Copenhagen COP 15:  REDD, the global deal, and the crisis of multilateralism

Report by Peter Riggs, Ford Foundation

Now three days following the release of the ‘Copenhagen Accord’, we should take note of the following:

There was no binding agreement made at Copenhagen, but merely a process that mirrors the ‘pledge and review’ strategy approach pushed by the United States leading up to COP15.  Countries agreed only to take note of the Copenhagen Accord, something that has no legal weight whatsoever, no direct effect in terms of future negotiating tracks.

The REDD text has many fewer brackets (places where final wording of text must still be decided) than do the documents emerging from other negotiating tracks.  The REDD text got stronger as the COP progressed; REDD was unquestionably the beneficiary of the pressure for Copenhagen to deliver some good news.  But absent the pressure of that political moment, and in the absence of a binding agreement, there’s nothing to prevent Parties in subsequent (2010) negotiations from trying to weaken elements of the REDD text.  All victories should be viewed as provisional and in need of continual shoring up.

The way the final Copenhagen Accord was negotiated dealt a body blow to the ‘one nation one vote’ principle of the United Nations.  Team Obama squandered a significant portion of the political goodwill they’ve built up in the past year through their rhetorical break with Bush’s hostility toward multilateralism.  The high-handed ‘Green Room’ nature of the final negotiation; the Obama press conference done only with U.S. cleared-for-Air-Force-One reporters, not in the UNFCCC press center, and delayed for general release until the President’s plane was already on the tarmac; the fact that delegates from the majority of the world’s states only found out about the agreement from TV monitors in the Bella Center—made the whole thing feel a lot more like a WTO Ministerial with all the attendant arm-twisting and exclusionary processes than like any previous COP negotiation.   There will be greater, not less, distrust between North and South to overcome as we look ahead to COP 16.  This is perhaps the biggest tragedy of Copenhagen, and one wonders to what extent the Obama administration understands this. 

REDD in the Copenhagen Accord.    Tony La Vina, Chair of the REDD Working Group and hence of this negotiating track at COP15, did a very good job of moving the process along.  In fact, there’s probably a diplomacy ‘case study’ to be written about Tony’s work in the COP—how he made himself available to all parties, how he brought key delegations along, how he managed conflict.   At the end of the day, however, REDD isn’t a stand-alone agreement.  It needs to be read in conjunction with other outputs from the Adhoc Working Group on Long-term Cooperative Action (AWG-LCA)—namely the Mitigation Action and Financing negotiating tracks—as well as the overall Framework document, where still 50 – 75% of the text remained bracketed at the time of the final negotiations.  Those outputs weren’t forthcoming.  President Lula da Silva of Brazil remarked that Heads of States should never have to be in a position where they are negotiating this level of detail—but negotiators just couldn’t narrow the gaps prior to the start of the High Level Segment.  Also as a legal matter, the REDD text and other texts coming out of the AWG-LCA were never formally reported to the COP—a procedural fiasco.

Anyway, because of this complexity, the NGO press releases on REDD that I saw focused on what wasn’t tracking in the overall deal, rather than on shortcomings in the REDD text itself—and this is an important distinction that we all should bear in mind when talking about what did and did not happen re: REDD at Copenhagen.  

REDD is addressed in paragraph six of the Copenhagen Accord (reproduced here in full):

We recognize the crucial role of reducing emission from deforestation and forest degradation and the need to enhance removals of greenhouse gas emission by forests and agree on the need to provide positive incentives to such actions through the immediate establishment of a mechanism including REDD-plus, to enable the mobilization of financial resources from developed countries.

That’s all—merely aspirational with respect to mechanisms.  The progress made on REDD includes good language on monitoring, on indigenous peoples, and on protection of natural forests.  It will remain a struggle to get these issues addressed in national implementation of REDD programs.  Overall, REDD is positioned primarily as a mitigation and offsetting mechanism, with dangerous questions remaining about the scope and shape of the carbon markets REDD programs will respond to.  Much remains to be done on both forest and financial governance before anyone can feel comfortable that REDD+ will make a legitimate contribution to combating global warming.  The most interesting experiments in REDD right now are in Brazil, which at the federal level rejects offsetting (some of the states are working with California now on subfederal markets…), and there are some interesting examples coming out of the corporate social responsibility space.  More strategic focus is need on REDD finance proposals; World Bank etc. involvement in REDD and carbon-market design; and strengthening REDD program in which land tenure and community management of forests are at the center of the design process.

