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There is growing awareness across the world to deal with the challenge of climate change but 

unfortunately the action, performance and response has been grossly insufficient. The latest 
announcement of the Trump administration to come out of the Paris Climate Deal clinch in 2015 has 
let to off further set back to climate change negotiation. The reports of Intergovernmental Panel of 
Climate Change (IPCC) have succeeded substantially in bringing about awareness on the reality of 
climate change. The Fourth Assessment Report (AR4) in 2007 identified some compelling message of 
human interference on climate system. The Fifth Assessment Report (AR5) in November 2014 further 
reiterated and vividly identified the adverse impact of climate change in terms of melting of glaciers, 
sea level rise, adverse weather condition etc. This paper attempts to examine and analyze various 
initiatives taken in South Asia to mitigate the threat of Climate Change of global negotiations on this 
subject. This paper examines global negotiations on this subject. Further, the ideas of recent trend in 
Deep Ecology which go beyond mere human security to encompass all life and nature has been noted 
with particular reference to its indebtedness to Gandhian philosophy. 

 
It is maintained that the environment of mother earth being indivisible, any regional effort to 

find a solution to the problems of Climate Change has to dovetail with the larger global 
efforts/solution. The global efforts symbolized by the discourse under the aegis of United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change(UNFCCC)have unfortunately been very prolonged and 
virtually put under suspended animation by the decisions or rather indecisions at Conference of 
Parties in Durban (2011) and Doha (2012).The nations which enjoy the power and prosperity and 
pollute mother earth the most, evade their commitment to the basic principle of ‘common but 
differentiated responsibilities’ and ‘principle of equity’ set forth in global discourse. The proceedings 
of UNFCCC conferences in Lima, Peru in 2014 and Paris, France in 2015 have unfortunately diluted 
these basic principles and reduced them to mere pious declarations of the preamble.  Even this 
diluted agreement has been facing a lot of criticism in US. Trump administration in June 2016 
declared its exit from the Climate Pact. Further US announced the stopping of its commitments under 
the Paris Climate Agreement signed by 125 countries. This announcement was made by the 
administration ignoring the pleas from international allies and significant section of US political and 
business leaders. The argument of Mr. Trump is that the agreement would lead to redistribution of 
American wealth to other countries and transfer of American jobs abroad. The inexorable logic of 
growth and progress pursued through neo-liberal economic ideology to sustain their life style and 
consumption patterns compel them not to come to terms with the real threats of Climate Change.  

   
The efficacy of South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) as a regional 

organization to deal with the issues posed by Climate Change has been examined in this larger global 
context.  Further, various problems facing SAARC while pursuing these issues have also been 
highlighted. The virtual failure of global and regional efforts due to prolonged, action-less 
deliberations, lack of political will to accept the inevitable and change course for the survival of 
humankind has been underlined.  

 
In conclusion, it has been emphasized that search for an alternative source of renewable 

energy (alternative to fossil fuels) and to the development model of neo-liberalism is the only hope for 
the future. A state of harmony and equilibrium – ‘Samanvya’ as an Indian would call it – among and 
within nations and communities, between nature and man and within nature itself only will ensure 
peace, equity and survival of mother earth. 
 
Key Words – Climate Change, Global Discourse, Environmental Sustainability, South Asian 
Vulnerability, Deep Ecology. 
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Introduction:- 
 

South Asia with one fifth of world population is an extreme disaster prone region. The 
Secretary General of SAARC presented a draft SAARC Agreement on Rapid Response to Natural 
Disasters to the Inter-governmental meeting in Colombo in May 2011.  

 
It is indeed a sad historical irony of monumental proportions that South Asia which was the 

ancient cradle of the principles of ecological harmony in its quest for spiritual and physical symbiosis, 
today faces such a bleak environmental outlook. The fundamental filial connect between humankind 
and Mother Earth was declared thousands of years ago in the ancient Indian sacred scripture Vedas in 
the Hymn to the Earth: 

 
'Mata Bhumih Putroham Prithivyah: Earth is my mother, I am her son.i 

 
His Holiness The Dalai Lama in The Buddhist Declaration on Nature articulating the ethical 

and ecological vision of Buddhism made following observations which are extremely relevant for our 
time:  

 
 It is this critical awareness of the existential threat to humankind that has impelled right 
thinking people and analysts to rethink the old traditional concepts of security and realise the threats 
posed by the adverse impact of Climate Change as threat to human security defined as freedom from 
danger, fear, want and deprivation. The Climate Change is thus perceived as a threat to security in the 
non-military sense.  This requires an entirely new conceptual framework to understand the magnitude 
and extent of this threat and therefore, to formulate an entirely different strategy to counter and secure 
peace and security for humankind. This humanist view which links environment and security focuses 
on the welfare of humankind in a world which has globalised and wherein technology has weakened 
the geographical and cultural barriers.ii 
 
Security, Deep Ecology and South Asia 
 

There is a deeper strain of environmentalism which considers that the concept of natural 
diversity as a valuable resource for human kind (which needs to be protected) is merely shallow 
ecology. This school of ecological philosophy (claiming to be deep ecologists) maintains that natural 
diversity has its own intrinsic value and to equate it to be value for humans would tantamount to 
racial prejudice. Hence all life forms are valuable and humans have no right to reduce the richness 
and diversity of environment except where it is necessary to satisfy vital needs.iii The philosophy of 
deep ecology is very familiar to Gandhian South Asia. The ideas of Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi 
rooted in conservative Indian tradition, had influenced the philosophy of deep ecologists. He 
discussed the environmental problems in his famous journal Hind Swaraj way back in 1909 to 
suggest measures to root out the problem rather than search a solution to control it. He maintained 
that the extravagant utilization of non-renewable resources, i.e., coal, oil and metal at global scale 
would play havoc with nature. He considered the insatiable and unending pursuit of material pleasure 
and prosperity to be the Achilles’ heel of modern civilization. He thus practised and propagated the 
ancient Indian ideal of Aparigraha, i.e., non-possession. He approached nature with utmost reverence 
and emphasized that the man should not cause violence to other living forms. He believed in essential 
unity of man and of all that lives. His concept of Ahinsa, popularly interpreted as non-violence, 
meant non-injury not only to human life but to all living things. For him this was the way to Truth 
which he saw as Absolute, as God or an impersonal all-pervading reality.iv This Gandhian perspective 
compels us to seek answers to some basic questions: 

 
Why such a human activity which has caused the crisis of Climate Change? 
 
Is this crisis inherent in the model of development/economic ideology chosen by the human 

kind – particularly in the rich/industrialized world? 
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Is the focus of this model of development on ensuring the security of the State, of the status 

quo of inequity, rich-poor divide, socio-economic deprivation of large numbers, of vulgar prosperity 
and abysmal poverty as distinct from security of all living forms and nature? 

 
Mitigation, Adaptation, Preparedness to make the world Climate Change resilient – is it only 

an elite façade to preserve the status quo of inequity and socio-economic deprivation? 
 
Do South Asia continue to ape the economic development model of energy and capital 

intensive economic growth based on extravagant utilization of oil-coal-metal and supplemented by 
dangerous nuclear energy sources or seek an alternative economic development model? 

 
Is an alternative development model feasible/possible in an interdependent globalised world 

order today? 
 
Is the human race and particularly vulnerable regions like South Asia doomed to the disaster 

of Climate Change because there is no alternative to the model of progress and economic growth 
provided by the ideology of Capitalism? 

 
Is it a false debate? Is the march of technology driven development and growth ideology 

neutral? 
 
Is there any answer to the ‘crises’ posed by the technological march of the modern 

civilization? Can South Asia with its claim of ‘original environmentalism’ provide a solution to the 
threats of Climate Change? 

 
While it may not be feasible or within the scope of this paper to seek answers to all the 

questions above, it would be relevant to delineate the global and South Asian regional response to the 
threats of Climate Change in the perspective of issues raised therein. 

 
Global Discourse: Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
 
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) which came into existence in 1988 

in pursuance of first World Climate Conference organized under the aegis of UN Environment 
Programme (UNEP) and World Meteorology Organisation (WMO) defines Climate Change as the 
change in the state of the climate that can be identified by changes in the mean and/or variability of its 
properties persisting for an extended period. Further, this change could be due to natural variability or 
a result of human activity.v There is now acknowledged plethora of scientific evidence that climate 
change is occurring primarily due to human activity. The emission of Green House Gases (GHGs) and 
its effect on global warming leading to devastating consequences for the climate are now well known 
for quite sometime. The debate on Climate Change has acquired urgency of late due to the existential 
threat that its adverse impact poses for humanity and also since it raises serious political issues on the 
nature and ideology of the model of economic growth and progress based on fierce consumption of 
depleting fossil fuels. 

