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Late into the final hours of the Parismeeting, a negotiator for a pivotal

national government called me to their office for an urgent meeting.

As I stood reading the draft final text of the Paris Agreement’s Long-

Term Goal, the delegate watched me, wondering if the wording was

sufficiently strong for the multitude of civil society campaigners who

had been striving for an agreement that would send a signal to the

world that the fossil-fuel era would truly end. “Is this enough?” they

asked. Of course, I would have preferred the text to say that all

countries had agreed to phase out fossil fuels. But when I read the

language explaining that we need a balance on our planet, I smiled at

thewisdom it contained. “This is clear enough.Wewillmake sure the

meaning is understood by people around theworld . . . and by the fossil

fuel companies,” I said. It was heartwarming to see the relief in the

eyes of the exhausted negotiator. I got on the phone to finalize our

communications about the final outcome – a key piece of what so

many had fought for had been achieved, and would determine howwe

characterized what would become known as the Paris Agreement.

This text, Article 4.1 of thefinal Paris Agreement, contained the

crucial fact that global emissions of greenhouse gases (GHGs) must

peak and rapidly decline, but also that theworldmust focus on halting

deforestation, preserving our biosphere and restoring ecosystems, and

do it on the basis of “equity.” The language meant that a “balance”

had to be found between the GHG sources – fossil-fuel burning and

deforestation – and the preservation of carbon sinks such as forests and

oceans.

In order to achieve the long-term temperature goal set out in Article

2, Parties aim to reach global peaking of greenhouse gas emissions
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as soon as possible, recognizing that peaking will take longer for

developing country Parties, and to undertake rapid reductions

thereafter in accordancewith best available science, so as to achieve

a balance between anthropogenic emissions by sources and

removals by sinks of greenhouse gases in the second half of this

century, on the basis of equity, and in the context of sustainable

development and efforts to eradicate poverty. (UNFCCC 2015a: 22)

This moment, standing with this world-changing document in

my hand, has become a landmark in my life and career. I am writing

this chapter having spent my entire adult life working within civil

society, campaigning to bring the voices of those most vulnerable to

climate change into the halls of power, in order to confront decision

makers with the impacts of their decisions and convince them to be

more courageous.

During the lead-up to the 2015 United Nations Framework

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) negotiations (COP 21),

I served as Global Director of the Climate Program at the World

Resources Institute (WRI), a global research organization working to

secure a sustainable future. WRI assumed a key role in coordinating

preparations for the Paris meeting, including the creation of Agreement

for Climate Transformation (ACT2015) (WRI 2015a), a WRI-led con-

sortium tasked with developing a proposal for the design of an inter-

national climate agreement to catalyze climate action that would

move the world onto a low-carbon and climate-resilient pathway.

While many insights below are based on my experience with

WRI, I have had the tremendous privilege towork alongside thousands

of civil society leaders. I in no way can speak for them, of course, but

I hope to bring their different roles and perspectives into this chapter,

as I believe it is vital that civil society’s role, in all its boldness and

messiness and depth, is better understood.

The beauty of civil society – that is, the groups and organizations

around theworld, toiling outside the realm of government or business,

on behalf of citizens – is its diversity and depth.
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Broadly speaking, civil society representatives convey the hopes

and concerns of people from around the world who insist on the

protection of vulnerable people, species and places with intrinsic

value, and on solutions to help solve the climate emergency. It

describes people working to keep scientific facts front and center,

and those demanding the most ambitious, fair, equitable and effective

outcomes.

By being open, transparent and deliberate in listening to voices

from differing perspectives and foci, those of us coordinating activities

during major events, such as climate negotiations, have the responsi-

bility to ensure that these diverse voices can be heard, which helps

avoid tensions and frictions.

Civil society representatives do not normally have a place at the

table with decision makers during political negotiations. Often, we

attend as official observers, but our role is anything but passive; we

work to inform and influence negotiations, actively observing and

sharing ideas and information, while providing a conduit for

stakeholders.

