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 COP26 Overview
 Climate Conference Briefing 

1. What is COP26 all about?
In 1994 the countries of the United Nations (UN) signed the first international treaty on climate 
change. All agreed that action and annual talks (Conferences of the Parties/COPs) were essential.

At the conference in 2015, world leaders signed the historic Paris 
Agreement to cut Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions and keep global 
warming well below 2 degrees Celsius. But emissions are still rising 
and NASA data shows the past five years have been the warmest 
years in the modern record. The world’s leading scientists warned in 
their Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5  °  C that the effects of 
1°C of global warming are already here: more extreme weather; 
rising sea levels; and diminishing Arctic sea ice. Arctic sea ice melt: Cllr Ian Courts

Even as the Paris Agreement was signed it was understood that when added together, country targets 
to cut emissions by 2030 simply would not limit the global temperature rise to 2oC let alone keep
it down to the aspirational increase of 1.5o above pre-industrial levels. Six years on and time is running
out. COP26 in Glasgow has been delayed one year by the pandemic and there is now even greater 
pressure for nations to raise ambition and urgently present new targets.

2. What will happen at your conference?
Your Climate Conference will be run as if you are taking part in global negotiations at COP26.  
Groups will be assigned a country and asked to prepare your delegation’s opening speech. During the
conference you will represent your country’s views and address key questions:

Q1 Progress since Paris 2015 - Is sufficient progress 
being made on all country emission targets? 

Q2 Raising global ambition - Is your country willing to do 
more, even beyond its Paris 2015 targets?

Q3 Actions & resolutions - How far can cooperation on 
Cities, Energy, Forests & food and Oceans help to raise 
global ambition? 

Each country will come to the conference prepared to share progress on one or more of the following 
four themes in order to develop joint proposals, and importantly to agree on how to fund them. See 
Section 6 for a summary table showing possible priorities for collaborations and resolutions.

Cities: Many major cities are at the forefront of new approaches to infrastructure, cutting pollution, 
and smart energy use. Much more can be done to develop low-carbon, liveable cities. 

Energy: Fossil fuels (coal, gas and oil) still make up over 80% of the world’s energy supply and 
demand increases each year. Use and storage of renewable energy must drastically speed up.

Forests and food: Deforestation is causing as much as 15% of global GHG emissions. More joint 
work is needed globally to reverse the process and invest in nature-based solutions.

Oceans: A global CALL TO ACTION has been issued in recognition of our oceans’ vital part in 
absorbing atmospheric gases, and the impact of plastics on the oceans and our food-chains.
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3. Brief guide to the key terms
UN Climate Agreements

UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC)

The 1994 international climate treaty to which almost every 
country in the world has signed up.

Conference of the Parties 
(COP)

Governing body of the UNFCCC made up of countries or 'Parties' 
that meet annually to assess progress. 

The Paris Agreement This historic universal 'legally binding' agreement was signed by 
196 countries and the European Union in 2015, committing them 
to cut their own greenhouse gases by an agreed time.

Ratcheting mechanism When all the country emission reduction offers were added up at 
Paris in 2015 it was clear that they would not keep the world 
within the 2° Celsius target. Countries agreed to review targets 
every 5 years to become ever more ambitious (ratchet up).

Technical terms

Adaptation Ways to reduce how vulnerable we are to the effects of the many 
negative changes brought about by climate change.

Anthropogenic GHG emissions Greenhouse gases (see below) that are created through human 
activity eg driving cars, heating homes, growing food.

Carbon pricing A ‘polluter pays’ mechanism that forces down overall CO2 
emissions by charging those responsible for producing them. Two 
methods: a) placing a tax on each tonne of emissions, or b) a ‘cap 
and trade’ to trade carbon using a set ‘carbon price’.

Gigawatts (GW) A unit of power equal to one billion (10⁹) watts.

Greenhouse Gas (GHG) A gas that contributes to the greenhouse effect by absorbing infra-
red radiation. Carbon dioxide (CO2), methane (CH₄) and nitrous 
oxide (N20) are all examples of greenhouse gases.