 
The IPCC report provides strong evidence of the change in climate. It has noted CO2 

atmospheric concentration up from 280 ppm (pre-industrial) to 379 ppm (2005) and GHG emissions 
up by 70% between 1970-2004. This has resulted in rise in global mean temperature by 0.74°C 
between 1906-2005.  The eleven years period between1995-2006 has been recorded among the 12 
warmest years since 1850. Further, global sea level rose 1.8mm/yr during 1961-2003 and at a faster 
pace during 1993-2003 at the rate of 3.1 mm per year. The average warming in future is predicted to 
be 0.2°C per decade.vi Scientists from US National Aeronautical and Space Administration (NASA) 
and National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) revealed that the year 2015 
temperatures continued a long term warming trend. In fact, 2015 was declared the hottest year on 
record beginning 1880.  The adverse impact of these changes would increase the risks of natural 
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disasters like floods, cyclones, drought, coastal erosion, landslides, water famine, food scarcity, 
adverse impact on human health, damage to fresh water ecosystems etc. The socio-economic impact 
of such adverse changes could be devastating for a densely populated region like South Asia. 

 
         The modern twentieth century world formally woke up to the challenge of Climate Change 
much after the holocaust of Second War when in 1972 UN Conference on Environment was 
organized in Stockholm. While Climate Change became a dominant subject of international discourse, 
the deliberations of the international community have been marked by political deadlocks, scientific 
uncertainties, lack of trust, inadequate leadership, political regrouping, influence of business lobbies 
and geo-political considerations.vii Ironically, the State apparatus in collaboration with Corporate 
lobbies in developing countries which have been suppressing indigenous and deprived communities to 
impose their own model of ‘development’ within, have been using the idiom and phraseology of the 
deprived during negotiations with the developed/ industrialised countries. The poor and deprived and 
their advocacy of an ecologically harmonious and genuinely sustainable development process thus 
became a potent pawn in the hands of hypocritical regimes in the developing world on the geo-
political chess board.  
 

The First World Climate Conference was organized by United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) and World Meteorological Organisation (WMO) to look into climate data, 
identify its impact and to promote research on climate variability in 1979. This Conference 
recommended creation of an Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) which later came 
into existence in 1988. This very year a group of 400 scientists and policy makers met in Toronto in a 
Public Scientific Conference (sponsored by UNEP and WMO) and suggested 20% reduction in GHG 
against 1998 levels by 2005. In subsequent year 1989, UN General Assembly passed a resolution 
44/228 to recognize the importance of the protection and enhancement of environment for all 
countries and further decided to convene a UN Conference on Environment and Development. 

 
The First Assessment Report (AR) of IPCC in 1990 put forth a proposition of 60-80 per cent 

cuts in CO2 emissions to stabilize the concentration of GHG which was noted to be 25 per cent higher 
in the pre-industrialisation age.  The Second World Climate Conference held in Geneva the same year 
laid down basic principles like ‘common concern of humankind’, common but differentiated 
responsibilities’, principle of equity’, ‘precautionary principle’ and further urged developed states 
which were responsible for 75 per cent of world’s GHG emissions to establish targets and/or feasible 
national programmes or strategies which will have a significant effect on limiting emissions or GHG. 
This Conference also recognized that emissions from developing countries must still grow to 
accommodate their development needs. UNGA passed a resolution in 1990 to formally launch 
negotiations on a framework convention on Climate Change. The very next year in 1991, the 
Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee (INC) met for the first time. 

 
A consensus on UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) could be reached 

in 1992 where in the landmark Earth Summit in Rio de Janerio, Brazil this Convention was opened 
for signatures of the member states. The Convention finally came into force in 1994. The Rio action 
plan-Agenda21- launched in the Earth Summit echoed the humanist approach to development and 
Climate Change when its preamble declared:   

 
Humanity stands at a defining moment in history. We are confronted with a 
perpetuation of disparities between and within nations, a worsening of poverty, 
hunger, ill health and illiteracy, and the continuing deterioration of the ecosystems on 
which we depend for our well being. However, integration of environment and 
development concerns and greater attention to them will lead to the fulfillment of 
basic needs, improved living standards for all, better protected and managed 
ecosystems and a safer, more prosperous future. No nation can achieve this on its 
own; but together we can – in a global partnership for sustainable development.viii 
 



5 

 

The UN General Assembly adopting  Rio Declaration on Environment and Development in 
August 1992  echoed these sentiments when it proclaimed  in its very first principle that: 

 
Human beings are at the centre of concerns for sustainable development. They are 
entitled to a healthy and productive life in harmony with nature.ix 

 
 The UNFCCC signed by 153 states declared its objective in Article 2 ‘to achieve 
stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent 
dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system. Such a level should be achieved within 
a time frame sufficient to allow ecosystems to adapt naturally to climate change, to ensure that food 
production is not threatened and to enable economic development to proceed in a sustainable 
manner.’ The framework convention thus acknowledged Climate Change as an existential threat for 
humankind and fossil fuels as a major source of problem. 
 
        The second Assessment report of IPCC in 1995 confirmed the rise in global   temperature as 
being influenced by human beings. This report provided inputs for negotiations which culminated in 
landmark Kyoto Protocol. 
 
 The Kyoto Protocol pronounced in 1997 within the parameters of UNFCCC, divided the 
nations into two main groups, i.e., Annex1 parties and Non-Annex1 parties. Some non-annex1 parties 
listed in Annex-2 and hence Annex-2 parties. Developing countries 145 in number were Non-Annex-
1 parties. The Protocol lays down three mechanisms as under following the principle of ‘common but 
differentiated responsibilities’: 
 

i) Joint Implementation: Annex-1 countries can get credits for funding projects to 
reduce GHG emissions in other Annex-1 countries(mainly former Soviet bloc 
countries termed as economies in transition) 

ii) Clean Development Mechanism (CDM): Annex-1 countries can get credit for 
funding projects in Non-Annex-1 countries which projects reduce GHGs. 

iii) International Emission Trading (IET): Annex-1 countries can buy and sell carbon 
credits where one country has exceeded its target and can sell its reductions by the 
tonne to another country.x 

 
CONFERENCE OF PARTIES (COP) 

 
Ever since 1995, the parties to UNFCCC have been holding Conference of Parties (COP) in 

order to assess progress in dealing with Climate Change. The chequered history of international 
negotiations bereft of political will to accept common but differential responsibilities continued 
through annual COPs when in 2000, COP-6 reached an impasse in Hague. COP-6, however, resumed 
in Bonn in 2001 after US President George Bush declared official decision to abandon Kyoto Protocol 
and focused on financial support to developing countries. It committed to create a $410 million fund 
by 2005. In 2001 again, COP-7 meeting in Marrakesh decided to set up a Climate Change Fund for 
mitigation and adaptation to climate change as well as Least Developed Country Fund for the poorest 
countries. The third IPCC Assessment Report in the same year provided new and strong evidence of 
global warming over the last fifty years. It cautioned against the wider security implications of the 
climate change due to melting of glaciers and rise in sea level. 

 
COP-8 met in Delhi in 2002 and calling for sustainable development agreed that adaptation to 

climate change was as important as mitigation measures. 
 

The ratification of Kyoto Protocol by Russia in November 2004 and its coming into force on 
February 2005, resurrected the Protocol to some extent after US declared its dissociation from the 
treaty and merely maintained an observer status. 
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COP-11 which was also the first meeting of parties to Kyoto Protocol after 1997 agreed on an 
action plan in Montreal (Montreal Action Plan) and agreed to extend the life of the Protocol beyond 
2012 when it would have been due to expire. It also agreed to negotiate ‘deeper cuts’ in GHG 
emissions. 

 
The real politic came to the fore in 2005 when a group of five nations (G5)- Brazil, India, 

South Africa, Mexico and China- met G8 countries during their summit meeting in Gleneagles to 
debate Climate Change. G-5 countries stressed on transfer of technology and financial support for a 
‘flexible, fair and effectual global framework’ in this regard. 

 
G-8 countries in their subsequent 2007 summit meeting pledged financial support for 

adaptation measures along with use of cleaner and renewable energy. Thus technology cooperation 
and financing became the latest buzz-words of global negotiations on Climate Change. 

 
COP-13 meeting in Bali in 2007 laid down a Bali Road map after taking note of fourth report 

(AR-4) of IPCC. It made a strong scientific case for political action on the climate issues facing 
humankind. 

 
G-8 countries in a significant move held a special climate summit of major industrialized and 

developing countries under the aegis of the Major Economies Forum on Energy and Climate at 
L’Aquilla in 2009. This conclave  endorsed the important benchmark of a maximum permissible 
global temperature rise of 2*C above the pre-industrial levels and G-8 countries agreed to cut their 
carbon emissions by 80 per cent by 2050 with a pre-condition that developing countries would agree 
to a global 50 per cent cut in emissions by 2050. G-8 countries hoped that developing countries might 
endorse a target which was not accepted by them in the past. However, the developing countries only 
agreed to ‘peak’ their emissions before cutting down in absolute terms. 

