
A Brief History of UNFCCC Negotiations 
 
 The international political response to climate change began with the adoption of the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 1992. It sets out a 
framework for action aimed at stabilizing atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse gases and 
whose ultimate objective is to avoid Òdangerous anthropogenic interferenceÓ with the climate 
system. The UNFCCC entered into force on 21 March 1994 and now has 194 parties. The large, 
two-week long annual meeting of the UNFCCC is referred to as the Conference of the Parties 
(COP). Each COP ends with a Òhigh-levelÓ segment involving intense negotiations between 
political leaders (most often Environment Ministers). Throughout the year, however, there are 
many smaller and shorter Òinter-sessionalÓ meetings that involve more technical negotiations 
without the direct guidance of political leaders.  
 

Kyoto Protocol 
 
 In December 1997, delegates at COP-3 in Kyoto, Japan, agreed to a Protocol to the 
UNFCCC that committed developed countries and countries in transition to a market economy to 
achieve emission reduction targets. These countries, known as Annex I parties, agreed to reduce 
their overall emissions of greenhouse gases by an average of 5.2% below 1990 levels between 
2008-2012 (the first commitment period), with specific targets varying country by country. It 
took then four more of years of technical negotiations concerning, for example, the rules for 
emissions accounting from forestry or international carbon trading before the Kyoto Protocol 
(KP) was Òoperational.Ó It was not until 2005, however, that the KP was ratified by a sufficient 
number of countriesÕ Parliaments to allow it to enter into force (with the US being the only 
developed country backing out of the agreement). The annual meeting of the parties to the KP is 
referred to as COP/MOP or CMP and take place as part of COP. 
 

Bali Action Plan 
 
 At COP-13 in Bali, Indonesia during 2007, the UNFCCC launched the Bali Action Plan 
(BAP) as a ÒroadmapÓ to guide the negotiating of the post-2012 climate treaty with a deadline of 
December 2009 at COP-15 in Copenhagen. The BAP set out five key building blocks or pillars 
that the post-2012 regime should address: 

- (1) Shared Vision: a long-term global emissions reduction target (2050) that is in line with 
science and will met in an equitable manner. 

- (2) Mitigation: short-term (2020) commitments by developed and developing countries, 
including international carbon trading and REDD+.  

- (3) Adaptation: to support those countries vulnerable to climate change 
- (4) Technology Transfer: to support mitigation and adaptation efforts. 
- (5) Financing: from developed countries to developing countries to support mitigation and 

adaptation efforts. 
 The BAP also established a specific negotiating track to achieve such: the Ad Hoc Working 
Group on Long-term Cooperative Action (AWG-LCA). The AWK-LCA negotiating track, 
however, partially conflicted with the already existing Ad Hoc Working Group on the Kyoto 
Protocol (AWK-KP) that was launched in 2005 at COP-11 in Montreal. It was tasked with 
considering the emissions reductions targets of only developed countries (except for the US) for 



next commitment period of the KP (after 2012).  
 

COP-15 in Copenhagen  
 
 Unfortunately, little progress was made in either negotiating track during the two years 
since the launch of BAP. Numerous disagreements on mitigation and financing commitments 
remained and questions arose concerning the legal architecture of post-2012 treaty. In the final 
months before COP-15, it became evident that there it was no longer possible for countries to 
agree upon a full treaty by the set deadline. In light of this, then- UNFCCC Executive Secretary 
Yvo De Boer stated that he hoped that Copenhagen would reach a political agreement on the 
fundamentals for the new treaty, a draft legal text, and strict timetable for negotiating the full 
details of the post-2012 treaty.  
 COP-15 took place in Copenhagen, Denmark in December 2009. Controversies concerning 
transparency and process played out during the meeting. Differences emerged on whether work 
should be carried out in a smaller, private ÒFriends of the ChairÓ format or in larger, open-contact 
groups. A proposal by the Danish COP Presidency to table two new texts reflecting the work 
done by the AWGs also caused divisions between developed and developing countries. The talks 
were at a deadlock before an historic 110 world leaders arrived for the ÒHigh-LevelÓ negotiations 
on the final few days. Many veteran observers feared that the talks would end in complete 
collapse and the momentum leading up to Copenhagen would never be regained. 
 In the final, chaotic hours of informal negotiations on Friday night, the US with Brazil, 
South Africa, India, and China countries drew up a new text: the Copenhagen Accord. It was 
THEN discussed and agreed upon by the heads of state from 28 countries (the ÒFriends of the 
ChairÓ) that included representatives from all the negotiating blocks and regions, as well those 
key countries responsible for majority of global emissions and those countries most vulnerable to 
climate change.  
 Before the Copenhagen Accord was tabled before the full COP plenary, Obama, 
unfortunately, had a press conference announcing that a Òmeaningful and unprecedentedÓ deal 
had been struck which had laid "the foundation for international action in the years to come" with 
Òan important first step.Ó Many country delegates first learnt of the Copenhagen Accord while 
seeing Obama on the conference centre TV screens and were astonished and upset, arguing that 
announcing an agreement in such a manner was not democratic or diplomatic.  
 Then, the closing COP plenary convened at 3:00 am Saturday morning in which Danish 
President Rasmussen requested that parties read the text, consult on it for one hour, and then 
return with a decision on whether or not they wanted to accept the proposal. While willing to 
admit that the outcome was far from perfect, most countries supported its adoption as a COP 
decision in order to operationalize it as a step towards ÒbetterÓ future agreement. Only six 
developing countries Ð Sudan, Nicaragua, Venezuela, Cuba, Bolivia, and Tuvalu Ð vociferously 
opposed adopting the Accord, both because of its weak content and the procedure by which it 
was reached which they characterized as being ÒundemocraticÓ and ÒuntransparentÓ. After 
informal consultations on the plenary floor, aided by the participation of Ban Ki-Moon, a 
compromise was reached and the parties agreed upon a decision whereby the COP Òtake notesÓ 
of the Copenhagen Accord. 
!