For decades, civil society has been working to secure a fair and

ambitious multilateral agreement (Willets 1996), where all countries

have an equal say in addressing the climate crisis, negotiated under

the auspices of the UN. This had to be something that all Parties (i.e.

governments), could agree to, and would avoid powerful countries,

such as G20 governments, making a deal without involving vulner-

able countries, like Small Island and African nations. The United

Nations was, and still is, best positioned to provide this space.

civil society and paris: roles and functions

Ahead of the 2015 Parismeeting, it became clear that a great opportunity

was approaching and that civil society had a unique chance to ignite

international ambitions for an Agreement that not only could be agreed

upon, but would bring about the changes that were urgently required. It

was also clear that, if another failure like the Copenhagen meeting

occurred, it would be decades before there would be another chance for
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such effective international cooperation (Vidal, Stratton andGoldenberg

2009). Thus, in the months leading up to COP 21, civil society began

cranking up pressure and engaging citizens around the world.

During negotiations in the run-up to Paris, civil society played

a number of important roles and functions that by their very nature are

interdependent and overlapping. The magnitude and effectiveness of

this work rarely receives appreciation – and when negotiators are

pictured around a table, or world leaders step up to the podium, few

realize how groundwork, communication and advocacy carried out by

civil society is crucial to bringing about these moments. While com-

plementary, the ultimate aim of each role and function, which can be

undertaken by an individual or organization, is to either influence on

the inside (i.e. the highly technical, closed negotiations), or influence

on the outside (i.e. bring the closed-door talks to the attention of the

public via media and mobilization, so that we burst the bubble). To

simplify, one can describe civil society roles along the following lines:

Analysis and Informal Diplomacy

• Gathering together idea generators, analysts and researchers ahead of

time

• Informal intelligence and diplomatic service combined with high-trust

networks

“Bursting the Bubble”

• Bringing the voices of people into the negotiations

• Explaining COP 21’s complexities and alerting the outside world

Although it contains a number of weaknesses, we would not have

achieved such an ambitious Paris Agreement without civil society

shouldering these roles, nor would the Agreement have received the

international public support that helped accelerate the pace of ratifi-

cation and entry of it into force. Without the advocacy and engage-

ment of civil society, vital parts of the Agreement – such as the 1.5°C

target; the Long-Term Goal; and the ratchet mechanism, which man-

dates governments to resubmit a more ambitious set of nationally

determined contributions (NDCs) every five years – would have been
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much weaker, and perhaps even unsupportable. For example, it was

people within civil society who came up with the idea to include

a long-term signal or goal that was more explicit than a temperature

goal, built support for it, and achieved coverage in key global media

outlets. This pressured governments to support the Long-Term Goal,

helped make it the core focus of the 2015 G7 meeting, and drove the

drafting of proposed texts before it finally landed in the Paris

Agreement. Byworking together, and speaking in unison, civil society

could aim to get an agreement that was strong enough for us to stand

up and defend.

At the outset, none of these elements had the support of

a critical mass of what are often regarded as the “important” coun-

tries, that is, those that are part of the G20. Experience from previous

negotiations can suggest that without the support of the majority of

these countries, success would be difficult, if not impossible.

At the beginning of the Paris negotiations, and almost up to the

end, many G20 countries did not support these critical elements

advocated by civil society. However, over time, the power balance

shifted, thanks to the deep engagement of different parts of civil soci-

ety. With so much domestic support for the 1.5°C target and the other

elements in key countries, combined with widespread international

leadership among, for example, Small Island Developing States, the

position of G20 countries became untenable, so they were forced to

move.

These tipping-point moments –when a country knows it has to

shift – are hard to pinpoint, but are often a combination of domestic

and international public and diplomatic pressure from a range of

different actors, international reputation (not wanting to be isolated

or seen on the “wrong side of history”), and the fact its government did

have some flexibility in its position – but did not want to show its

hand.