 
The international community, particularly rich club of industrialized nations and emerging 

economies of G-5 countries refused to accept mandatory obligations on GHG emissions. While there 
was no compliance of short-to-mid term (2020) reduction plans envisaged in Kyoto Protocol, long 
term declarations only seemed unconvincing and intended to buy time for promoting geo-political 
selfish interests. While US despite being largest per-capita emitter of CO2 refused to accept binding 
cuts , developing countries like  India and China insisted on seeking ‘allowances’ due to their need for 
economic growth. They maintained that any mandatory cut in CO2 emissions would compromise their 
efforts to tackle poverty. 
 

COP-16 at Copenhagen in 2009 was held against this background but ended in a failure since 
no country signed the accord proposed for limiting carbon emissions to below 2°C with efforts to 
‘peak’ them early. Thus in complete violation of the principles evolved after decades of painstaking 
efforts, no legally binding emission cuts were accepted. While the COP accord was not approved, it 
was proposed as under: 

 
i) Developed countries would jointly mobilize US $100 billion a year by 2020 to address 

the needs of developing countries. 
ii) A Copenhagen Green Climate Fund would thus be established to support projects, 

programmes, policies and other activities of developing countries. 
iii) A Technology Mission would be established to accelerate technology development and 

transfer to developing countries. 
iv) An assessment of Copenhagen Accord will be completed by 2015. 

 
The Copenhagen Accord and response of different group of countries underlined 

fragmentation of the past efforts and abandoning of basic principles evolved earlier.  
 

COP-16 at Cancun in December 2010 while made an effort to restore the sanctity of multi-
lateral negotiations under the UNFCCC failed to make any headway on securing ‘common but 
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differential responsibilities’ and ‘deeper cuts’.  On the contrary, the difference between developed and 
developing countries was obliterated- while developed countries would no more commit legally to cut 
emissions, the developing countries will have to take binding commitments. There were no firm 
commitments either to provide technological and financial help by rich countries who merely made 
promises. The Cancun thus made an about turn with following Long Term Cooperation Action (LCA) 
plan: 
 

Developing countries agree to-  
 

i) writing off historical debt of developed countries; 
ii) have their own domestic emission  targets and actions; 
iii) allow third party verifications of targets, making it binding; 
iv) emission targets of developed countries that are not sufficient to limit global 

temperature increase below 2°C. 
 
Developed countries agree to- 

i) generate US $100 billion in long term, $30 billion in 2010-12; 
ii) facilitate technology transfer through innovation centres; 
iii) funding  reducing emission from deforestation and forest degradation (REDD) 

and address own actions leading to deforestation; 
iv) linking adaptation to Hyogo Framework for Action – a global treaty on disaster 

risk reduction; 
v) funding research on understanding vulnerability, impacts, development of plans 

and creating institutional responses.xi 
 

The critics of Cancun LCA maintain that this proposed cooperation has virtually negated 
Kyoto Protocol since second commitment period under the Protocol has not been decided and 
deferred till next Durban Summit, the base reference period for emission reduction is not indicated 
(whether it should be 1990, 2000 or 2025) and emissions reduction targets have not been set for 
countries individually or as a whole. All countries participating in Cancun summit accepted US 
position with the sole exception of Bolivia. 

 
While the international community was getting ready for next round of climate negotiations at 

Durban, South Africa in 2011, there was consensus among experts that challenges the current 
perspectives on future emissions and nature of international cooperation. The International Council 
for Science and the International Social Science Council reached a consensus that the social and 
bio-physical sub-systems are intertwined in a manner that the conditions and responses of the 
system to external forcing are based on the synergy of the two sub-systems. Hence the problem 
of climate change can be addressed by studying the full global system rather than its 
components.xii 

 
COP 17 at Durban reached an agreement to negotiate a new and more inclusive treaty and 

establishment of a Green Climate Fund. The EU and several countries agreed to continue Kyoto 
Protocol beyond 2012 if other governments, including major emitters from developed and developing 
countries, agreed to negotiate a new legally binding treaty with deeper emission reduction by 2015 to 
come into force afterwards. While the UN Under Secretary & UNEP Executive Director welcomed 
Durban proceedings as a boost for global climate action, the critics termed it as succumbing to 
Climate Apartheid, a crime against humanity by delaying real action till 2020 and permitting an 
increase in global temperature of 4 degree Celsius as a death sentence for Africa, Small Island States 
and the poor and vulnerable worldwide. Further, that postponement of decision on Second 
Commitment Period of Kyoto Protocol till next COP with no commitments for emission reduction by 
rich countries, implied that Kyoto Protocol is on life support until replaced by a new agreement which 
would be weaker. The critics also maintained that the Green Climate Fund should be managed by 
participatory governance and not by World Bank which they consider a villain of the failed neo-
liberal economy. 
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Rio+20 Conference held in June 2012 marked revival of the spirit of The United Nations 

Conference on Environment and Development of 1992. Rio+20 reaffirmed commitment to UN 
MDG7 on Environment Sustainability. The Outcome Document of Rio+20 laid down the vision of a 
Green Economy in the context of sustainable development and poverty eradication. It reaffirmed that 
Climate Change is one of the greatest challenges of our time and expressed profound alarm that 
emissions of greenhouse gases continue to rise globally. 

 
COP 18 at Doha in 2012 was termed a mere intermediate COP which enabled start of a new 

negotiating process aimed at delivering a new global climate agreement. The rich and powerful had 
their way which actually commenced at COP 2005 at Montreal and formalized at Bali COP 2007 
which had set the basis for developing countries to also get involved in mitigation action. Now we 
have a state of confusion and uncertainty with Second Commitment Period of the Kyoto Protocol 
(2013-2020) with legal binding targets for a smaller number of countries than the First Commitment 
Period (2008-12), voluntary commitments reached in 2010 under the Cancun Agreements by 
countries like the US and China and which run to 2020 and the negotiation of a new climate change 
agreement that will be completed by 2015 and will enter into force in 2020. The uncertainty and ad-
hocism is now symbolized by an Ad-Hoc Working Group under the Durban Platform (ADP). The 
moderate voices maintained that no breakthroughs were expected or achieved but the UNFCCC 
process was kept on track. 

 
COP 19 at Warsaw in November 2013 continued the insipid, prolonged game-plan of the rich 

and the mighty who were historically the worst polluters and never wanted legally binding 
commitments entailed in Kyoto Protocol. COP 19 considered only an interim show on way to 2015 
Climate agreement had two-fold objective: 

 
i) to bind nations together into effective global effort to reduce emissions rapidly 

enough to chart humanity’s longer-term path out of the danger zone of climate 
change, while building adaptation capacity; and  

ii) to stimulate faster and broader action. 
 

The Governments of participant countries agreed to communicate their respective 
contributions towards the universal agreement well in advance of the meeting in Paris in 2015. The 
usual noises were made on helping the poorest countries adapt to the impacts of climate change and 
build their own sustainable, clean energy futures. It was further agreed for the rule book for reducing 
emissions from deforestation and forest degradation together with measures to bolster forest 
preservation and a results based payment system to promote forest protection. There was agreement 
on a mechanism to address loss and damage caused by long term climate change impacts. The Green 
Climate Fund was to be ready for capitalization in the second half of 2014. 

 
The fifth IPCC assessment report adopted in November 2014 reiterated observed changes 

due to human influence on the climate system and underlined that recent anthropogenic emissions of 
greenhouse gases were the highest in history. The report observed: 

 
Warming of the climate system is unequivocal, and since 1950, many of the 

observed changes are unprecedented over decades to millennia. The atmosphere and 
oceans have warmed, the amount of snow and ice have diminished and sea level has 
risen…. 

 
Anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions have increased since the pre-

industrial era, driven largely by economic and population growth, and are now 
higher than ever. This has led to atmospheric concentration of carbon-dioxide, 
methane and nitrous oxide that are unprecedented in at least the last 800,000 years. 
Their effects, together with those of other anthropogenic drivers, have been detected 
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throughout the climate system and are extremely likely to have been the dominant 
cause of the observed warming since mid-20th century…. 

 
Continued emission of greenhouse gases will cause further warming and long 

lasting changes in all components of the climate system, increasing the likelihood of 
severe, pervasive and irreversible impacts for people and ecosystems. Limiting 
climate change would require substantial and sustained reduction in greenhouse gas 
emissions which together with adaptation, can limit climate change risks…. 

 
Many aspects of climate change and associated impacts will continue for 

centuries, even if anthropogenic emissions of green house gases are stopped. The 
risks of abrupt and irreversible changes increase as the magnitude of the warming 
increases.xiii 

 
The IPCC’s concluding observation above on climate changes, risks and impacts continuing 

for centuries even if anthropogenic emissions of GHGs stop, underscores the gloomy picture of the 
damage already done and the historic culpability of the industrialised nations to proportionately share 
the burden of ‘Climate Action’. 