Mitigation Actions that tackle the causes of climate change, intending to limit,
stop or reverse the extent and/or rate of it long-term.

Net-Zero CO2 emissions This means reaching a point where we take the same amount of 
carbon pollution from the atmosphere as we add to it, e.g. by 
swapping renewable energy for fossil fuels and using tree planting 
and carbon capture to ‘offset’ the remaining GHG.

Peak emissions In order for GHG concentrations in the atmosphere to stabilise, 
global GHG emissions caused by human (anthropogenic) activity 
need to peak then decline by a set point in time.

Resilience Capacity of our world’s complex social and environmental systems 
to absorb the stresses brought about by climate change, to adapt 
and be better prepared for future effects.

Resolution Written text that gives the opinion or formally sets out what a UN 
delegate or committee wants to do. Giving solutions to problems 
being considered, they can be written / lead by any delegate(s).

Country plans

Intended Nationally 
Determined Contributions 
(INDCs)

As part of the Paris Agreement, 165 countries including many 
developing nations submitted documents outlining an ‘offer’ or 
pledge to reduce their GHG emissions in coming years.

National Adaptation Plans 
(NAPs)

Also developed by each country in 2015, these plans raised the 
profile of climate change adaptation and showed the financial and 
technical support developing countries need right now.  
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4. Is the world making progress?
Total global CO2 emissions have continued to increase since 1990, as shown in Table 1 (see 
EC Joint Research Centre for more data). Even if all countries were to meet their current Paris targets
to reduce GHG emissions, the temperature rise would be about 3oC but countries’ current policies and
actions are likely to lead to temperatures even higher than this. Analyses suggest that fast action now
can still reduce emissions. This decade to 2030 is a critical time for the world to keep global 
temperature increases below 2oC above pre-industrial levels.

For many countries at our conference, their Paris targets were either not very ambitious, or are 
not being met, or both. Ethiopia, Kenya and India are in the small number of countries with targets
that, if met, would contribute their fair share towards the overall goal of limiting global temperature 
rise to 2oC (see Climate Action Tracker). Reasons for slow progress are said by some countries to be 
that their priority is economic development whilst others lack funding. 

Credit: Science in HD   

In its Clean Growth Strategy (2017) the UK set out to show that 
economic development can also be low in carbon emissions but the 
situation is often complex. The economies of Australia, China, Saudi
Arabia and Russian Federation, for instance, are massively reliant 
on oil, gas and coal. China is the highest emitter of global 
greenhouse gas (GHG) and is the largest consumer of coal. It is, 
however, also the largest manufacturer of solar technology and has
done the most to bring down costs of renewable energy.  

A growing number of countries are now committing to net zero carbon emissions by 2050. 
The world welcomed the announcement by China’s President Xi of their aim to be carbon neutral by 
2060. President Biden of USA gave a strong lead at a Climate Summit, April 2021, which prompted 
other   world   leaders   to also increase their Paris pledges. 

CO2 emissions data 

2020 report EC  Joint Research Centre
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5. Country positions
See this website for more details on many of the countries listed: Climate Action Tracker

Australia  Emissions Target: By 2030, 26 to 28% below 2005 levels 
 Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: No

Many countries at the conference will argue that Australia’s emission reduction pledges for 2030 
made in Paris are too weak, and furthermore that you are not on track to achieve even those. 
There are even projections suggesting that your emissions are set to increase by 2030 to about 
35% above 1990 levels. It is very politically contentious; a previous PM was toppled partly because 
he tried to bring in stronger climate actions.

Climate vulnerable countries feel particularly strongly that Australia’s commitments at previous 
conferences weren’t sufficiently ambitious and that you need to promise more. You might point to 
progressive policies in South Australian states & cities, and work on coral reefs.

Bangladesh  Emissions Target: 5% below 'Business As Usual' levels by 2030
 Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: Not yet

Bangladesh pledged an unconditional contribution to reduce GHG emissions by 5% by 2030 in the 
power, transport and industry sectors, and made a pledge to increase this to 15%, if you receive in-
ternational support such as finance and technology development.

