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s in Kyoto three years earlier, after weeks of
acrimonious debate, the climate negotiations at
The Hague in November 2000 culminated in
the need for a compromlse between Europe andaUS.- .
"lled coahtxon in the ‘wee. mormng hours of the final day e -




Tensions at COP-6 could be discerned along
virtually every line of intersection: between
‘Europe and the rest of the developed world,

between developed and developing world gov-
~_ernments, within the developing world, within -
L the European Umon (EU), between the execu-

ive andvleglslatxve branches in th Umted

use carbon “sinks,” such as forests and agri-
cultural soils, which absorb carbon dioxide, to
offset their emissions. I Another was over the
extent to. which-nations would be requlred to’

1mp1ement domestlc action to meet’ reductlon o
~ goals instead of seekmg credits for emissions

reductlons achleved abroad Contro ers: Smf
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tions that would enable countries to meet their emissions reduc-
tions at lower cost, while the Europeans supported strict rules
that would guarantee significant domestic cuts in fossil fuel
consumption—a goal they believed to be more in keeping with
the essence of climate policy. In spite of last-minute efforts, the
gap was simply too pronounced, and nations decided to let the
talks fail and then reconvene in Bonn in mid-2001 to sift
through the pieces and decide how to proceed.

From Rio to Kyoto

The Framework Convention on Climate Change (FCCC),
agreed to in 1992 at the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro and
quickly ratified by almost every nation in the world, committed
signatories to stabilizing greenhouse gas concentrations “at a

level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference
with the climate system.” Developed nations also agreed to
“take the lead” in combating climate change by assuming a vol-
untary aim to return national emissions in 2000 to 1990 levels
and by offering to provide some financial support to develop-
ing countries.?

In one sense, any agreement to stabilize concentrations is a
remarkably ambitious, long-term undertaking. Stabilizing
atmospheric concentrations would require not only slowing or
freezing global emissions but reversing trends until global
emissions begin to decline sharply. The most commonly cited
stabilization scenario—550 parts per million of carbon dioxide
or roughly a doubling of pre-industrial levels-—would require
dramatic cuts in emissions to between 60 and 80 percent of cur-
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rent levels by 2100. By contrast, carbon emissions in the devel-
oped world have been growing at a rate of roughly 1 percent
per year during the 1990s and are expected to continue at these
rates absent significant domestic action. Further, growth rates
in the developing world, which have been increasing by 4.5
percent annually, are expected to slow only slightly between
1997 and 2020 to 3 percent.* However, the goal of stabilizing
concentrations does not require nations to reduce emissions
now or at any specific date in the future; that is, less aggressive
reduction programs in the near-term can be traded off against a
presumed commitment to steeper reductions in the future.’

The real question facing nations in the wake of the Rio Sum-
mit was what first steps would be taken to move the global
economy onto a less carbon-intensive path. Since Rio, many
alternative approaches have been proposed, ranging from tech-
nology strategies that focus primarily on advanced clean ener-
gy alternatives to adaptation strategies that emphasize pre-
paredness for climate-related disasters and compensation for
those populations most likely to be severely affected by climate
change.® The success of the sulfur dioxide trading program
under the 1990 U.S. Clean Air Act Amendments led to propos-
als for emissions trading systems at the national and multina-
tional level.” Even more ambitious was a proposal to create a
“sky trust” that would redistribute the proceeds from the rev-
enues generated by auctioning off carbon permits to meet an
emissions target.®

Instead, in the period between Rio and Kyoto, the climate
negotiators took the most straightforward path—but perhaps
the one that predestined the resulting accord for failure. Meet-
ing in the first conference of parties (COP-1) in Berlin in 1995,
after enough countries had ratified the FCCC for it to come into
force, participants decided to continue toward the goal set out
in the voluntary aim taken at Rio to return emissions to histor-
ical levels by endeavoring to create a legally binding instru-
ment that called for comparable emissions reductions below
the base year of 1990. The United States and Japan, the nations
that had been the most reluctant to embrace such an approach
early in the negotiations, eventually acquiesced. From the
beginning, acceptance of these legally binding constraints was
contingent upon allowing some flexibility in the manner by
which those targets could be achieved. At COP-2 in Geneva,
Tim Wirth, then U.S. Undersecretary of State, fecommended
“that future negotiations focus on an agreement that sets a real-
istic, verifiable and binding medium-term emissions target . . .
met through maximum flexibility in the selection of imple-
mentation measures.”