 
COP 20 at Lima in December 2014 was again a preparatory for the 2015 show but 

glamorously named a milestone on the road to Paris. There was a call for Climate Action striking a 
balance in what regards accelerating climate action and achieving the common objective of not 
exceeding 2 degrees of temperature above pre-industrial levels. The warring country parties fought a 
pitched battle over two weeks, the rich nations conceded the principle of ‘’differentiation’’, i.e., how 
to divide the responsibility for carbon cuts between rich and poor nations but the different 
interpretations and implications of the principle caused discrepancies between developed and 
developing countries, particularly so called ‘emerging economies’. While the principle of common 
but differentiated responsibilities (CDR) was acknowledged (even though this was hard earned earlier 
at Kyoto in 1997) but it added a flexible element since it was qualified as CDR and respective 
capabilities to be considered under the light of different national circumstances. The rich countries 
further evolved an ingenious stratagem to dilute their historical culpability of GHG emissions by 
imposing a condition of each country submitting Intended Nationally Determined Contributions 
(iNDCs), i.e., plans concerning mitigation and adaptation by October 1, 2015 before Paris COP. 

 
Lima decisions produced a negotiation draft that incorporated and acknowledged progress 

made to date and included elements that will be the base of the new agreement to be adopted at 
COP21. COP 20 also established mechanisms to increase the ambition and reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions before 2020 which was intended to be the year of start of effectiveness of the agreement to 
be signed at Paris in 2015.  

 
The Green fund exceeded the initial target of US$10 billion to reach US$10.2 billion at COP 

20. 
 
The initial work plan for two years on the mechanism of “Losses and Damages” created in 

2013 for situations in which climate change impacts are so large that they exceed the capacity of 
populations to face them, was approved. 

 
The experts termed the Lima outcome as a half-baked plan belying hopes of an agreement 

that would compel rich countries to include information in their pledges on climate adaptation and 
financial help. There was no imposition of requirement but mere urging parties to consider including 
an adaptation component in their pledges and on finance similarly the COP ‘’urged’’ developed 
countries to provide support. The outcome was thus summed up in an editorial of Indian newspaper 
The Hindu titled “A weak agreement saves the day” as under: 
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The “Twentieth Conference of the Parties” of the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change ended in Lima on December 14…. The Paris 2015 
deadline for finalizing an international agreement on climate change fuelled a sense 
of urgency at these talks. There was some optimism ahead of the conference, with 
U.S.-China deal in November being considered a breakthrough and the European 
Union coming on board making serious commitments to cut emissions. But this hope 
soon fizzled out as rifts between ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries became 
deeper. In a familiar dialectical movement, the shift from hope to impasse eventually 
led to a last minute deal, thus saving the talks from failure. The document that was 
finally agreed upon, calls for a commitment from all parties to an “ambitious 
agreement in 2015 that reflects the principle of common but differentiated 
responsibilities” (CDR). It “urges” developed countries to provide financial support 
to developing countries to meet their “ambitious mitigation” goals. The agreement 
urges parties to take national pledges by finalizing their Intended Nationally 
Determined Contributions (INDC) by November 2105. However, the agreement is 
criticized for being a “watered down” and a “lackluster plan”, leaving all political 
issues unresolved…. 
 
The ‘developing versus developed country’ schism was at the centre of the debates. 
In trying to dilute this binary, wealthy nations like the US and those of the EU 
argued that the emissions from developing countries are consistently rising and they 
need to commit to more serious emission cuts. But India accused them of watering 
down the CDR principle envisaged in earlier agreements. The EU strongly favoured 
a review process to ensure accountability for the pledges made but China 
immediately blocked it, on grounds of national sovereignty. India stuck to its 
conventional position that the developed countries should shoulder a bigger burden 
as they are responsible for the problem in the first place, while poverty alleviation 
would continue to be India’s primary concern. …xiv 

 
The Millennium Declaration by the international community under the aegis of the 

United Nations in the year 2000 set for itself Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) to be 
achieved by 2015. The UN Sustainable Development Summit in September 2015 rededicated 
the human community to achievement of MDGs and build on the performance of 15 years to 
declare the agenda for next 15 years christened The 2030 Agenda For Sustainable 
Development. Thus 17 Sustainable Development Goals and 169 targets were announced in an 
ambitious universal agenda. This agenda declared, inter-alia, its determination to end poverty 
and hunger in all forms and dimensions to ensure that all human beings can fulfil their 
potential in dignity and equality and in a healthy environment, to protect the planet from 
degradation including through sustainable consumption and production, sustainably managing 
its natural resources and taking urgent action on climate change so that it can support the 
needs of the present and future generations.xv Goal 13 of this Agenda acknowledging that 
UNFCCC is the primary international, intergovernmental forum for negotiating the global 
response to climate change, expressed its solemn and pious hope bereft of partisan agenda of 
the rich and the poor to take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts by 
following: 

 
13.1. Strengthen resilience and adaptive capacity to climate related hazards and 
natural Disasters in all countries. 
 
13.2 Integrate climate change measures into national policies, strategies and 
planning. 
 
13.3 Improve education, awareness raising and human and institutional capacity on 
climate Change mitigation, adaptation, impact reduction and early warning. 
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13.a Implement the commitment undertaken by developed country parties  to  the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change to a goal of mobilizing 
jointly $100billion annually by 2020 from all sources to address the needs of 
developing countries in the context of meaningful mitigation actions and 
transparency on implementation and fully operationalize the Green Climate Fund 
through its capitalization as soon as possible 
 
  13.b Promote mechanisms for raising capacity for effective climate change related 
planning and management in least developed countries and small island developing 
States, including focusing on women, youth and local and marginalized 
communities.xvi 

 
COP 21 Paris November 30-December 13, 2015. 
The all important  Conference of Parties to  UNFCCC, post Kyoto Protocol in 1997, was held 

amidst hectic international political parleys, high expectations, declarations of INDCs by different 
countries and a pious and innocent declaration of Goal 13 of the UN’s 2030 Agenda For Sustainable 
Development in Paris, France.  
 

The Agreement reached at Paris aimed to strengthen the global response to the threat of 
climate change, in the context of sustainable development and efforts to eradicate poverty, including 
by:  
 

(a) Holding the increase in the global average temperature to well below               
2°C above pre-industrial levels and pursuing efforts to limit the temperature 
increase to 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels, recognizing that this would 
significantly reduce the risks and impacts of climate change;  

(b) Increasing the ability to adapt to the adverse impacts of climate change and 
foster climate resilience and low greenhouse gas emissions development, in a 
manner that does not threaten food production; and  

(c) Making finance flows consistent with a pathway towards low greenhouse gas 
emissions and climate-resilient development.  
 
This Agreement will be implemented to reflect equity and the principle of common 
but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities, in the light of different 
national circumstances. (Art. 2)xvii 
 

The agreement enjoins that the Parties aim to reach global peaking of greenhouse gas emissions 
as soon as possible, recognizing that peaking will take longer for developing country Parties, and to 
undertake rapid reductions thereafter in accordance with 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. 
 

• Each Party shall prepare, communicate and maintain successive nationally determined 
contributions that it intends to achieve. Parties shall pursue domestic mitigation measures, 
with the aim of achieving the objectives of such contributions.  

• Each Party’s successive nationally determined contribution will represent a progression 
beyond the Party’s then current nationally determined contribution and reflect its highest 
possible ambition, reflecting its common but differentiated responsibilities and respective 
capabilities, in the light of different national circumstances.  

• Developed country Parties should continue taking the lead by undertaking economy-wide 
absolute emission reduction targets. Developing country Parties should continue enhancing 
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their mitigation efforts, and are encouraged to move over time towards economy-wide 
emission reduction or limitation targets in the light of different national circumstances.  

• Support shall be provided to developing country recognizing that enhanced support for 
developing country Parties will allow for higher ambition in their actions.  

• Nationally determined contributions communicated by Parties shall be recorded in a public 
registry maintained by the secretariat.  

• All Parties should strive to formulate and communicate long-term low greenhouse gas 
emission development strategies, mindful of Article 2 taking into account their common but 
differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities, in the light of different national 
circumstances.  

• Parties recognize the importance of averting, minimizing and addressing loss and damage 
associated with the adverse effects of climate change, including extreme weather events and 
slow onset events, and the role of sustainable development in reducing the risk of loss and 
damage.  

• The Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss and Damage associated with Climate Change 
Impacts shall be subject to the authority and guidance of the Conference of the Parties. 

• Developed country Parties shall provide financial resources to assist developing country 
Parties with respect to both mitigation and adaptation in continuation of their existing 
obligations under the Convention.  

• The Conference of the Parties shall periodically take stock of the implementation of this 
Agreement to assess the collective progress towards achieving the purpose of this Agreement 
and its long-term goals (referred to as the “global stocktake”). It shall do so in a 
comprehensive and facilitative manner, considering mitigation, adaptation and the means of 
implementation and support, and in the light of equity and the best available science.  