There are also areas within climate negotiations where NGOs

have less of a role, both informally or formally. While there was idea

generation and think-tank analysis for what NDCs could include for
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the United States and China, for example, these governmental negoti-

ations were bilateral and not a formal part of the UN process. As these

bilaterals were not transparent, there were fewer levers for civil soci-

ety to engage. This provides another reason to continue to demand

multilateral climate negotiations that aremore transparent and inclu-

sive and also brings home the need to burst the bubble between those

inside and outside climate negotiations.

analysis and informal diplomacy: gathering idea

generators, analysts and researchers ahead of

time

The Agreement for Climate Transformation consortium (ACT2015)

came into being after WRI reached out to think tanks in key countries

with the idea of working together to craft a model for what the Paris

Agreement could and should look like.

As a result, influential think tanks from the United States,

China, the Philippines, Mexico and Europe came together for what

became ACT2015 and took part in the Paris negotiations as observers.

Coordinated by WRI, ACT2015 performed a number of key functions

in the negotiations, including blue-sky thinking, analysis, convening

and listening, synthesizing and proposing.

In the eighteen months leading up to COP 21, ACT2015 held

a series of some eighty “thought sessions” to ideate and draft pro-

posals of what an ideal and doable agreement should look like and

what it should achieve. The consortiumwrote and distributed a series

of analytical pieces on key issues such as the ratchet mechanism and

the long-term target (WRI 2015b), while workshops were held around

the world for government, business, unions and civil society to con-

ceive a proposal. ACT2015 captured all the comments from each

session, which were collated and shared with the group of think

tanks. It was then decided how to turn these proposals into legal

text, as a tool for negotiators.

Our key question during the workshops was “what does the

world need now from a multilateral agreement?” During these
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sessions, we asked government, civil society, business and labor par-

ticipants to step back from their own interests and think of the bigger

picture, of another common goal and of the functions the Agreement

needed to fulfill to be effective. ACT2015 identified a list of seven

functions for such an agreement:

• Send a clear signal on how the low-carbon economy is inevitable

• Connect the global agreement to the real economy and to real people

• Provide transparency and accountability

• Accelerate investment in low-carbon, climate-resilient economies

• Build a basis for climate action that demonstrates fairness

• Ensure vulnerable countries have the capacity to build resilience and adapt

• Link to science with a sense of urgency

By demonstrating howACT2015 framed the importance of such func-

tions, we hoped to generate connections in the Agreement between

COP 21 government delegations and the real world, the real economy

and real people. Every participant “co-owned” the ideas being gener-

ated and negotiating documents being drafted.

The core ACT2015 team prepared this process on numerous

levels. For example, in multi-stakeholder sessions, the functions dis-

cussionwas left quite open, that is, no propositionwas put on the table.

The responseswere then synthesized for an initial proposition that was

used in the next round of convenings to test if they reflected the views

stated. For other topics that were much more technical, the core team

would prepare a few options that were being negotiated, often combin-

ing proposals from different Parties. A detailed paper with proposals

would be shared before the session, and then a presentation with the

choices would be discussed. Once again, all inputs would be gathered,

and then the proposition would be revised to be tested for the next

round of consultations. It was thus a mix of collective ideas sharing,

analysis of options and synthesis of inputs into specific proposals.

This process of shared ownership was vital to ensuring that the

final Paris Agreement would be understood and accepted by people

worldwide and also ratified and implemented by governments.
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ACT2015 used the functions listed to dive into the key elements

of the Agreement itself, taking on board the concerns of delegations

and stakeholders, while always pushing for the most ambitious and

equitable outcome. For themost vulnerable countries in particular, an

agreement had to focus on the deep reduction of emissions to ensure

that global temperatures did not rise above 1.5°C.

There were conversations with business organizations on what

could be included in an international agreement that would send

a clear signal to companies of the need to shift investments toward

a low-carbon economy and often, in the same sessions, suggestions

from civil society on what would build trust with people that the

business community was really going to deliver. The Long-Term

Goal and the short-term ratchet mechanism emerged from these con-

versations, providing a combination of clarity of direction for business

and short-term accountability for everyone involved.

