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Montreal to Glasgow — the Role of
the International Community for the
Past 30 Years of Climate Justice

ALEX LEMERY connects COP26 to past climate talks and the role of the
international community in solving the climate crisis.

ith the pressure of irreparable climate

damage ever-growing (IPCC 2021),

international efforts to continue on the
current trajectory of emissions reduction are tied
to a tight timeframe. Prospects of ‘climate crisis’
are predicated upon the ‘all but inevitable’ tipping
point of global temperature exceeding 2°C (above
pre-industrial levels) ‘beyond which dramatic,
albeit uncertain, effects on food production, water
resources, health, the environment and human
settlement are likely’ (Kallis 2018, 81). By firstly
examining pre-2000 international conferences,
particularly how the failure of the Kyoto
Protocol created a deadlock for the international
community to meaningfully further climate
justice (Durand 2012; Rosen 2015), this article
considers how the political changes at the turn of
the millennium instigated a new wave of climate
talks, with specific emphasis on the lessons of
the Paris Agreement. From Montreal to Glasgow,
international cooperation in combating climate
change is closely linked to distinguishing between
high- and low-emitting nations. As such, given the
centricity of a few high-emitting countries, chiefly
the United States (US) and China, climate talks
depend on a delicate balance between global goals,

the preservation of national interests, and trust.

Pre-2000

The Montreal Protocol, universally ratified

on 16 September 1987, brought the international

community together to confront the threat of the
rapidly deteriorating ozone layer (Velders et al.
2007). This problem, discovered in 1974 by Molina
and Rowland (2004), was primarily attributed to the
use of chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) as propellants
and coolants. In a case of great international
cooperation, only fourteen years elapsed between the
scientific discovery of CFCs’ adverse effects and an
international agreement being signed for their phase-
out (Rowland 1989).

The success of the Montreal Protocol was
due to its flexibility, the ready availability of a
technological solution, the problem’s high profile,
and its delineation between low- and high-emitting
nations. Moreover, the 1985 Vienna Convention
for the Protection of the Ozone Layer established
a common understanding of the issue of ozone
depletion, facilitating Montreal’s success. It
established the precedent of ‘States negotiat[ing] a
framework convention’ before ratifying international
protocols (Weiss 2009, 1). Technologically,
alternatives to CFCs (hydrochlorofluorocarbons,
HCFCs) were inexpensive to synthesise and endorsed
by the US chemical production industry (Beron,
Murdoch, and Vijverberg 2003). The economic
rationale was apparent: invest in HCFC production,
and eschew the costs of continued CFC use.

All CFC-emitting nations were divided
into ‘high-emitters’ and ‘low-emitters’, with a
differentiated plan of phase-out allocated to each
group. High-emitters adhered to a strict timeline

to phase out their CFC use, while low-emitters
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could delay their phase out by up to ten years.
Moreover, high-emitters established the Multilateral
Fund, ‘allow[ing] for universal participation

in the agreement and facilitated the process of
moving away from ozone-depleting substances in
developing countries’ (DeSombre 2000, 70). It was
crucial that all nations ratified this deal, otherwise,
CFC production could be relocated to unprohibited
countries, undermining the efficacy of the solution.
While the Protocol’s success could be attributed to
the convenience of a readily available alternative
rather than a shift in global mindset, the strategy

worked.

Following Montreal, nearing the end of a
century of international conflicts and a Cold
War, the imperative for worldwide cooperation in
facing the climate threat provided the impetus for
the meeting of 172 countries in Rio de Janeiro in
1992. The International Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) was formed in 1988 as global warming
ascended the list of international priorities (Bolin
2007; Keeble 1988). Following Vienna’s precedent,
the international community met to establish
a framework convention with the intention of
following with a protocol of global action (Weiss

2009). For the degenerating ozone, this was Vienna.
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For global warming, it was Rio de Janeiro.

The Rio Earth Summit opened a host of legally
binding agreements for signature, referred to as the
Rio Convention. The UN Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) established an
annual Conference of the Parties (COP) to face the
climate threat (Freestone 1994). Adopting a macro-
historical perspective, the international community’s
modus operandi for global cooperation was hitherto
characterised by iterative and insular problem-
solution interactions, rather than a holistic and
established global approach. Plans were proposed
at Rio; precedents were set. This international
cooperation demonstrates how, despite a history of
climate injustice, we were just beginning to look at
its solutions (Little 1995). Thus, the Summit was
criticised for failing to affect positive change on
long-standing issues central to climate justice, such
as poverty and pollution (Palmer 1992). Rio also

failed to offer solutions with sufficient common

ground to onboard high-emitting nations: William K.