• The Conference of the Parties shall undertake its first global stocktake in 2023 and every five 
years thereafter unless otherwise decided by the Conference of the Parties.  

• This Agreement shall enter into force on the thirtieth day after the date on which at least 55 
Parties to the Convention accounting in total for at least an estimated 55 per cent of the total 
global greenhouse gas emissions have deposited their instruments of ratification, acceptance, 
approval or accession.xviii 

 
The run up to the twentieth Conference of Parties in Lima and twenty first at Paris was 

marked by high expectations on the one hand and outright cynicism on the other. There was cynicism 
due to virtual demise of Kyoto Protocol due to non-ratification by the US and high expectations since 
the world community was already late and there was no choice but to confront the challenge of 
climate change head on. While the EU announced deep cuts (40% on 1990 levels) by 2030, the US 
committed 26-28% cut in emissions on 2005 levels and China committed to peak emissions around 
2030 and cut carbon intensity ( emissions per unit of GDP) by 60-65% from 2005 levels by 2030. 
India, on its part acknowledging that its development needs could not be ignored did not commit any 
year for peak emissions but announced a very ambitious climate action plan which envisaged 33-35% 
reduction in emission intensity of its GDP by 2030 from 2005 levels, sought to achieve this target by 
generating 40% of electricity through non-fossil fuel sources such as solar, wind, hydro, bio-mass and 
nuclear and by creating additional carbon sink of 2.5 to 3 billion tonnes of CO2 by increasing forest 
and tree cover. India is the third largest polluter after China and US in absolute emissions but 1/8th of 
US and 1/3rd of China in terms of per capita emissions. In all 186 countries submitted their Intended 
Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs) which post-Paris will be called Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs). The Agreement calls upon all countries to submit an NDC every five years 
and each successive NDC to be more ambitious than the previous one. Further, these will be recorded 
in a public registry. The ensuing COP at Morocco will consider whether all countries should submit 
their plans for the same time frame, i.e., NDCs by 2020. Other salient outcomes on important issues in 
Paris can be summarised as mentioned below: 

 
• The all important issue of the principle of ‘Common but Differentiated 

Responsibilities’(CBDR) referred as “Differentiation” as well, enshrined in UNFCCC of 
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1992 and bitterly fought for by developing countries has not been given up although 
qualified in Lima(COP-20) to make it flexible as CDR and respective capabilities to be 
considered under the light of different national circumstances. The Agreement mentions 
different kinds of commitments for developed and developing countries – on mitigation: 
developed countries asked to take ‘economy-wide absolute emission reduction targets’ 
while developing countries only ‘encouraged’ to do so; on finance: developed countries 
to indicate every two years amount of money that they would be able to raise over the 
next two years while developing countries ‘encouraged’ to do so on voluntary basis; on 
capacity building: developed countries asked to provide support to developing countries. 

• The UNFCCC mandates that the developed countries, being responsible for historical 
emissions from 1850 to 1980s, to provide finance to developing countries to help them 
fight impacts of climate change. It was their commitment articulated by the then US 
Secretary of States Hillary Clinton, that developed countries would mobilise $100 billion 
every year from 2020 as climate finance. Paris COP deliberations seek developed 
nations to provide this finance although this has been shifted from draft Agreement to 
the “decision next” at the insistence of developed countries – while the Paris Agreement 
is a permanent document, decisions recorded in “decision next” can be modified. 
Further, the developed countries will not scale up annual amount of $100 billion in 
subsequent years as demanded by developing countries but may consider so after 2025. 
While no specific commitment of timeframe within which this finance is to be raised is 
mandated but developed countries have been successful in providing for developing 
countries also to raise financial resources as a voluntary effort. 

• The Least Developing Countries(LDCs) and Small Island Developing States(SIDS) have 
been expressing apprehensions that in view of rising sea levels and possible high cost of 
adaptation, the target of restricting temperature above pre-industrial levels should be 
well below 2 degrees. The Agreement thus mentions objective to keep global average 
temperatures to “well below” 2 degrees while “pursuing efforts” to keep it below 1.5 
degrees. 

While the official governmental reactions to Paris climate deal were all full of appreciation 
and hope and the expected extreme reaction of the host country French President Francois Hollande 
terming it as ‘the most beautiful and most peaceful revolution’, the civil society groups and green 
think tanks in South Asia thought otherwise and maintained that the deal was not ambitious enough to 
save the planet from disaster of climate change. The Centre for Science and Environment, New Delhi 
termed it as a compromise and “lowest minimum denominator”:  

• “The phrase ‘historical responsibility’ has been erased from the agreement and 
this weakens the obligations of developed countries to take actions due to their 
past emissions. Without historical responsibility, equity will now be interpreted 
only through the words ‘respective capabilities and national circumstances’ 
further removing differentiation between the climate actions of developed and 
developing countries,” says Chandra Bhushan, deputy director general at Delhi-
based non-profit Centre for Science and Environment (CSE). 

To erase any notion of historical responsibility, the developed countries have 
gone to the extent of mentioning in the text that the loss and damage due to 
climate change “does not involve or provide a basis for any liability or 
compensation”.  

• Differentiation between developed and developing countries is maintained in the 
text in some parts, particularly on finance, but it must be noted that this is weak 
differentiation based on capabilities and not on historic responsibilities. Also, no 
financial target has been mentioned in the agreement 
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• The words “Equity” and “Common But Differentiated Responsibilities” has 
come in many places, but gets negated by the fact that the Nationally Determined 
Contributions of countries are not legally binding and everyone has to take on 
mitigation commitments 

• The text does talk about support for loss and damage, but clearly specifies that 
this will not be considered as liability or compensation. This further weakens the 
obligations of developed countries and erases responsibilities of dealing with the 
consequences of their past emissions 

• References to carbon budgets is gone and so developed countries can continue to 
disproportionally appropriate carbon space in the future as they have done in the 
past. A fair distribution of the remaining carbon space based on historical 
responsibilities could have avoided this inequity 

• Developed countries have got a carbon market, through which they can offset 
their emissions, so they will do even less domestically than what they have 
promised in their nationally determined contributions 

• Paris agreement has agreed on a voluntary carbon market to buy and sell 
carbon credits. This means that the developed countries are likely to do even low 
emission cuts domestically as they will buy credits from the developing countries 

• “On the whole, the Paris agreement continues to be weak and unambitious, as it 
does not include any meaningful targets for developed countries to reduce their 
emissions. It notes that climate injustice is a concern of some and it maintains 
that the agreement will be under the UN convention. But as it does not 
operationalise equity and the term carbon budget didn’t even find mention in the 
text. This will end up furthering climate apartheid,” says Sunita Narain, director 
general, CSE.xix 

The Climate Action Network South Asia(CANSA), a conglomerate of large number of civil 
society groups termed the final Paris draft agreement as durable and dynamic but falling short of 
being fully fair and responsive to future needs.xx 

 
Joseph Stiglitz, Nobel laureate and liberal economist forewarned in July 2015, five months prior 

to Paris Conference that the negotiators on global warming were marching up a blind alley and it was 
too late to achieve anything substantial: “I’m saying we ought to be facing reality. We have to learn 
from our failures.” His assessment on the eve of International Scientific Conference held in Paris in 
July 2015 as reported in media is summed up below: 

 
Plan A for climate change was a cap and trade system: Set caps on the amount of 
greenhouse gases that countries could spew into the air, then let those countries trade 
their emission rights with each other. Emitters that can cut cheaply make biggest 
reductions, so cap-and-trade achieves any given amount of emission reductions at the 
lowest possible cost. But cap-and-trade won’t work without enforceable caps, and 
countries haven’t been able to agree on what those caps should be, Stiglitz says, 
that’s inevitable. Giving big allowances to big emitters inadvertently rewards them 
for having caused a lot of global warming in the past and is “clearly morally and 
politically unacceptable”. 
On the other hand giving allowances to countries on a per capita basis will be 
attractive to poor ones with large populations, but “I don’t see any hope of getting 
the United States to agree to an equal sharing of carbon space”. His bottom line: 
“Cap-and-trade is doomed to failure”. 

He isn’t impressed with Plan B, either, which is voluntary commitments that the 
countries have been announcing leading up to Paris summit. “In the absence of more 
forceful actions, voluntary actions simply don’t solve the problems of global public 
goods,” he says. In other words, countries won’t do enough if there is no compulsion 
involved. 
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Stiglitz plan is to set a single, global price for carbon dioxide, the most important 
greenhouse gas. The idea is to make it so expensive to use carbon that consumers and 
businesses voluntarily use less of it. Countries could raise the price of carbon either 
with a tax or with a domestic cap-and-trade system, Stiglitz says…. 

As for the Conference in Paris in December, Stiglitz told Bloomberg simply: “It’s a 
charade”.xxi 

Paris Agreement is more or less Plan B with diluted principles of Common but Differentiated 
Responsibilities(CBDR) as “CBDR with respective capabilities to be considered under the light of 
different national circumstances” and pious hopes of climate justice expressed in the preamble only. 