There was one area where attempts to mitigate land-based sources of emissions may have taken a step back.  This pertains to yet another track of the negotiations, the Kyoto Protocol track, in which the Europeans appear to have dropped their long-standing opposition to the extension of Clean Development Mechanism accounting rules to forestry projects.  If so, the safeguards present in the REDD text on conversion of natural forests may have been partly sidestepped.  A pessimistic reading of the situation suggests that the successful attempt to block a weakening of ‘forest conversion’ provisions in the AWG-LCA negotiating tracks has now resurfaced in the Kyoto Protocol track, and could provide a green light to offsetting through (eg.) the establishment of monoculture tree plantations. 

The Copenhagen Accord—Substance.   The accord tries to suggest that there’s operational text at work, but really this (in the language of international diplomacy) is just a ‘taking note of’ type of agreement, without any specific legal meaning and no binding obligations on Parties.  The good bits of the Accord include a continuation (with review) of the Kyoto Protocol and AWG-LCA negotiating tracks and a mention of the 1.5 degree target sought by AOSIS and the G77, as part of the 2015 review.  More important is to note what is NOT in the text:

No deadlines for negotiating a binding international agreement.  (Since, after all, that’s what was supposed to happen at Copenhagen…as was agreed at Bali!)

No 2020 or 2050 reduction targets, just ‘within two degrees’ language, and not very strong language at that.  No binding reduction commitments from Annex I parties.

Nothing on bunker fuels (shipping and aviation), which was supposedly, like REDD, another of the ‘low hanging fruit’ at Copenhagen.

The financing commitments are not binding.

The next official set of negotiations is 31 May – 11 June in Bonn, with COP 16 scheduled for November 8-19 in Mexico.  

The Copenhagen Accord—Process.    Various press reports have detailed the bizarre late-night ad-hoc negotiations between Team Obama and China, India, and South Africa, so I won’t reproduce that here.  (Some have reported Brazil’s presence in these talks, but Brazil was conspicuously absent from the short list of countries said to be responsible for having brought this U.S.-sought text into the COP.)    Let me just list four reactions that characterize southern-government sentiment toward this.  First is a comment from the Tuvalu delegation, who spoke of how insulting it was to find out only from Bella Center TV monitors that a global agreement in this UN Framework Convention had been reached.  Second is an excerpt from a Bolivian press release: 
If this is how world agreements will now be agreed, then it makes a nonsense of the UN and multilateralism.  

From the BBC blog:

The concluding sequence of this much-hyped summit has left many observers and national delegations stunned. Ministers and officials and scientists and campaigners and lobbyists who have dedicated huge swathes of the last year to making a tough deal happen watched aghast as Chinese and US leaders and their entourages flew in, took over the agenda and emerged with what was basically their own private deal, with leaders announcing it live on television before others realised it had happened. Does Copenhagen, then, mark not the beginning of a new global climate regime but the end of the vision of global, negotiated climate governance? 

And finally a comment by one Southern delegate:  “The Obama administration isn’t the Bush administration, that is true, but the United States is still the United States.” 

Financing from Copenhagen.   Provisions were made for a ramp-up in support between now and 2012, and then again between 2012 and 2020.  (See paragraphs 8-10.)  The Accord calls for $30B total between 2010 and 2012; and building on the welcome statement from Hillary Clinton, developed countries also committed “to a goal of mobilizing jointly USD 100 billion dollars a year by 2020 to address the needs of developing countries.”   The funding “will come from a wide variety of sources, public and private, bilateral and multilateral, including alternative sources of finance.”  This potentially includes and counts commitments made by developing country governments—hardly ‘new and additional finance’ in the understood context of the Bali Action Plan.  And there are no specific dollar targets for developed country governments.  

The World Development Movement quickly analyzed the two streams and my comments here crib from that analysis.  WDM claims that the $10B/year committed prior to 2012 actually consists entirely of preexisting aid commitments; is 50% loans; and more than half will be spent through the World Bank.  This contravenes the specific negotiating position of the G77, which seeks agreement on a text indicating that only money controlled by the UNFCCC, and managed by a partner that is not a multilateral development bank, should be counted as ‘new and additional’.  

With respect to the 2012-2020 funds, there is a call for the creation of a “Copenhagen Green Climate Fund” as an “operating entity of the financial mechanism of the Convention to support…activities in developing countries related to mitigation including REDD-plus…”  WDM notes that this $100B fund would include public monies of somewhere between $22 and $50 billion, from both rich and developing countries and that the majority therefore would come from private sources including offsetting mechanisms set up in carbon compliance markets.  Finally, it’s worth noting that this amount is still thought to be just 10% of what’s needed in the Global South annually to blunt the worst impacts of climate change.  Provisions related to how such funds would be accessed and controlled led Naomi Klein to wonder if we are seeing the rise of ‘Climate Structural Adjustment’—where funds would be dispersed only to those countries having adopted the ‘right’ set of market-friendly policies.