The failures and successes in meeting the voluntary aim
should, perhaps, have signaled the true level of commitment by
developed country governments and the inherent problems of a

‘target based on historical emissions levels (1990 for both Rio

and Kyoto).!° Since 1990, each nation had followed a different
trajectory in its pattern of energy consumption and economic
growth, and therefore national trends in greenhouse gas emis-
sions were far more dependent on macroeconomic growth than
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on climate policy per se. Success was governed not by ambitious
national programs but rather by luck: Russia met its target
through economic collapse; Germany met its target because of
the fall of the Berlin Wall and the subsequent reintegration of
East Germany; and Great Britain met its target through the dis-
covery of North Sea oil and natural gas, the changeover from
coal to gas-fired electric power, and the defeat of the coal-mining
unions. By contrast, the Nether-
lands, which has perhaps the
most ambitious domestic cli-
mate program, came nowhere
near its Rio target.!!

If the basic notion of the
Kyoto Protocol was to extend
the commitments made at the
Rio summit by implementing
similar cuts from historical
emissions levels, then it should
have seemed even more prob-
lematic that the largest emitter,
the United States, appeared
less prepared to undertake seri-
ous action. Prior to Kyoto, in
July 1997, the U.S. Senate
unanimously passed the Byrd-
Hagel resolution, a non-bind-
ing resolution demanding that
any climate agreement be con-
tingent upon the participation
of developing countries and
result in minimal harmful
effects on the U.S. economy.!?
Moreover, many U.S. legisla-
tors were notably skeptical of
the validity of climate science
that had already been accepted
without question in the rest of
the developed world."> The United States had already exceeded
its 1990 targets by 10 percent at the time of COP-3 in Kyoto in
1997," and President Bill Clinton’s administration was con-
stantly fighting to maintain congressional funding even for the
voluntary programs designed to encourage energy efficiency
through subsidies and education. These programs were consis-
tently underfunded and have produced only minor reductions in
carbon emissions."

In contrast to the relatively minor actions taken throughout the
1990s by developed nations, many hoped that the binding com-
mitments agreed to in Kyoto would produce far more effective
domestic regulatory action. In spite of national differences,
agreement in Kyoto was facilitated on a number of fronts. Raul
Estrada, the Argentine chair of the proceedings, had the benefit of
having led frequent meetings over the two—year period between
the conferences in Berlin and Kyoto. The rapport he had devel-
oped allowed him to use humor, a quick gavel, and a good sense
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With so many
contentious, unresolved

issues remaining

between the
United States and
Europe, the
need for negotiations
with developing
countries at times
appeared as an
afterthought.

of pacing to advance proceedings. When it came to the final
political tradeoffs, Vice President Al Gore flew to Kyoto in the
last hours to ensure that some sort of agreement emerged; the
Japanese were unwilling to scuttle any agreement held in their
ancient capital; and the British deputy prime minister, John
Prescott, who also happened to be the chief environment minis-
ter, had the job of negotiating with the United States and its
allies. Moreover, although
Kyoto did assign numbers to
the overall commitment, an
agreement was possible only
because none of the details of
how to achieve these numbers
were specified. The text on the
appropriate balance between
domestic and external mea-
sures simply stated that the
various flexibility mechanisms
would be “supplemental to
domestic actions,” and the arti-
cles on sinks offered the per-
verse possibility that forest
companies could be rewarded
for clearing plantations and
replanting, a clearly untenable
result. Thus, the fundamental
differences between the United
States and Europe over the
extent to which sinks or trading
could be used were left await-
ing resolution.

With so many contentious,
unresoived issues remaining
between the United States and
Europe, the need for negotia-
tions with developing coun-
tries at times appeared as an
afterthought, even though emissions are growing most rapidly
in the developing world. The Byrd-Hagel resolution, however,
placed developing country participation center-stage and thus
forced the Clinton administration, including the president him-
self, to plead with and cajole nearly every developing country
to assume some sort of commitment to reduce emissions.
Because they started from much lower levels of development
(and emissions per capita), many developing countries were
loath to assume anything resembling binding commitments in
the short- to medium-term; however, most of them did fulfill
their obligations under the FCCC (with financial support from
the developed world) by creating emissions inventories and
developing the institutions and technologies essential to imple-
ment climate control programs.