 
A broad comparison of Kyoto Protocol and Paris Agreement on key issues of climate 

negotiations reveals following: 
 

Issue Area Kyoto Protocol 1997 Paris Agreement 2015 
Emission Reduction Binding target of 5% emission 

reduction economy-wise to 1990 
level by 2012 for rich countries, no 
target for developing world 

Global emission reduction target; 
Nationally Determined 
Contributions – voluntary and not 
binding; greater onus on countries 
like India & China. 
 

Climate Finance No funding amount; only rich 
nations to contribute finance to help 
developing world to adopt low 
carbon pathways. 

US$100billion per year post-2020 
and expands donor base to willing 
developing countries or those in a 
position to give money; aim to 
double climate fund after 2030; no 
legal binding. 
 

Review/Accountability Review emission reduction by rich 
countries after 15 years, all 
countries once in two years. 

Global stock-take of climate action 
plans once in five years 
commencing 2023; name & shame 
those falling short on action plan; 
not mandatory. 
 
 

Loss & Damage No provision on compensation for 
loss due to extreme whether events. 

Concept of Loss & Damage 
compensation to vulnerable nations 
by rich nations through instruments 
like insurance. 
 

New Issues Climate justice, life-style, human 
rights and gender empowerment not 
addressed 

These issues mentioned but only in 
the Preamble and hence without any 
mechanism to operationalize action. 
 

 
While the international community under the aegis of UNFCCC was preparing for Lima 

COP20 in December 2014, the two largest economies and worst polluters of environment, U.S. and 
China were quietly deciding to appropriate (or rather misappropriate) most of the carbon budget 
among two of them.  The two nations agreed on a time table to limit emission of greenhouse gases – 
while U.S. changing the Kyoto goalpost of 1990 as the base year declared to reduce its emission of 
greenhouse gases by 26-28 per cent below its 2005 level, China expressed its intent to peak emissions 
of carbon dioxide in 2030 and to raise the share of non-fossil fuels to 20 per cent in its primary energy 
mix in next 16 years. Although touted as a clean energy cooperation, U.S.-China pact was nothing 
more than a cynical, bilateral attempt to grab lion’s share of carbon budget and expression of lack of 
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faith in multilateralism. An analysis of energy consumption published in 2015 throws up very 
revealing facts vis-à-vis propaganda against developing markets as oil guzzling and carbon emitting 
economies. This statistical analysis indicate that India, China and Brazil add up to only 50% of US 
energy use. Further, per capita energy consumption in terms of Kg/oil equivalent in 2014 for US, 
China, Brazil and India was 7235, 2179, 1460 and 492 respectively.xxii The propaganda of the rich 
nations against developing countries like India is, therefore, extremely absurd in the light of this 
statistics. However, with most dependency on coal, China (66%) and India (56.5%) face a unique 
problem vis-a-vis their ambition to reduce CO2 emissions in near future. China has decided to shut its 
all major coal power plants and replace these with gas-fired stations to get 2.6 times more electricity 
and is also planning to set up a huge solar power station in space to realize the science fiction idea of 
Issac Asimov floated in 1941. The state news agency of China, Xinhua, reported that the power 
station would be a super spacecraft on a geosynchronous orbit equipped with huge solar panels which 
would generate electricity that would be converted to microwaves or lasers and transmit to a collector 
on earth. India’s plans are no less ambitious – its promise incorporated in INDC presented before 
Paris conference aims to reduce 33-35% of emissions intensity of its GDP by 2030 on 2005 levels; 
this envisages 40% electricity generation capacity by non-fossil fuels and creation of huge carbon 
sinks. While India’s commitment has been universally lauded including by International Energy 
Agency, but this would require huge financial resources assessed at US $2.5 trillion. An equally 
ambitious and prompt concrete action initiated by India is launch of an international solar alliance on 
the first day of UN conference on climate change in Paris in 2015. This alliance is a union of 
countries with abundant sunlight that Indian Prime Minister called his “long cherished dream”. The 
aim of the alliance is to deliver solar energy to millions by making it cheaper, more reliable and easier 
to connect to the grid. 
 
South Asian Response   
 

The colourless kaleidoscope of a multi-faceted crisis in South Asia inevitably demands a 
regional response to the threats posed by Climate Change. In fact, the complex nature of this crisis 
makes it a threat to the very existence of sub-continent population seeking a secure and dignified 
human life. The climate of mother earth being indivisible and intertwining of bio-physical and social 
sub-systems as mentioned earlier, would necessarily dictate that the regional response dovetails to the 
global efforts to find answers to the issues raised by the crisis of Climate Change. 
 
            South Asia with its ancient lineage of environmentalism and current dismal state of 
environment outlook entered the phase of regional cooperation rather late as compared to other 
regional groupings in the world. 

 
The Heads of the State/Government of seven South Asian countries -Bangladesh, Bhutan, 

India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka - formally established the South Asian Association for 
Regional Cooperation (SAARC) in their first summit meeting held in Dhaka on 7-8 December, 
1985.They adopted a Charter for SAARC in this summit meeting. The basic objectives set forth in the 
Charter were, inter-alia, to promote the welfare of the peoples of South Asia and to improve their 
quality of life; to accelerate economic growth, social progress and cultural development in the region; 
and to promote and strengthen collective self-reliance among countries of South Asia.  

 
           The most significant feature of the SAARC Charter is the provision that the Heads of 
State/Government would meet once a year, or more often, if necessary. 
 
           The inaugural Dhaka Summit set the precedent for procedures and modalities to be followed in 
future. Thus each Summit was to be preceded by a meeting of the Standing Committee and of the 
Council of Ministers. After the conclusion of each Summit, a declaration expounding the Summit’s 
philosophy and thinking was issued along with a Joint Communique which contained in summary 
form the substantive decisions of the Summit. 
 

SAARC Study on Environment Preservation and Natural Disasters 
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The Third SAARC Summit which was convened in Kathmandu, Nepal on 2-4 November, 

1987decided, inter-alia, to commission a study on the ‘Protection and Preservation of the 
Environment and the Causes and Consequences of Natural Disasters’ in a well-planned 
comprehensive framework. In fact, while deciding to commission this study, the  Summit  leaders  
expressed  their  deep  concern at the fast and continuing degradation of the environment including 
extensive destruction of forest, in the South Asian region. They also noted that South Asia was 
afflicted with such natural disasters as floods, droughts, landslides, cyclones, tidal waves which have 
had a particularly severe impact causing immense human suffering.xxiii 

 
This study which was finalized in December 1991 was formulated after a very comprehensive 

national studies by individual Member States to bring out the conditions prevalent in the countries of 
the region on environment and natural disasters. The individual country reports also mentioned the 
preventive and remedial measures taken with regard to adverse climate conditions and natural 
disasters. The individual country studies were amalgamated with the help of consultant experts. The 
study report noted that: 

 
The region is one of the poorest in the world and has a high rate of population growth 
and population density – the SAARC Member states comprise 20 per cent of the world’s 
population living on 3.5 per cent of the total land area and generate only 2 per cent of 
the world’s GNP. The pressures that these socio-economic conditions create on the 
natural environment are enormous. In addition, development programmes in the area of 
industry, agriculture and energy, which are necessary to improve the standards of living 
of the people, create environmental problems through the generation of wastes and 
heavy demands they put on natural resource base. SAARC region because of its high 
level of poverty…. Degradation of the environment has a particularly adverse effect on 
the poor, and results in increased natural disasters, especially in the high slopes of the 
mountain regions, dry and desertified areas, and in the flood plains. The natural 
resource base of South Asia Has to be managed extremely carefully and with great 
ingenuity to ensure increased productivity on a sustainable basis so that present and 
future generations can meet their needs and aspirations and live in harmony with their 
environment.xxiv 

 
The Report made recommendations on measures to protect and manage environment and 

suggested measures and programmes for strengthening disaster management capabilities. Specific 
issues covered by recommendations on protecting and managing environment included strengthening 
the environment management infrastructure, environmentally sound land and water planning, research 
and action programme on mountain development in the Himalayan Region, coastal zone management 
programme, integrated development of river basins, SAARC forestry and watershed programme, 
programme on energy and environment, pollution control and hazardous wastes programme, network 
on traditional water harvesting techniques, SAARC cooperative programme for biodiversity 
management, people’s participation in resource management, information exchange on low-cost and 
environmentally sound habitat related technologies, SAARC network of environmental NGOs, 
participation of women in environment, SAARC Fund for environment, SAARC report on the state of 
environment and cooperation among SAARC Members on environmental issues in international 
forums.  