Knowing the ACT2015 consortiumwas trying to create themost

ambitious and equitable climate agreement, we attempted to mirror

the official negotiations, being informed by the views of the Parties, and

making suggestions that negotiators had perhaps not thought of. The

bringing together of this expertise helped governments develop posi-

tions and NGOs to understand what they needed to achieve.

By agreeing to put forward choices and propositions that partici-

pants could respond to – rather than debating specific text – the work-

shops enabled an acceleration of negotiations, and contributed to

a greater understanding of the issues. ACT2015 was a demonstration

of international cooperation and collaboration at its best.

ACT2015’s thought sessions also helped to put us in a unique

position to convey these concerns in a way that was true to the

vulnerable country positions, but framed so they were acceptable for

developed country delegates.

For example, ACT2015 had discussions with delegates from

developed countries who were solely focused on so-called “mitiga-

tion” and were convinced that requests for funds, particularly for

adaptation, were unwarranted or being used as leverage by developing
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nations in a ploy to getmoremoney. To bridge this, we endeavoured to

clearly communicate the reality of issues on the ground in places

already experiencing climate impacts, such as lack of resources, so

that developed countries could better understand – and be convinced

by – the concerns of vulnerable countries.

After careful consideration of the balance required between

national interests and the need to act on climate change, ACT2015 –

in a spirit of deep trust – put forward several proposals that did not have

G20 support, such as including 1.5°C or a specific formula for the Long-

Term Goal, both of which are discussed here in more detail (Evans

2015). A number of countries opposed some of the proposals; for

instance, the United States, China and Saudi Arabia opposed the

1.5°C limit. However, we persisted with fighting for the inclusion of

these proposals, because geopolitically weaker and climate vulnerable

countries requested them, they were essential to the fulfillment of the

functions of the Agreement, and because we believed they were a clear

reflection of the moral and humane standpoint the Agreement needed.

They were also vital to ensuring a level of environmental integrity

within the Agreement, as other elements (like binding national targets)

were rejected by the United States, China and others.

ACT2015’s risk-taking paid off: the text of our proposal had close

to an 80 percent crossover with the final Paris Agreement. Many of the

ideas that ACT2015 promoted, like the 1.5°C goal and the ratchet

mechanism, originated not from the consortium but rather from

national delegations, scientists or NGOs. However, combining them

into a single simple package was new, which helped negotiators see

a potential way forward.

Figure 12.1 (Morgan, Dagnet and Tirpak 2015), drafted at my

kitchen table early one morning, pulled it together. Without that

diagram, the complexity was overwhelming, making priorities diffi-

cult to navigate. The text tried to respect the red lines of countries,

while also making a judgment call on where those red lines would go

away due to the various pressure points being applied in society and

through diplomacy.
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analysis and informal diplomacy: informal

intelligence and diplomatic service combined

with high-trust networks

One of the key, yet largely invisible, functions of civil society during

climate negotiations, is that of a behind-the-scenes informal intelli-

gence and diplomatic service that is based on trust.

Government delegations are bound by national interests, polit-

ical protocols and negotiating positions. In most countries, to varying

levels, these positions have been through lengthy internal processes,

ostensibly to take into consideration the many competing interests

within their countries. As a result, delegates are either unable or

unwilling to think outside the box, to empathizewith other countries,

or to consider moving from one position to another on a given issue.

Often, they may need to keep their cards close to their chests. If

a country does make a significant move, it may require cross-

governmental approval or sign-off by its head of state.

Formally, NGOs don’t work for geopolitical or economic inter-

ests of a country; their role is to bring the voices of the unrepresented
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1 ACT2015 diagram, World Resources Institute.
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or underrepresented – the most vulnerable communities and ecosys-

tems around the world – into negotiations. Within climate meetings,

NGOs are “free” and independent to distribute information and build

informal or formal coalitions as they see fit, in order to achieve their

goals. This makes NGOs invaluable in negotiations, as campaigners

can share ideas and intelligence on whether governments may be

considering shifting positions, and can often explain a delegation’s

position in more depth and context than the officials themselves.

These are crucial informal channels in negotiations that are not

bound by foreign policy or governmental rules.