Although some developing countries, such as the small island
states, supported the strongest possible agreement and others,
such as the oil-exporting nations, sought to obstruct the pro-
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ceedings, most remained ambivalent to greater involvement in
the climate regime. Key nations, such as India and China, were
attracted by the possibility of the transfer of more advanced tech-
nologies and financial and technical support for domestic efforts
to reduce local pollution, though they were concemned with the
implications for national sovereignty, economic development,
and by the hint of what some referred to as “eco-imperialism.”'¢
Though developing countries sought to speak with one voice
through the group of 77 (G-77)
and did a remarkable job consid-
ering their divergent interests, by
the time of the final debate over
emissions trading held at Kyoto,
the divisions among developing
countries were evident.”” At The
Hague, these differences would
only multiply.

From Kyoto to The Hague

The disparate negotiating po-
sitions taken by the nations at
Kyoto and later at The Hague
reflected differences over the .
anticipated material gains from
alternative formulations of the
agreement, but they also were
reinforced by deeper divisions in
political agendas in both domes-
tic and foreign affairs, in nation-
al cultures, in the level of media
attention devoted to the question,
in the consensus (or lack thereof)

- regarding the costs of reducing
emissions domestically, and over the perceived severity of the
potential threat from global warming. All of these factors fueled
differences in beliefs regarding the economic and political costs
of measures to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases and the
faimess of any particular approach. Unlike the United States,
where climate change receives scant attention when describing
or explaining extreme weather, virtually every extreme weather
event in Europe is related back to climate change. Deeply con-
sumed by their own internal priorities, nations seemed as if they
were negotiating with studied indifference to the internal divi-
sions that governed the national positions of others. The begin-
nings of the difficulties that lay ahead for the negotiations could
be seen a year later at COP-4 in Buenos Aires, when the task of
rearranging the elements of the protocol into an action plan
turned into a very contentious and ill-humored two-week
marathon.'® In addition, changes in domestic political align-
ments boded ill for agreement. First, consider Europe: Since
Kyoto, a new Red-Green government had come to power in
Germany, and whereas the more pragmatic (or “realo”) leader of
the Greens, Joschka Fischer, had been named foreign minister,
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The disparate
negotiating positions
taken by the
nations at Kyoto
and later at
The Hague were

reinforced by deeper

divisions in
political agendas.

Germany was represented at the ministerial meetings from
Buenos Aires to The Hague by Jurgen Trittin, the environment
minister from the more fundamentalist wing of the party. Unlike
Kyoto, where the British spoke on behalf of the EU, at the time
of The Hague meeting, the rotating presidency had fallen to
France, which was led by Dominique Voynet, the Green Party
Environment Minister (with strong backing of President
Jacques Chirac). As such, the lead negotiators for the two
nations that have often been
described as “Europe’s engine”
were keenly interested in main-
taining the strongest possible
position, even if it meant sacri-
ficing the flexibility needed for
reaching agreement with the
United States and the umbrella
group. Though the Europeans
arrived with a unified position,
they had spent many contentious
meetings prior to The Hague
meeting in debate over burden-
sharing and their willingness to
accept the inclusion of flexibili-
ty. Within the EU, differing
views were held concerning the
absolute necessity of U.S. partic-
ipation in the Kyoto regime. The
more conciliatory Dutch and
British argued adamantly for
U.S. inclusion, while the French
and the Germans remained for
the most part silent on this point.
Even more remarkable, though,
was the willingness for contin-
ued pursuit of tough domestic actions in spite of the fuel
protests that had plagued Europe throughout the summer.
Another unimagined complication that loomed over the talks
at The Hague was the unresolved presidential race in the Unit-
ed States. Though the first issue of Eco, the daily newsletter
published by major environmental groups in attendance at
COP-6, urged negotiators to “Ignore Florida,”*® the uncertain-
ty over the presidential race did influence the process in odd
ways. Aware of the potential complications presented by a
change in administrations, the U.S. negotiators had argued in
vain at COP-5 in Bonn in late 1999 to delay COP-6 until the
new year so that an agreement could be negotiated by the
administration that would have to sell it to a skeptical U.S. Sen-
ate. The awkwardness for the administration’s negotiating team
stemmed from the almost complete lack of attention given to
the negotiation by the incoming administration and the media.
A victorious Gore might well have arrived in The Hague to
“save” the negotiations in a manner similar to that orchestrated
in Kyoto. By contrast, George W. Bush, who was seen as the
likely victor by the time COP-6 was concluding, could have
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sent his emissaries to indicate his continued opposition to the
agreement negotiated at Kyoto, had he been a clear victor on 7
November. Instead, both Gore and Bush were hunkered down
with their legal advisors and, perhaps more importantly, the
U.S. media was focused almost exclusively on the drama in
Florida. During the meeting at Kyoto, the mainstream U.S.
media had briefly spotlighted a significant number of climate
change-related stories. In the long shadow of Florida, no simi-
lar opportunity for media coverage would be replayed.