 
Further, the Report incorporated measures and programmes for strengthening disaster 

management capabilities and covered topics on networking of institutions on natural disaster planning 
and management, establishment of a SAARC relief and assistance mechanism for disasters, 
cooperation on the development of modern disaster warning systems, programme for research related 
to drought prone areas and information exchange system on management of human activities in 
disaster prone areas. 
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Finally, the Report suggested an appropriate institutional mechanism for coordinating and 
monitoring implementation of its recommendations in the form of a SAARC Committee on 
Environment.xxv 

 
SAARC Study on Greenhouse Effect 
 
Coinciding with Public Scientific Conference held in Toronto SAARC heads of States and 

Governments in their Fourth Summit held in December 1988 decided to undertake a study on the 
Greenhouse effect and its impact on the region. The unprecedented floods, cyclones and earthquakes 
during the year attracted their attention and they observed as under: 

 
The Heads of State or Government expressed their deep sense of sorrow and profound 
sympathy at the loss of valuable lives and extensive damage to property suffered during 
the year by Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Pakistan as a result of unprecedented floods, 
cyclones and earthquakes. In this connection, they recalled their earlier decision at 
Kathmandu in November, 1987 to intensify regional cooperation with a view to 
strengthening their disaster management capabilities and took note of the 
recommendations of the meeting of the SAARC Group of Experts on the Study on the 
Causes and Consequences of Natural Disasters and the Protection and Preservation of 
the Environment, that met in Kathmandu in July 1988. They expressed the conviction 
that identification of measures and programmes as envisaged by the Group of Experts 
would supplement national, bilateral, regional and global efforts to deal with the 
increasingly serious problems being faced by the region as a result of the recurrence of 
natural disasters and the continuing degradation of the environment. They urged that the 
study should be completed in the shortest period of time so that it could provide a basis 
for the member countries to draw up an action plan for meaningful cooperation amongst 
the Member States. They decided that a joint study be undertaken on the "Greenhouse 
Effect" and its impact on the region.xxvi 
 
This study recommended regional measures in sharing experiences, scientific capabilities and 

information on climate change, sea level rise and technology transfer. The regional discourse among 
SAARC countries was keeping pace with the global debate and proceedings in different forums.  

 
The studies on natural disasters/environment and Greenhouse Effect culminated in adoption 

of SAARC Plan of Action on Environment in 1997. Subsequently, there was a series of meetings of 
SAARC Environment Ministers and flurry of regional activity in the wake of this discourse acquiring 
critical global dimension. 

 
SAARC Common Position in UN Conference of Parties (COP4) 
 
SAARC Member states also evolved a common position on climate change. On the eve of the 

Fourth Session of the Conference of the Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(COP-4) which was held in Buenos Aires, SAARC Environment Ministers met in Colombo on 
October 30-November1, 1998 and agreed to urge Annex-1 countries to expedite signing of Kyoto 
protocol for its ratification and coming into force and further to take urgent and effective steps 
domestically to implement commitments undertaken by them to reduce their emission of greenhouse 
gases. Significantly, they also emphasized fundamental prerequisite for designing emission trading, as 
provided in the Kyoto Protocol, is the determination of equitable emission entitlement of the Parties. 
It was maintained that the entitlements cannot be derived from the past emissions which were 
inequitable. xxvii  Earlier, in tenth SAARC Summit held in July 1998, the leaders expressed their 
satisfaction on adoption of a common position prior to adoption of Kyoto protocol in following 
words: 

 
The Heads of State or Government expressed their satisfaction over the adoption of a 
common position by Member States prior to the Third Session of the Conference of the 



19 

 

Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, held in Kyoto, 
Japan and welcomed the adoption of the Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change in December 1997, and underscored the 
importance of the Protocol for the protection of the climate system. They urged all 
industrial countries to ratify the Protocol and to undertake urgent and effective steps to 
implement the commitments undertaken by them to reduce their emissions of green-
house gases.xxviii 
 

SAARC Year of Green South Asia: 2007 
 

SAARC declared year 2007 as the Year of Green South Asia. SAARC leaders meeting for 
Fourteenth Summit in April this year reiterated that collaboration in addressing the problem of arsenic 
contamination of groundwater, desertification and melting of glaciers and assistance to affected 
peoples should be deepened. They expressed deep concern over global climate change and the 
consequent rise in sea level and its impact on the lives and livelihoods in the region. They emphasised 
the need for assessing and managing its risks and impacts. They called for adaptation of initiatives 
and programmes; cooperation in early forecasting, warning and monitoring; and sharing of knowledge 
on consequences of climate change for pursuing a climate resilient development in South Asia. They 
agreed to commission a team of regional experts to identify collective actions in this regard.xxix 

 
In December 2007 SAARC Council of Ministers discussed the issue of climate change in the 

context of increasing vulnerability of the region due to environmental degradation. The Ministers felt 
that given the vulnerabilities, inadequate means and limited capacities, there was need for rapid social 
and economic development in the region to make SAARC climate change resilient. 

 
SAARC Environment Ministers Meeting 2008:  
 
Action Plan on Climate Change 
 
SAARC Environment Ministers meeting in Dhaka in 2008 adopted SAARC Action Plan on 

Climate Change. The objectives of the Action Plan were to identify and create opportunities for 
activities achievable through regional cooperation and south-south support in terms of technology and 
knowledge transfer, to provide impetus for regional level action plan on climate change through 
national level activities and to support the global negotiation process of UNFCCC such as Bali Action 
Plan, through a common understanding or elaboration of the various negotiating issues to effectively 
reflect the concerns of SAARC Member States.xxx The thematic areas of the Action plan included 
adaptation to climate change, actions for climate change mitigation, technology transfer, finance and 
investment, education and awareness programme, management of impacts and risks associated with 
climate change and capacity building for international negotiations. The Action plan epitomized the 
predicament and frustration of the developing countries on the slow progress and virtual negation of 
the concerns of Non-Annex-1 countries defined in Kyoto Protocol. The efforts at collective self-
reliance as indicated in the objectives of the Action Plan was reminiscent of older era when North-
South stalemate debate was at its peak. 
 
Sixteenth SAARC Summit: Green and Happy South Asia 
 

Sixteenth SAARC Summit held at Thimpu, Bhutan in April 2010 was dedicated to the theme 
of Climate Change. The Summit declaration which was silver jubilee of the beginning of SAARC was 
termed ‘Towards a Green and Happy South Asia’. The Thimpu Statement on Climate Change adopted 
at the Summit meeting called for a review of the implementation of the Dhaka Declaration and 
SAARC Action Plan on Climate Change and ensure its timely implementation. There was an 
agreement to establish an Inter-governmental Expert Group on Climate Change to develop clear 
policy direction and guidance for regional cooperation as envisaged in the SAARC Plan of Action on 
Climate Change. It was resolved that the  Inter-governmental Expert Group on Climate Change shall 
meet at least twice a year to periodically monitor and review the implementation of this Statement and 
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make recommendations to facilitate its implementation and submit its report through the Senior 
Officials of SAARC to the SAARC Environment Ministers. 

 
The Thimpu Statement as if anticipating probable failure of Cancun conclave resolved to 

attempt and carry on with comprehensive regional self-reliance efforts and adopted following: 
 

Direct the Secretary General to commission a study for presentation to the Seventeenth 
SAARC Summit on ‘Climate Risks in the Region: ways to comprehensively address the 
related social, economic and environmental challenges’; 
(ii) Undertake advocacy and awareness programs on climate change, among others, to 
promote the use of green technology and best practices to promote low-carbon 
sustainable and inclusive development of the region; 
(iii) Commission a study to explore the feasibility of establishing a SAARC mechanism 
which would provide capital for projects that promote low-carbon technology and 
renewable energy; and a Low-carbon Research and Development Institute in South 
Asian University; 
(iv)Incorporate science-based materials in educational curricula to promote better 
understanding of the science and adverse effects of climate change; 
(v) Plant ten million trees over the next five years (2010-2015) as part of a regional 
afforestation and reforestation campaign, in accordance with national priorities and 
programmes of Member States; 
(vi)Evolve national plans, and where appropriate regional projects, on protecting and 
safeguarding the archeological and historical infrastructure of South Asia from the 
adverse effects of Climate Change; 
(vii) Establish institutional linkages among national institutions in the region to, among 
others, facilitate sharing of knowledge, information and capacity building programmes 
in climate change related areas; 
(viii) Commission a SAARC Inter-governmental Marine Initiative to strengthen the 
understanding of shared oceans and water bodies in the region and the critical roles 
they play in sustainable living to be supported by the SAARC Coastal Zone Management 
Center; 
(ix) Stress the imperative of conservation of bio-diversity and natural resources and 
monitoring of mountain ecology covering the mountains in the region; 
(x) Commission a SAARC Inter-governmental Mountain Initiative on mountain 
ecosystems, particularly glaciers and their contribution to sustainable development and 
livelihoods to be supported by SAARC Forestry Center; 
(xi) Commission a SAARC Inter-governmental Monsoon Initiative on the evolving 
pattern of monsoons to assess vulnerability due to climate change to be supported by 
SAARC Meteorological Research Center; 
(xii) Commission a SAARC Inter-governmental Climate-related Disasters Initiative on 
the integration of Climate Change Adaptation (CCA) with Disaster Risk Reduction 
(DRR) to be supported by SAARC Disaster Management Center; 
(xiii) Complete the ratification process for the SAARC Convention on Cooperation on 
Environment at an early date to enable its entry into force.xxxi 
 

SEVENTEENTH SAARC SUMMIT 2011:  Agreement on Rapid Response to Natural 
Disasters 

 
An inter-governmental meeting on draft SAARC Agreement on Rapid Response to 

Natural Disasters held in Colombo, Sri Lanka in May 2011 reached a broad consensus on the 
Agreement. This agreement has now been adopted in the Seventeenth SAARC Summit held in 
Maldives in November 2011. The agreement based on the principle of respect for the 
sovereignty, territorial integrity and national unity of all member states aims to put in place an 
effective mechanism for rapid response to disasters to achieve substantial reduction in loss of 
lives and loss of social, economic and environmental assets in times of a disaster. 
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The Summit also resolved to ensure timely implementation of Thimpu Statement on 

Climate Change. 
 