This information flow is like a soft web that holds together the

negotiations; inter-connected strands that can move swiftly. These

strands are based on knowledge, individual relationships, trust and,

very often, are individuals working within civil society. It requires

careful judgment to decide what can or cannot be shared. If a delegate

says, “this is for you only, do not tell anyone,” then the recipient

cannot share the fine details, but can use the power of that informa-

tion to help develop strategies to move the process forward.

Amajor lesson learned following the disappointments of COP 15

in Copenhagen was that civil society needed to make our connective

web more efficient and professional, in particular the outreach and

communications necessary for us to work on shifting the power imbal-

ance between large, developed countries and OPEC toward the most

vulnerable and progressive countries. Rather than each NGO launch-

ing individual campaigns, and making stand-alone calls and emails to

share information, we had to up our game and come together.

We had to realize that what connected us to others was not

whether someone worked for an NGO or a government, but rather

whether each individual shared the same sense of urgency about the

climate emergency and whether they were ready to take risks to get the

job done or could be trusted with confidential information. COP 21 in

Paris, therefore, was very much about a high-trust network that came

together informally – of about 2,000 people – often without knowing

who else was in that network, to share intelligence, narratives and
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strategy. In the lead-up to and during December 2015, civil society

organized this “service” more efficiently and effectively than ever

before.

COP 21, in turn, taught us a major lesson: to invest in “light

infrastructures” connecting those who are trusted kindred spirits, so

that they are both emotionally and psychologically supported. This

ensures that everyone has the benefit of all of the information and

intelligence available. It is this level of shared trust within these

relationships that prevents me, even now, years after the Paris

Agreement was agreed, from sharing many stories.

Building such a high-trust network was possible because many

individuals decided to keep their eye on the top line goals and unify

around them, rather than divide among the difference of views on the

details. Yes, sometimes the details can matter a tremendous amount,

but in Paris I found a much greater readiness by a broad group of civil

society and individuals to stand for principles, goals and a limited set

of priorities that had to be in the final Agreement – and that made us

a stronger force to be reckoned with.

“bursting the bubble”: bringing the voices

of people into the negotiations

Climate summits, along with other international negotiations, tend

to be far removed from the everyday lives of people, front-page news or

national political discussions on key societal issues. The months of

preparations for COP 21 were no different. But as the meeting

approached, civil society showed how the general public truly cared

about the climate talks and why the media had to report on them, and

helped better involve progressive business, cities, religious groups or

other such stakeholders that needed more knowledge on how to

meaningfully engage in the negotiations.

Due to the frustratingly opaque nature of climate processes,

negotiators operate in a kind of bubble, horse-trading and making

deals behind closed doors, without really being accountable for any

decisions. This can enable a lack of ambition during the negotiations
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as no country can be specifically held accountable for weakening text.

This opaqueness can also underpin a lack of political will for imple-

mentation when they return home: if there is little domestic public

awareness or political oversight, there is little pressure to demonstrate

what a country has agreed to do, or to carry out the changes it has

committed to.

During previous climate meetings, civil society had held many

demonstrations and had tried to engage the public andmedia, butwith

limited success. However, those of us at COP 15 remembered the

impact of seeing images of people taking to the streets of

Copenhagen playing on the conference center screens, and we knew

we had to mobilize for Paris like never before.

Momentum started building early, in September 2014, with the

People’s Climate March in New York and other cities around the

world. This was sparked when then UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-

moon announced the Climate Action Summit in New York, where

heads of state and government would come together, with mayors,

CEOs, governors and civil society, to prepare for Paris. This prompted

a discussion within the broad NGO movement over whether to seize

this moment for a big public mobilization.

350.org, Avaaz and many other groups with a diversity of per-

spectives, decided to act by organizing the People’s Climate March in

the United States, circulating “an invitation to change everything.”