Bangladesh wants other countries to do more to tackle the causes of climate change. The average 
European citizen emits as much carbon in a month as the average Bangladeshi in a year. Yet it is 
your citizens who are having to pay the high costs of adaptation, for example to protect Dhaka. 
More international climate and disaster finance is needed from developed countries: currently just 
$6.42 is available for each rural household per year.

Bhutan  Emissions Target: To remain ‘carbon neutral’ up to 2030
 Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: Yes

Bhutan set an ambitious target in Paris 2015 to remain carbon neutral until 2030 reflecting your ex-
isting strong environmental commitment (set by law) that 60% of your lands should be covered by 
forests. This may be called in to question as economic growth is leading to deforestation and higher
carbon emissions from transport and energy. You lead the Least Developed Countries group that 
represents almost one billion people in Africa, Asia-Pacific & the Caribbean. You speak out strongly 
for those who ‘contribute the least to climate change, yet disproportionately suffer from its ever-in-
creasing impacts.’

Brazil  Emissions Target: By 2025, reduce 2005 emission levels by 37%
 Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: Yes

Brazil is the eighth largest economy in the world and was one of the first major developing 
countries to set an absolute emission target (rather than a target linked to the economy). Your 
goals are mainly to reduce emissions from deforestation as this, rather than heavy industry, is your 
largest source of GHG.  

Although President Bolsonaro pulled back from his pledge to withdraw from the Paris Agreement, 
his weak environmental policies have been widely condemned with concerns about the increase in 
logging and criticisms that protection of the Amazon has slowed. Your President pledged at a recent
summit to end illegal deforestation by 2030 and for Brazil to be carbon neutral by 2050. There are 
also important actions happening in cities where most of your people live.

Canada  Emissions Target: By 2025, reduce 2005 emission levels by 30%
Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: Yes

The Canadian government is at a crossroads: it could continue with the slow implementation of an 
inadequate climate plan, or adopt a recovery package that accelerates the transition to a zero 
emissions future. Critics have highlighted that Canada’s targets remain the least ambitious of all G7 
countries (see Climate Action Tracker). In April 2021, however, you announced a more ambitious 
target: a reduction of 40 – 45% based on 2005 emissions levels. This new ambition was welcomed 
by the international community. As with Australia and USA, your provinces and municipalities have 
their own climate plans. This is key for Canada because the provinces ultimately hold responsibility 
for many of the changes needed to reach Net-Zero. 
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Chile Emissions Target: By 2030, reduce emissions by 30% 2007 levels
 Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050:  Yes

Most countries regard your original Paris pledges to be too weak, but your President Sebastián Piñera
recently announced impressive new targets and actions to support your leadership of the 2019 UN 
Conference in Santiago. These include going carbon neutral by 2050 and phasing out coal power 
stations, despite your very high dependence on coal.  You also have comprehensive policies and 
actions for increasing renewable energy. Some may argue however that you need to bring the new 
plans still further forward, eg your promise to phase out coal completely by 2040. 

China  Emissions Target: By 2030, to achieve peak emissions and reduce emissions 
per unit of GDP by 60-65% compared to 2005 levels.
 Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: Yes, by 2060

In Paris, you pledged that your emissions will peak by 2030. You set a target to meet 20% of your 
energy needs from renewable sources by 2030. Good progress has been made but China’s energy 
use accounts for a quarter of global energy consumption. Despite being the world’s largest producer 
of renewable energy, China operates more coal plants than any other country and producers want to 
increase them by an amount nearly twice Europe’s total coal capacity.  

Some others understand the need to develop and to increase your emissions short-term but you may
be asked for more ambitious targets eg that your emissions peak before 2030. You may also be 
asked for more aid but can point to your growing international development programme where you 
have doubled funding to help other countries respond, and withdrawn aid for new coal plants.