Eighteenth SAARC Summit, Kathmandu, November 2014: Reiteration of the Basic Tenets 
of UNFCCC 
 

The Leaders SAARC in their summit in November 2014 recognized that the Post-2015 
Development Agenda, following its adoption at the UN, would present opportunities to compliment 
national and regional efforts on sustainable development and hence directed to initiate an Inter-
Governmental process to appropriately contextualize the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) at 
the regional level.  
 

Further, on the eve of COP 20 to be held in Lima in December 2014, SAARC leaders 
underlined the urgency for the global community to arrive at a Protocol, another legal instrument, or 
an agreed outcome with legal force applicable to all by the end of 2015, based on the principles of 
Common but Differentiated Responsibility (CBDR), Respective Capabilities and Equity under the 
UNFCCC.  
 

Recapitulating past SAARC decisions, they also directed the relevant bodies/mechanisms for 
effective implementation of SAARC Agreement on Rapid Response to Natural Disasters, SAARC 
Convention on Cooperation on Environment and Thimphu Statement on Climate Change, including 
taking into account the existential threats posed by climate change to some SAARC Member States 
and welcomed the decision to establish the SAARC Environment and Disaster Management Centre.   

 
At Lima COP 20. Nepal on behalf of all SAARC countries brought out their common position 

which strictly adhered to the basic tenets of the UNFCCC and its Kyoto Protocol. Accordingly, the 
rich nations were asked to fulfil their promises on emission cuts during pre-2020 period as this alone 
would convince the rest of the world about their intention and commitment to post-2020 period based 
on ensuing global climate deal in 2015. This position was put forth in pursuance of decision of 18th 
SAARC summit in Kathmandu. 

 
South Asian Response: Critical Appraisal 
 
SAARC regional efforts in responding to the threat of Climate Change matching global 

exercise are neither short on rhetoric nor on inaction. There is a basic lack of political will both at 
global and regional level. While the dangers posed by this threat to the humankind as a whole and 
more so to the poor and vulnerable regions like South Asia are well acknowledged, the selfish 
abandon with which the rich and powerful globally and within poor regions love their life styles and 
consumption patterns, do not inspire confidence in their ability to change course. The prolonged 
deliberations and denial of negotiated and accepted basic principles symbolized by virtual repudiation 
of Kyoto protocol, makes the future of dealing with the threats of Climate Change rather bleak.  

 
 SAARC’s boastful rhetoric on regional cooperation was recently exposed during July-August 
2010 super floods which hit Pakistan. These floods not only destroyed infrastructure in several parts 
of Pakistan but affected a huge population of approximately 20 million people. Except for a pledge of 
a meagre US$32 million by SAARC countries, there was virtually no action to help a member state 
suffering unprecedented damage due to this calamity. It was only in April 2010, i.e., only a few 
months before the super floods hit Pakistan that Silver Jubilee Climate theme SAARC Summit was 
celebrated  at Thimpu, Bhutan. 
 
 In fact, SAARC is a captive and victim of bilateral contentious politics in the region. The end 
of cold war seemed to have provided greater leeway to India to promote her perception of South 
Asian regionalism through SAARC. However, the bilateral disputes between India and other SAARC 
countries, particularly between India and Pakistan, are deep rooted and defy the general global trend 
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towards lessening of tensions in the post-cold war period. The core issue between India and Pakistan 
does not seem to be Kashmir (as claimed by Pakistan) but  a more fundamental difference on the 
nature of the ‘States’ of India and Pakistan - the contradiction between the State of Pakistan created 
artificially on the basis of religion and the secular ideology of Indian State.  
 
 The bilateral disputes between India and other members of SAARC, particularly between 
India and Pakistan will continue to impede and torment SAARC process. India’s neighbours expect 
her to play down the big-brotherly attitude and keep a low-key but positive profile in SAARC. India, 
on the other hand, distrusts her neighbours particularly Pakistan which is seen as attempting to 
undermine the secular basis of  the Indian State and harbouring and sustaining cross border terrorism 
and proxy war against India.  
 

Being the ‘core’ state of the region India has to be a prime-mover in convincing her 
neighbours of her credentials in promoting the agenda of regionalism. India’s neighbours continue to 
be torn by the doubts on Indian policy objectives – Pakistani ruling establishment, in particular, seems 
to be convinced that India harbours hegemonic ambitions in the region. Except for a brief interlude of 
‘Gujral Doctrine’ to resolve contentious bilateral disputes on the basis of non-reciprocity, India has 
not shown any significant shift in her approach for resolving bilateral disputes with her neighbours. A 
seemingly bold move by the new Indian government under National Democratic Alliance (NDA) in 
1999 (bus journey by Indian Prime Minister Vajpayee to Lahore) to break the deadlock with Pakistan 
ended in the fiasco of Kargil border-war with Pakistan.  

 
SAARC has traversed three decades of tumultuous events. While the infrastructure and 

institutional framework for forging a strong, integrated South Asia is in place but there are no 
significant achievements in progress towards its goals and objectives. The relevance of SAARC in 
respect of reducing bilateral tensions, enhancing regional security and promoting economic well-
being of people is almost negligible. Its structure as an inter-government body is seen as limiting its 
role and merely embodying the relationship of forces between member countries and their inter-state 
tensions. SAARC has generated considerable dynamism though at the social, NGO/Civil Society 
levels.  

 
India has played an exemplary role in South Asian Cooperation by launching South Asia 

Communication Satellite, fully funded by it and touted it as an “invaluable gift” to its South Asian 
neighbours, which would provide communication and disaster support to the region.  Built by the 
Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO), its latest communication satellite GSAT-9 called SAS 
rode piggyback on the 50-m rocket Geosynchronous Satellite Launch Vehicle (GSL-F09) in May 
2017. 

 
The common position adopted by SAARC during global negotiations on Climate Change is 

no consolation for the poor record on responding to disasters and joint efforts at modifying policy and 
action to adapt to and mitigate the threat of Climate Change. India, in any case, has joined other 
groupings like BASIC countries while indulging in bargaining on behalf of developing countries. The 
deliberations of Cancun conclave in 2010 have further eroded any significance of common regional 
positions at Climate negotiations. On the eve of COP 21 at Paris, the BASIC grouping expressed their 
commitment  to a comprehensive, balanced and ambitious and legally binding agreement emerging 
from the Paris conclave although China earlier entered into a parallel arrangement with US on 
tackling climate change. The common SAARC posture in global Climate sweepstakes, therefore, is 
more of an ornamental value aimed at deceiving regional population that SAARC is together in 
responding to the threats of climate change. 

 
Conclusion 
 
South Asia is home to world’s one fifth of the population and is vulnerable to several climate 

change issues. Between 1990 and 2008, more than 750 million people- 50 percent of South Asia’s 
population- were affected by such adverse affects of climate change. It resulted in almost 230,000 
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deaths and about $45 billion in damages. Beside floods, which have accounted for over 50 percent of 
more than 900 disasters reported in the region in the last 4 decades, disasters frequenting the region 
include landslides, windstorms, sea surges, and cyclones. Although compromising only 2 percent of 
the total number of events, droughts hit the most number of people- more than 50 percent of the total 
disaster-affected population.  

 
South Asia needs a consolidated effort at the national and regional level to effectively deal 

with these challenges. It is where one can clearly make a case for how countries that have contributed 
relatively so little to the causes driving climate change stand to lose so much from its adverse effects. 
Considering the regions’ extensive poverty, tackling its problems requires sustained, coordinated and 
substantial efforts to rapidly spur development in critical sectors in a direction that is both low carbon 
and climate change resilient. If this is not done, the most vulnerable areas may soon reach their 
tipping points. More and more, reducing poverty and sustaining development cannot be separated 
from addressing climate change. 
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