While civil societywas still worrying if such an eventwould be big and

bold enough to signal that people cared about climate action and

wanted government leaders to act, the idea went global, spurring

marches – leading to media coverage – across the world. Seven hun-

dred thousand people took to the streets worldwide – four hundred

thousand in New York alone, making it the biggest climate march

ever recorded at the time. President Obama referenced the march in

his own summit speech, highlighting the need for political leaders to

respond (White House 2014).

But the march also achieved something else – it let the climate

action champions in the negotiations, like the Small Island States and
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other progressive nations, know they were not alone. Thanks to conver-

sations with ministers from European countries and Small Island States

who were personally moved by their own participation in the marches,

I realized the psychological and emotional impact of mass mobilization

and further noted the need to readily communicate with the media.

From themoment of the People’s ClimateMarch right up to the

Paris meeting itself over a year later, civil society engaged people and

the media in myriad ways to keep up momentum.

One major priority of that march, and other efforts, was to have

the 1.5°C goal included in the Paris Agreement, in addition to the 2°C

goal. Although it achieved much attention in Paris, the debate over

what temperature threshold should be the global goal had started

decades earlier.

A keyway ofmeasuring progress on dealingwith climate change

is by tracking howmuch the global average temperature has increased

since mass burning of fossil fuels began in preindustrial times. There

is a rich scientific literature on what constitutes dangerous, which

since 1994 has consistently and robustly found that it lies between

a 1°C and 2°C rise above preindustrial temperature levels (Hare 2011).

Scientific assessments show that a rise of global average temperature

of more than 1.5°C above preindustrial levels would result in signifi-

cant, and in some cases, deadly impacts, including the disappearance

of small islands and the jeopardizing of millions of lives (IPCC 2018).

However, as is often the case, facts alone are not enough to

secure a decision. It was essential also to build up outside pressure to

support the position of the most vulnerable countries. As the late

Marshallese government minister and climate activist Tony de

Brum said during COP 21, “We cannot be expected to sign-off on

a small island death warrant here in Paris. Anything over 2 degrees is

a death warrant for us. It means the sea level will rise above . . . our

level of the islands. It means the islands go under” (Shapiro 2015).

The 1.5°C goal caught the imagination of people around the

world, and became a rallying calling for change. Launched before the

Copenhagen COP by 100 Small Island nations and Least Developed
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Countries, and supported by 350.org, the campaign brought together

youth from around the world who photographed themselves with

a “1.5 to Stay Alive” sign.

The campaign resurfaced before Paris when Jo-Jikum, a non-

profit from the Marshall Islands, invited people to send in photos

holding the “1.5 to Stay Alive” sign. The idea went viral, growing

into some 1,000 marches worldwide. Negotiators even appeared on

social media, making their “1.5 to Stay Alive” commitments. The

“1.5 to StayAlive” campaignwas instrumental in bursting the bubble,

by connecting people outside the negotiations with those on the

inside.

Thanks to the steadfast positions taken by the Small Islands and

Least Developed Countries, the mass of scientific articles, the cam-

paigning, and press work by civil society groups, it became clear that if

the Paris Agreement was going to be credible, world leaders had little

choice but to agree to include the 1.5°C temperature goal. By the end of

the Paris meeting, support for the campaign came from Canada,

Australia, France and the United States. The 1.5°C goal also became

a core element of the High Ambition Coalition, a group of countries

led by the Marshall Islands, which formed a powerful positive force

during Paris.

On the Long-Term Goal, many high-profile personalities got

involved; from The Elders – a group brought together by Nelson

Mandela – to the B-Team – a nonprofit of global leaders from business,

civil society and government – and We Mean Business – a nonprofit

coalition working with the world’s most influential businesses on

climate action – to religious leaders and mayors. These organizations

wrote to ministers demanding a Long-Term Goal for an economic

transition to be included in the Agreement. This in part led to former

US Vice President Al Gore convening a champions group of ministers

to build a powerful and diverse coalition of countries supporting it.

However, many did not believe such a goal was possible. In one

conversation, a US official expressed doubt not only regarding

whether we could generate enough support from enough national
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players but also if other countries, particularly major emerging econ-

omies, would accept something so strong in the final text. After the

agreement was made, this person marveled at the breadth of the

support for the goal and how it had shifted frombeing a radical demand

to something that made perfect sense.

