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The challenges ahead of Paris

The European Union is the third-largest carbon emitter in the world, after 
China and the United States. Over the last decade Brussels emerged as a 
frontrunner in domestic climate policy, setting an example for indus-
trialised and developing countries. Lately the EU has been seeking to 
influence the international climate negotiations, which will conclude at 
the Paris climate summit in December 2015. What issues should the EU 
try to influence, and how far can it go in this respect?

The overall goal of the Paris process is to agree upon a post-2020 cli-
mate regime designed to keep global warming below 2°C. However, it 
is expected that any future Paris deal will be a lowest common denomi-
nator agreement that fails to reach the 2°C target (according to climate 
science projections). 

Importantly, another big challenge lies ahead of the Paris climate summit. 
Emerging economies are projected to account for all global emissions 
increases by 2035. If the international community is not able to produce 
an agreement that deals effectively with at least this one challenge, the 
Paris 21st Session of Conference of the Parties (COP21) could be a double 
failure.

The EU should focus on implementation and 
monitoring

Back in Copenhagen it became evident that China would never accept 
a binding universal treaty on climate change – a cornerstone of the EU’s 
international climate strategy. This means that any future Paris agree-
ment should go for innovative soft-law instruments. The EU now has a 
shared responsibility to help create a credible climate governance system.

The EU should thus concentrate on the Paris agreement’s implementa-
tion and monitoring system. With serious implementation mechanisms in 
place, it will be easier to manage the increase in global emissions – even 
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if a scenario below 2°C remains unlikely. However, if Paris does not put 
substantive implementation and monitoring mechanisms in place, a 
massive increase in global emissions is expected by emerging economies 
as well as other rapidly developing countries.

To be credible, the implementation and monitoring mechanisms adopted 
in Paris should at least foresee the setting up of an independent body to 
promote compliance and assess the countries’ performance. And any 
such implementation and compliance mechanisms should be accompa-
nied by adequate climate finance. The Lima COP20 conference already 
made it clear that the climate finance focus should be on reducing high-
carbon investments and boosting ‘climate-proof’ investments. 

These points set the floor (not the ceiling) for any sound EU climate 
action in Paris. And, interestingly, the working draft of a Paris agreement 
includes such options. Yet it remains to be seen whether countries will 
agree upon sound implementation and compliance mechanisms. 

A test case for the EU’s negotiation capacity

Some commentators say that the European Union is aiming to build 
a coalition with the countries of the Independent Alliance of Latin 
America and the Caribbean (AILAC), namely Chile, Colombia, Costa 
Rica, Guatemala, Panama and Peru. This would certainly raise the pres-
sure on developing countries and the top carbon emitters such as China, 
India and Argentina. The EU will also probe possible compromises with 
“veto players” such as China, the USA and India. At the end of the day, 
Paris will be a test case for the EU’s capacity to negotiate any future cli-
mate agreement.