Ethiopia  Emissions Target: By 2030, reduce by 64% usual emissions
 Are you committing to net zero carbon by 2050: Yes

You pledged to reduce emissions by 64% compared with Business-as-Usual (BAU) by 2030 and are 
on track. This ambitious target will require international support. As a small, agriculture-dependent 
economy, financing from the rich nations is vital for reforestation, improving agricultural productivity 
and food storage. Potential projects include re-establishing forests to capture carbon and expansion 
of renewable energy generation. 

You played a major role in securing international commitment to funding and also provide rigorous 
scientific research on the impacts of climate change. As a member of the African Union and the 
‘Vulnerable 20’ climate-vulnerable states, you are an important force urging more ambitious goals. 

European Union  Emissions Target: By 2030, reduce 1990 emission levels by 40%
 Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: Yes 

At the Paris Conference in 2015, the EU pledged to reduce its GHG emissions by 40% relative to 
1990 levels by 2030. The focus is to increase renewable energy to 27% and achieve 30% 
improvement in energy efficiency. Concerns about GHG emissions have caused you to reinvigorate 
your policies In 2018 you announced increasing the reduction target to 50-55%, with a long term 
aim to be carbon neutral by 2050.

You are now expected to meet your Paris targets if you carry through with planned action. You need
to recapture your reputation for innovative, strong policies eg by phasing out coal more 
aggressively, limiting investment in gas, and tackling transport emissions. 

Gabon  Emissions Target: By 2025, at least 50% below Business as Usual (BAU)
 Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: No

In Paris 2015, Gabon was the first African nation to submit its intended contribution (INDC) with the 
target to reduce GHG emissions including sub sectors from land use, land use change and forestry 
(LULUCF) by at least 50% below business as usual by 2025. Gabon is the Africa Adaptation Initiative 
champion and as a Least Developed Country, you believe the developed countries have an obligation 
to provide support to help deliver this plan. Palm oil production is linked to deforestation: you would 
like financial support towards loss of income and livelihood because of logging restrictions.

India  Emissions Target: By 2030, reduce emissions by 33-35% (of 2005)
 Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: No

India is making significant efforts to reduce GHG emissions, committing to 40% of electric power to
be sourced from solar, wind, hydro-power and biomass. The slowdown of use of coal in India has 
been called ‘the most important development underway globally today’.
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If your initiatives are carried out, India will achieve its 40% renewable energy target ahead of time.
Other nations may expect you to take on more ambitious targets. You are willing to do more if you 
receive more aid & technical support from developed countries. You say you need $200 billion 
between 2015 and 2030 for adaptation alone, and want industrialised countries to pay towards this 
cost and those of other developing countries’. 

Indonesia  Emissions Target: By 2030, reduce emissions by 29% (of BAU)
 Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: No

In the Paris Agreement Indonesia pledged to reduce emissions unconditionally by 29% relative to a 
‘Business as usual’ trajectory, and will increase this to 41% target if you receive substantial 
international financial support.  Most countries think your target is extremely weak and easily 
reached, and that you could do much more.Most (63%) of your emissions result from changes of 
land-use (deforestation and peat-land destruction) to expand agriculture. You are criticised for 
continuing to build so many coal power stations (although very recently your President indicated he 
may review this), and for not being tough enough about tackling deforestation. 

Japan  Emissions Target: By 2030, reduce 2005 emission levels by 26%
 Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: Yes

Many believe that the targets you set in your Paris ‘offer’ were inadequate but you are looking to a 
more ambitious climate policy and recently promised an increased target (to 46% of 2013 levels). 
Japan might struggle to achieve its pledge however as you continue to build new coal power 
stations and have been dependent on coal powered electricity after the 2011 tsunami significantly 
cut your planned use of (zero carbon) nuclear energy.  

You are taking the lead in some areas eg Smart Cities and sharing technological expertise with other
countries including new control centres to integrate renewable energy.  Your financial contributions 
have increased but poorer countries may want more support.