Climate and what would become the Paris Agreement featured

on the agenda of the June 2015 G7 meeting, hosted by Germany.

Although there was an interest from Chancellor Merkel and the UN

Secretary-General in the Long-Term Goal, there was little support

among G7 countries. Japan fought until the bitter end, while Canada

was also slow to support (CBC News 2015). Yet following all night

negotiations, the G7 agreed to decarbonize the global economy by

mid-century, with all G7 countries agreeing (G7 2015: 12). The

Financial Times led with the headline “G7 in historic accord to

phase out fossil fuel emissions this century” (Clark andWagstyl 2015).

The successful inclusion of the Long-Term Goal in the Paris

Agreement took the energy and efforts of a broad spectrum of civil

society to bring pressure to bear inside and outside both the G7 and

COP 21 negotiations.

To achieve this pressure, civil society brought inspiring forms of

creativity to Paris, a city recovering from recent tragic terrorist

attacks. Citing security concerns, the French government did not

authorize a march, so activists found other ways to get the voices of

people out (Quinn 2015). NGO Avaaz asked would-be marchers to

leave a pair of shoes at Place de la Republique (Avaaz n.d.) – and

thousands duly responded. Avaaz also asked people to record voice-

mail messages of encouragement to the negotiators, which delegates

could hear as they passed through the conference center walkway

(Associated Press 2016).

Campaigns were launched around the world for a 100 percent

renewables future, a different, but connected formulation of a Long-

TermGoal. These included WWF launching its Climate Solver initia-

tive, putting together a call to action signed by twenty-six CEOs,

chairpersons and founders of companies based in South Africa,
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Sweden, China and India on using technology for renewable energy

and Greenpeace activists painting the roads yellow – with a non-

polluting water-based paint – around the world-famous Paris land-

mark, the Arc de Triomphe, to reveal the image of a huge shining

sun. This symbol of solar power was to drive home the message to

governments that whatever they agreed in Paris, the only credible way

to beat climate change was to support and increase renewable energy

systems (Greenpeace 2015).

DuringCOP21, the Long-TermGoalwas debated to the veryvery

end, with strong opposition fromOPEC and other large emerging econ-

omies, such as India and Malaysia. The French Presidency searched for

a winning formulation, which became Article 4, point 1 of the Paris

Agreement (UNFCCC 2015a: 22). In fact, upon seeing a full-page ad

placed in the Financial Times linking Saudi Arabia’s opposition to the

Long-Term Goal with devastating impact in vulnerable countries,

a Saudi negotiator yelled loudly in a public space at an NGO from the

region, demonstrating both the importance of the topic and that such

public exposure of the Saudi position was impactful.

All of us representing civil society knew we had to burst

the bubble by keeping the public informed – via the media and

demonstrations – about what was going on, so that they could

hold their national governments accountable. The inclusion of

both the 1.5°C target and the Long-Term Goal in the Paris

Agreement are evidence of how public engagement made

a difference in the final agreement.

“bursting the bubble”: explaining cop 21’s

complexities and alerting the outside world

When it comes to interpreting for journalists the broad and complex

nature of the negotiations process along with the substance, termin-

ology and multitude of acronyms, civil society plays an indispensable

role (UNFCCC). In the months leading up to Paris, civil society held

briefings for the media, and during COP 21, Climate Action Network

(CAN) – a worldwide network of over 1,300 NGOs – combined its
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Fossil of the Day awards with daily briefings to help journalists navi-

gate the proceedings and to provide leads for developing stories (CAN

Europe 2015).

During the final hours of COP 21, my team at WRI asked if

I would brief journalists on the latest version of the Agreement. I said

“sure,” expecting a handful of reporters, but as soon as I entered the

room, I walked back out again, shocked. Over 100 journalists were in

the room, poring over and trying to make sense of the Agreement text.

I walked back in and went through the Agreement step-by-step. This

showed me the challenge – and necessity – of bringing together useful

facts and analysis and the thirst of journalists to understand these

complex, important issues.