The departing Clinton administration did have a clear interest
in an agreement that might offer a legacy and possibly saddle an

incoming Bush administration with a diplomatic dilemma. The .

disadvantage, from the narrow perspective of reaching an agree-
ment, was that many in the administration recognized that the
use of the sizable contribution from forests and agricultural
soils to offset U.S. emissions might prove attractive in the Sen-
ate, where forest and farm states hold a disproportionate num-
ber of votes.?® Thus, the U.S negotiators realized that every con-
cession made, though bringing them closer to agreement with
the Buropeans and the developing countries, moved them fur-
ther from a document that even remotely met the Senate’s con-
ditions for ratification.

In spite of all this, was failure at The Hague inevitable?
Remarkably, no. In the wee morning hours of the final day,
Britain’s Prescott felt he had won concessions from the United
States, most notably an agreement to leave sinks out of the
CDM.?! Many in the French delegation clearly wanted an
agreement at Kyoto, because it had been one of the priorities of
their turn at the EU presidency. The British and Dutch, who
were more inclined to see the virtues of trading, had voiced sup-
port for reaching agreement, particularly with the incumbent
U.S. administration, which they believed to be more coopera-
tive. Ultimately, the French and German environment ministers,
both Green party members who have had to make compromis-
es on a whole host of other issues in government, were unwill-
ing to make further concessions to the “profligate” United
States on an issue they held dear.

The choice to adjourn COP-6 and reconvene in mid-2001
also revealed the fissures in the international environmental
community. European-dominated groups, such as Greenpeace
and the World Wide Fund for Nature, quickly blamed the
umbrella group and their demands for flexibility—which had
been described by these nongovernmental organizations as
“loopholes.” By contrast, U.S.-based groups, such as Environ-
mental Defense and National Environmental Trust, were more
sympathetic to market mechanisms and sensitive to the possible
resistance of a likely Bush administration to go even as far as
the Clinton administration had been willing to in seeking com-
promise with the Europeans and the developing countries.

Though the divisions between Europe and the umbrella group
dominated the media coverage and most of the negotiations at
COP-6, there was little basis for assuming that if the EU and
umbrella group had somehow arrived at a compromise, the
developing world would happily have gone along. As part of the
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compromise proposal put forward by the conference chairman,
Jan Pronk, an adaptation fund was to be created specifically to
meet the needs of the small island states and the least devel-
oped countries, and a general convention fund was to be creat-
ed, amounting to an additional $1 billion per year that had
already been pledged through the Global Environmental Facili-
ty. Though the head of G-77, the Nigerian Environment Min-
ister, Sani Zango Daura, considered the compromise to be
unacceptable, offering no fair basis for agreement,? it is not

clear that his views were shared by the entire G-77, which had
many internal divisions.

Korea and Mexico joined with Switzerland to form an “Envi-
ronmental Integrity Group” in the hopes that cohesion would
prevent their marginalization. The former Soviet Union and its
satellites split into two groups—the Central Group 11 (Central
and Eastern Europe), which generally supported the EU, and
Russia, the Ukraine, and the CAC-M (Central Asia, Caucasus
and Moldova), which usually sided with the umbrella group.
China and India were slightly less aggressive than they had
been in Kyoto, although Nigeria, as chair of G-77, did engage
in long, scathing attacks on developed country tactics and
ethics. But while seeking to speak with one voice, divisions
could be found even among sub-groups within the G-77. The
least developed countries joined the small island states in seek-
ing adaptation funds and as a moral voice for action, but
Bangladesh, which is often cited for its vulnerability to flood-
ing and typhoons, had not even signed the Kyoto Protocol. The
Saudis sought to slow the process, while the Iranians offered
constructive suggestions. Even forested Latin American coun-
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tries frequently found themselves at odds. For example, Bolivia
and Costa Rica, who supported significant use of forests and
conservation activities in the CDM, were strongly opposed by
Brazil.? Tronically, the tentative compromise that removed the
option to obtain credits for sinks from CDM was bound to
antagonize those forest-rich developing countries that had been
the most ardent supporters of the international climate regime
within the developing world. How these divisions may have
affected the outcome remains unclear. Perhaps these simmering
divisions would have come to the forefront if the United States
and the European Union had reached an agreement and then
turned to negotiate more serious- ‘
ly with the developing nations,
but that time never arrived.