Kenya  Emissions Target: By 2030, reduce 2010 emission levels by 30%
  Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: Not yet

Kenya’s GHG emissions are very low (less than 0.1% of the global total). Nonetheless in Paris you 
pledged to reduce emissions relative to ‘Business as usual’ if you receive help with international fi-
nance and technology. You are already taking action on renewables and reforestation, and in 2017 
you updated your ambitious National Climate Change Plan. 

You believe you are acting responsibly. As a poor country which is significantly affected by climate 
change caused by past emissions by richer developed countries, you believe the developed countries 
have an obligation to provide support to help you deliver this plan. 

Malawi Emissions Target: By 2040, reduce BAU emission levels by 6%, or 45% with 
financial support. Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: Not yet

Despite its status as a least developed country (LDC) with one of the lowest per capita emissions 
rates worldwide, Malawi believes in playing its part towards achieving the goals of the UNFCCC and 
the Paris Agreement. You have updated your Nationally Determined Contributions and propose an 
ambitious and wide-ranging set of measures for agriculture, energy, industry, and waste which can 
significantly reduce your GHG emissions compared to a business-as-usual (BAU). Your ambition is to 
achieve a 6% reduction, and this will increase significantly to 45% by 2040 with international help. 

 Marshall Islands  Emissions Target: By 2025 32% cut, by 2030 a 45% cut (from 2010) 
Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: Yes

Climate change is already a matter of life and death for the Marshall Islands. Your 29 small atolls are 
only metres above the Pacific ocean leaving you highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. 
Despite your size (population of just 58,000) and tiny levels of emissions you play a highly visible 
role at the COP by chairing the influential High Ambition Coalition (HAC)  and as a member of the 
Association of Small Island States (AOSIS).

The Marshall Islands has used its ‘moral voice’ as a poor and highly vulnerable country to help bridge
divides between developed and developing countries. Your willingness to call out major polluters – 
both rich and poor countries alike – for their lack of ambition has been a successful tactic to highlight
that all countries need to act. You are also at the forefront of climate action by setting its own 
ambitious emission reduction targets.
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Russian Federation  Emissions Target: By 2030, reduce 1990 levels by 25-30% 
 Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: No              

Many countries believe your targets are highly inadequate.  After accounting for forestry, your GHG 
target is a reduction of only 6% to 11% below 1990 levels and is actually an increase of 30% to 38%
compared to 2012 levels. 

You have one of the largest forest areas in the world but laws governing deforestation are lax. You 
continue to build coal power stations. Historically President Putin had been sceptical about the need 
to invest in renewables for instance, and until very recently Russia was one of the very few countries 
not to have ratified the Paris Agreement.  However after doing so your President has made 
statements that give people hope of a changing position.

Saudi Arabia  Emissions Target: By 2030 avoid up to 130m tons greenhouse gas 
 Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: No

You submitted a target to reduce GHG emissions and your kingdom has developed a ‘Vision 2030’ 
plan in which renewable energy targets were introduced and have since been increased. Your whole 
economy, however, depends on the sale of oil and gas. Your wealth allows you to use technologies to 
overcome problems brought about by a changing climate. 

There is a view that progress towards your Paris Agreement targets is ‘critically insufficient’ and 
concern internationally about your previous history of blocking ambitious global action. To date you 
have refused to join carbon reduction pledges to end reliance on fossil fuels. 

United Kingdom  Emissions Target: By 2032, reduce 1990 emission levels by 57% 
Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: Yes

The UK led the world by enshrining carbon cuts in law under the 2008 Climate Change Act. It means 
the current and successive governments must cut emissions by at least 57% by 2032 against 1990 
levels. Carbon budgets are put into force every 5 years. You have recently strengthened your targets 
by becoming one of the first major countries to commit to achieving net-zero emissions (by 2050).

You launched your ‘Clean Growth Strategy’ in 2017 which aims to protect businesses and households 
from high energy costs and to invest in low cost, low carbon technologies.  You want other countries, 
particularly developing countries, to follow suit.  The poorer countries at the conference may request 
more money and technological help with the effects of climate change, although you will argue you 
are already contributing significantly.