NGOs can also provide informal insights that do not make it

into the official COP communications, which help journalists inter-

pret and understand what is happening inside negotiations, as well as

introducing them to individual negotiators. During the closing days of

COP 21, the Guardian reported on how Saudi Arabia was blocking

progress, while the Washington Post recounted the struggle of Small

Island States to defend their very existence. Both of these articles came

about viaNGOpress briefings, while civil society connected delegates

to interested journalists (Goldenberg 2015; Mooney and Warrick

2015). The dramas taking place behind closed doors often only make

it to the public sphere thanks to the efforts of NGOs; this helps

journalists put together compelling stories on what otherwise might

be depicted as a very dry affair, while events like marches provide

colorful photo and broadcast opportunities.

The final component to bursting the bubble is how NGOs and

progressive stakeholders – such as businesses and faith groups – come

together. If a business, for instance, wants to weigh in on climate

negotiations and say “we see an opportunity in the shift to the zero-

carbon economy and therefore want a strong national commitment to

do so,” or wants to have confidence in what countries are implement-

ing, they need to know how to partake in the national processes
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around nationally determined contributions or the rule-making

around measurement, reporting and verification.

These stakeholders need trusted advisors to help them navigate

the process. This was amplified by the processes that the UNFCCC

Secretariat set up known as the Lima Paris Action agenda led by the

Executive Secretary and the French Presidency (UNFCCC 2015b).

lessons and conclusion

There was no one function or role of civil society – or an organization –

that made the sole difference in Paris, but the combination of them all

did so. As noted at the beginning of this chapter, it is the diversity and

depth of civil society that provides its strength and beauty. The negoti-

ation process itself felt the reverberations of both the small and the

large pulses from NGOs and other stakeholders worldwide. Bursting

the UNFCCC bubble, by engaging and involving people in a way that

not only ensures their voices can be heard but also that they can hold

governments accountable, was certainly one of the main functions –

and one that has only increased since Paris. As a result of those voices

being heard – and listened to – in the lead-up to and during Paris,we saw

provisions come into the Agreement that many said were impossible

beforehand, such as the 1.5°C goal, the Long-TermGoal and the ratchet

mechanism (Darby 2019).2 Without the NGO community ensuring

that these ideas and analyses were brought to the table, creating safe

spaces for conversations around those ideas, building broad-based coali-

tions of support and generating public attention and pressure, it would

have beenmuchmore difficult, perhaps impossible, to sow the seeds of

change.

2 Steering talks on this right to the last hour in Paris was Laurence Tubiana, as climate
change ambassador in the French Presidency. “There was a lot of reluctance to put
numbers on the Paris Agreement goals,” she says. “[But] without any benchmark, it
was a recipe for failure.. . . We knew that the benchmark had to be more precise than
‘well below two degrees’.”

With a week to deadline, the draft agreement included seven or eight options for
translating the temperature target into something countries could be held accountable
for. “We had very difficult discussions until the morning of Saturday on that,” says
Tubiana.
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Looking forward, I hope that peopleworkingwithin civil society

can take four thoughts with them into future climate negotiations:

1. Recognize, draw strength and use your unique position as amember of civil

society to move things in the direction you want. Unlike national

delegations, which are burdened with balancing competing national

interests, civil society is empowered by a principled, objective-based

approach to protecting people and ecosystems. Use this freedom and power

to your advantage.

2. Do not assume what happens on the outside is heard on the inside. Make

sure you create links so that the negotiators can feel the pressure, yet be

inspired to act boldly and directly.

3. Take time to understand different individuals’ reasons for being active in

the negotiations so that you can assess whether that person is a high-trust

ally or not, no matter what institution they are working for at that

moment. Be open to unusual allies.

4. Listen to your allies in the movement, particularly those fighting for their

very survival. Their wisdom and courage are an energy source and a guide

for us all.

Note: I would like to thank Ana Toni, Li Shuo, Jamie Henn and Alden

Meyer for taking the time to share their Paris memories with me.
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