Reilly, the Administrator of the US Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) at the time, admitted

that international community demands and US
imperatives were difficult to negotiate. This lack of
unity foreshadowed Kyoto’s greater disappointment
to come (Osborn and Bigg 2013).

The Kyoto Protocol, which sought to ensure
countries’ commitment to self-imposed but
internationally negotiated and legally binding
emission caps (UNFCCC 1997), failed because of
its rigidity, its rejection by the US on account of not
placing obligations on low-emitting nations, and,
specifically, for failing to place emission reduction
obligations on China. The framework was stringent,
regulatory, and top-down, leaving nations with little
autonomy. In an attempt to ameliorate the stringency
of the Protocol, Article 12 incorporated market
mechanisms, such as cap-and-trade carbon pricing,
as part of permissible strategies to achieve national
emission goals. These offered a degree of discretion
for how the strict targets of the Protocol could
be met (Copeland and Taylor 2005). Notably, the

novel Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) was
proposed to allow high-emitting (Annex 1) nations
to offset their emission reductions by investing in
low-emitting (non-Annex 1) nations’ sustainability
projects (Yadav 2021). This would effectively raise
the cap of permissible emissions in Annex 1 nations
while simultaneously providing the capital that
non-Annex 1 nations lacked to develop sustainably
without constraining their economies (Wilcoxen and
McKibbin 1999).

Nonetheless, it failed to win back the eroded faith
of the US on the grounds of insufficient obligations
for non-Annex 1 nations (O’Neill and Oppenheimer
2002). While the Kyoto Protocol followed
Montreal’s precedent of differentiating countries
by their emission contributions, Kyoto gave low-
emitters zero obligations, rather than delayed
obligations as in Montreal. The noncommitment
of non-Annex 1 nations, which afforded countries
like China no legal obligations, stalled US support
for the Protocol and climate action (Durand 2012).
The US and other ‘detractors of the protocol [...]
have cited their dissatisfaction at seeing China [...]
able to abide by the same emission standards as
Burkina Faso or Haiti’ (Durand 2012, 9). Ultimately,
Congress passed the Byrd-Hagel Resolution by an
overwhelming majority, prohibiting US participation
if the Protocol harmed its economy or failed to
include non-Annex 1 obligations—an admonition
that went unheeded, since the US did not sign the
Kyoto Protocol (Lisowski 2002). Subsequently, the
simple non-participation of the US debilitated the
international community’s efforts to address climate

injustice for the next decade.

Post-2000

The failure of Kyoto concluded the twentieth
century with little hope for climate justice. The
economic growth of developing countries had
accelerated rapidly, with China eclipsing the CO2
emissions of the US in 2007 to become the world’s

highest emitting country (Li et al. 2012; Nejat
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et al. 2015; Ma et al. 2019). The efficacy of the
entire international community was shackled to the
decisions of key high-emitting nations. Of the two
biggest greenhouse gas emitters, one did not sign the
Protocol and the other had zero obligations as a non-
Annex 1 country. The turn of the millennium brought
with it new pressures and a President promising

a new direction for the US (Brewer 2012). Bailey
(2019, 852) underscores that hope for climate justice
was foundational to Barack Obama’s successful
inauguration: ‘he had provided details of what

he wanted to do, Democrats controlled Congress

and opinion polls revealed high levels of public
knowledge and concern about the problem at the
time.” Anticipation was high in the lead up to 2009
for COP15 in Copenhagen.

Unfortunately, the agreements reached during
COP15 in Copenhagen proved to be a lesson in the
trade-off between effectiveness and participation.
While more nations ratified the Copenhagen Accord
than the Kyoto Protocol, it received widespread
criticism for being unambitious and insubstantial
(Vaughan and Adam 2009; The Financial Times
2009; The BBC 2009). The final document was
only two and a half pages of non-legally binding
statements demonstrating an understanding of
the scientific consensus that climate change is a
legitimate, nuanced threat, for which non-Annex
1 countries will require the support of Annex 1
countries (UNFCCC 2009). However, there were
incremental victories claimed at Copenhagen for
climate justice. Firstly, it established the crucial
scientific threshold that ‘the increase in global
temperature should be below 2 degrees Celsius’
in official writing (UNFCCC 2009, 1). Secondly,
as the low responsibility engendered widespread
ratification, it was an Accord to which both the US
and China could sign. Thirdly, Copenhagen set the
precedent for how climate targets are established to
this day: targets are domestically determined in a
voluntary manner, departing from Kyoto’s externally
negotiated method.