Uganda Emissions Target: By 2030, reduce 2010 emission levels by 22%
Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: Not yet

As a developing country with a very low carbon footprint, you do not produce many emissions. In 
Paris in 2015, however, you pledged to reduce your GHG emissions by 22% relative to ‘Business as 
Usual’ projections by 2030 but with help from the international community. In 2021 you have passed 
a Climate Change Law with a range of interventions including a National Climate Change Advisory 
Committee (technical advisers), climate education and investment in renewables and reforestation. 
You believe you are acting responsibly. As a poor country which is significantly affected by climate 
change caused by past emissions by richer developed countries, you believe the developed countries 
have an obligation to provide support to help you deliver this plan. 

USA  Emissions Target: By 2025, reduce 2005 levels by 26-28%
Are you committed to net zero carbon by 2050: Not yet

USA pledged in Paris emission reductions of 26-28% below its 2005 level in 2025 and to make best 
efforts to reduce them by 28%. During recent years, individual states, cities, and large business 
continued both to stick firmly to Paris level of emission reductions in their areas and to take ground-
breaking actions to achieve them. However, overall progress on your current targets remains at 
‘critically insufficient’.

Extreme weather and wildfires in USA last year meant the Presidential election campaign increasingly
focused on climate change. The new Biden government has returned USA to the global climate action
community and there was a positive reaction from other countries to President Biden’s Climate 
Summit (April 2021) and pledge to significantly raise your Paris targets. 
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6. Priorities for collaboration
Use this table to identify solutions, and joint resolutions, for more ambitious global climate action.

Country Cities Energy Forests & food Oceans

Australia States & cities have 
own green policies

Solar schemes & 
storage a priority

Barrier reef research 
in to sea acidification

Bangladesh History of financing own 
power schemes

Sea rises will impact 
30 mill on your coasts

Bhutan Great potential for 
hydroelectric power

60% coverage but 
balancing with growth

Brazil 85% live in cities.  Flood
early warning needed

Rise of illegal logging  & 
Amazon tree losses 

Canada Climate plans in place 
for cities and provinces

Oil & gas sectors strong.
Cabon pricing is key.

Impact on huge coasts
and Artic

Chile Santiago: new buses & 
zero carbon by 2030

2019 worst wild- fires 
destroyed much forest 

China 30 new eco-cities, and 
shift to green transport.

Still building coal plants. 
Solar & wind leads world

Millions of hectares 
planted

Ethiopia Grand dam project for 
electricity: contentious

Support for new forests 
& halt to deforestation

European 
Union

Smart cities, transport &
climate planning all key

Speed up shift from coal 
& restrict gas

Gabon More investment for 
solar & wind

Funded to stop de- 
forestation (for palm oil)

India 100 smart cities & focus
on energy saving 

2030 target: install 450 
gigawatts renewables

Record tree-planting in 
several states

Increase in cyclones, 
floods & salinisation.

Indonesia Need to stop clearing 
forests & peat-land 

Poorest most affected 
on low-lying coasts

Japan Lots of funds for energy
efficient city technology

Planning 40 new coal 
plants

4 mill living on coasts 
at risk from sea rise

Kenya Geothermal, wind & 
solar as priorities

Deforestation, poor 
yields, drought & pests

Malawi 98% energy from hydro 
hit by water reduction

Reforestation work but 
trees still used as fuel

Marshall 
Islands

Reducing electricity 
emissions as priority

Work against sea rise 
& help many sea jobs.

Russian 
Federation

Shift in President’s view 
about role of renewables

2nd largest forest. 7% 
lost via illegal logging

Saudi 
Arabia

First ever metro rail 
being opened

Some move to solar but 
high reliance on oil/gas

Uganda Increase in renewables 
and energy mini-grids

Steady reforestation as 
illegal logging is tackled

UK Zero carbon targets for 
Govt, cities & towns

Expanding renewables: 
offshore wind farms

Northern forest to plant 
50mill trees

USA Cities & states targets 
on energy & transport.

Renewables overtook 
coal powered electricity

Historic scale wild-fires 
across Western states.
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