Some would argue

Aftermath

The failure resulted in feel-
ings of acrimony—at least with-
in Europe—where the media
devoted many reports both dur-
ing and after the conference to
explaining the causes of failure.
Many observers instinctively
blamed the United States for its
wasteful ways and for its stub-
born insistence upon the inclu-
sion of carbon sinks. Those who
focused on the last few hours of
the conference and the demise
of the tentative deal laid the
blame on the unwillingness of
French and German Greens to
compromise, or the British or
Pronk for moving too far in the
direction of the U.S. position.
Prescott had stormed out of the
Congress Center claiming that he had been “gutted” and accus-
ing Voynet of having been too tired to understand the final com-
promise. In turn, Voynet accused Prescott of grandstanding and
machismo.?* Although within a few days Prescott spoke more
positively of French leadership, a clear side benefit of the con-
ference for the deputy leader of the British government was the
opportunity to position New Labour, for the consumption of his
domestic audience, on the same side as the United States
against extremist forces within the EU. In the United States,
senators who had never much cared for the Kyoto process and
who still voiced skepticism at the science behind global warm-
ing, nevertheless blamed the Clinton administration for having
surrendered too much to the Europeans on carbon sinks and
ﬂexibility mechanisms. :

A final effort to revive the tentative EU-umbrella group
agreement before the Clinton administration left office was
held in Ottawa a few weeks after The Hague talks ended. By
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that developed countries

should have met a
decade earlier and
after an agreement had
been reached,
incorporated the
developing world into
the regime.

moving outside of the UN process, key developed countries
hoped to resolve some of their larger differences. If the Ottawa
talks had been positive in tone or content, a ministerial-level
meeting in Oslo the following week would have sought to
finalize a deal at least within the developed world. Instead,
both European and U.S. negotiators accused each other of
pulling back from positions already agreed to at The Hague,
and once again negotiations ground to a halt.” Some would
argue that if developed countries had ever been serious about
reaching agreement, they should have met among themselves a
decade earlier and then later, only after an agreement had been
reached, incorporated the devel-
oping world into the regime.
Because no agreement could be
reached even among the devel-
oped nations, developing coun-
tries might properly have won-
dered why they were being
pressured to make concessions
and negotiate with developed-
country partners who were in a
stalemate themselves.

Perhaps the simplest explana-
tion for the failure at The Hague
was presciently offered by a
senior official in Japan’s Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs, who
early in the conference said: “To
be honest, we should have made
the rules first”?® The divisions
between the parties were to be
expected. The European nego-
tiators—facing greater media
scrutiny, a more favorable situa-
tion with respect to their Kyoto
target, Green parties within gov-
ernment, and some decision-
making power vested in environment ministries—wanted a
more stringent deal than the United States, Japan, and their
allies could accept. Because the targets had been enshrined at
Kyoto and were unmovable, the United States and its allies
sought to reduce their commitment by maximizing sinks and
seeking opportunities for emissions reductions abroad. If the
Europeans truly wanted tougher rules on sinks, CDM, and per-
haps even trading, they should have been willing to trade off
stringency in the rules by reducing the emissions targets. But
strangely, targets were the only numbers taken off the table,
even though their exclusion led to the exacerbation of the dif-
ferences in national positions by placing the United States—
one of the nations least likely to meet its target—in a worse
position than if, say, nations had agreed to use 2000 as the base
year instead of 1990 or to revise the arrangement for sharing
national emissions targets. With the incoming U.S. administra-
tion likely to be an even tougher negotiating partner, Europe
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and developing nations must decide at an interim meeting in
Bonn in June, or perhaps at COP-7 in Marrakech, whether to re-
open the Kyoto Protocol, let it fail, try to somehow cobble
together an agreement without the United States, or be willing
to revisit and perhaps substantially modify the negotiating posi-
tions that had become entrenched since COP-1 in Berlin.

David M. Reiner is a doctoral student in political science at the Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology (MIT). He is affiliated with MIT’s Joint Program on the Science
and Policy of Global Change and Center for International Studies, where he works on
questions of climate change policy and comparative regulatory policy. He can be con-
tacted at 617-253-7519 or dmreiner@mit.edu.
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