 
are deeper and faster than current commitments. 

And yet, nothing is certain. Renewable energy is rapidly out-competing fossil fuels. And 
people’s attitudes and behaviour globally could transform as the impacts of climate change 
become more evident. 

Climate negotiators have little flexibility. Their positions are set at home, hemmed in by the 
priorities and interests that shape any government’s policies. Yet politicians can show 
leadership and shift the framing of the debate. Outside the negotiations we heard about the 
G7 commitment to phase out fossil fuels by the end of the century. This week’s papal 
encyclical promises to pose a forthright moral challenge to the way fossil fuel interests prop 
up the world’s economic and political powers. 

I met delegates in Bonn who have been working on the negotiations since the 1990s. This 
community of dialogue about climate change may seem to make glacial progress, but it 
keeps channels of communication open and it is slowly working out some of the complex 
issues. It is the focal point of a conversation about transforming our civilisation, so it is not 
surprising that conflicts are visible. Meanwhile there is a growing sense of hope, and even 
some love and compassion visible just beneath the surface. Above all there is faith. Perhaps 
that is what we need most. 