Following Copenhagen, the next COP of

significance convened in Paris in 2015. Before
COP21, in 2014, Obama conducted early climate
negotiations with Xi Jinping to ‘disentangle

the climate talks from their own geopolitical
tensions’ ahead of time (Prys-Hansen and Klenke
2021, 9). This resulted in Nationally Determined
Contributions (NDCs): non-legally binding but
public self-imposed targets. Both China and the US
announced commitments to new, stronger emission
goals, hoping that the social pressure of these public
agreements would enforce their upkeep and the
ambition demonstrated by the two leading emitters
would engender ambition at Paris. With almost 200
NDCs proclaimed by countries globally by the time
COP21 convened (Zhongming et al. 2021), these
hopes seemed increasingly founded. While the
Copenhagen Accord was signed by 80% of globally
emitting nations, NDCs were proposed by 97%
(Pricing Nature 2021), with many Contributions of

greater ambition than the Accord.

“There are no strict international
penalties for climate injustice (a
model that failed with Kyoto), and
the wide adoption of the NDCs
demonstrates the virality of the
US and China’s enthusiasm and
ambition.”

The US withdrew from the Paris Agreement
in 2020 under the Trump administration. Biden
re-entered in 2021. Crucially, the international
community’s engagement with climate action
is predicated upon trust. There are no strict
international penalties for climate injustice (a model
that failed with Kyoto), and the wide adoption of
the NDCs demonstrates the virality of the US and
China’s enthusiasm and ambition. The ‘failure
among industrialised states to uphold many previous
commitments,’” Prys-Hansen and Klenke (2021, 3)
argue, ‘has led to a significant lack of trust in the
negotiations.” The indecisiveness of the US to keep
its promises under the Paris Agreement sent a clear

message to the rest of the international community:
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the commitments of the US are valid until its next
Presidential election.

Paris provided much of the blueprint for
Glasgow’s COP26 intransigence. Another non-
legally binding agreement, the Glasgow Climate
Pact, was produced with pledges continuing the trend
of cutting CO2 emissions. While the pledges, if met,
would only limit global warming to ~2.4 ° C, this
continues the positive trend of steadily increasing
ambition for climate action as ‘Glasgow was the
largest UN climate conference ever, followed by
Paris in 2015 and Copenhagen in 2009’ (Michaelowa
2021, 302). For the first time in the history of
COP agreements, fossil fuels have finally been
specifically mentioned and the detriments of their
continued use are being framed evermore undeniably
to the international community (UNFCCC 2021, 3).

Crucial progress was made for standardising
international carbon market mechanisms, an idea
already proposed as part of CDM in the Kyoto
Protocol. Article 6 of the Paris Agreement was
drafted to clarify the rules of international market
mechanisms, and specifically to address the problem
of ‘double-counting’ in the CDM scheme of Annex
1 nations investing in non-Annex 1 sustainability
projects. This loophole would potentially allow
multiple countries to claim the credit of one
country’s emission reduction efforts, thus allowing
nations to pollute more than the system should
allow (McKee 2021). Despite the popularity and
widespread ratification of the Paris Agreement,
Article 6 did not reach a consensus among the
international community and so remained under
negotiation until COP26. The Glasgow Climate
Pact was published with a long-awaited resolution
(Kizzier 2021): new ‘corresponding adjustments’
will provide common rules for emission credit
counting going forward, inclusive of all ongoing
CDM projects. ‘Thus, stringent rules were combined
with lenient CDM transition’ (Michaelowa 2021, 7).

In conclusion, the Glasgow Climate Pact can
most aptly be criticised on the grounds of its

insufficient ambition, rather than of the soundness

of its proposals. This mirrors other conventions;
ambition is sacrificed for economic rationale,
flexible participation, and high- and low-emitting
national contexts. In the final moments of the
meeting, India and China edited the Pact’s wording
of a ‘carbon phase-out’ into a less stringent ‘phase-
down,” weakening a key resolution. Climate activist
figureheads such as Greta Thunberg have condemned
COP26 as ineffectual (Al Jazeera 2021). However,
environmental journalist David Roberts (2021b;
2021a) is quick to urge against despair: ultimately,
‘COP26 was a snapshot of a world moving to address
a crisis, agonisingly slowly but gathering speed [...]
there’s also nothing wrong with acknowledging and
celebrating the progress that’s been achieved.” While
the international community of governments may
not be the current custodians of climate justice, they
have an obligation and imperative to take up this
mantle of responsibility. On the road to Glasgow, we
made progress and lost it at a time when we can no

longer afford intransigence.
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