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BUSH INVITES “MAJOR ECONOMIES” TO HIS OWN CLIMATE MEETING  

By Martin Khor, Geneva, 6 August 2007



United States President George W. Bush is organizing a conference on climate change for leaders of "major economies" on 27-28 September in Washington, just three days after a "high-level event" at the United Nations on climate change to which heads of states and governments have been invited by the UN Secretary-General.

The clash of the two events is the latest sign that the US President is planning to establish a global framework for dealing with climate change that could be inside or outside of the UN system.

An invitation letter for the "Major Economies Meeting on Energy Security and Climate Change" was sent by Bush to leaders of other countries on 2 August.  Invited are 11 representatives of developed countries (including the European Commission) and 7 representatives of developing countries, plus the United Nations.

The letter said that Bush will speak at the meeting, but Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice will chair it.

Although the invitation letter implies that the meeting aims to contribute to a global agreement under the UNFCCC, the nature and timing of the meeting opens questions as to whether the US initiative will be a building block or stumbling block to the delicate UN process.

At present, the multilateral agreements on climate change come under the UN, namely the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Kyoto Protocol that is under the UNFCCC umbrella.

The Kyoto Protocol contains commitments by developed countries (known as Annex I countries) to reduce their Greenhouse Gas emissions by 2012 by certain percentages (as compared to 1990 levels), with each country allocated different percentages. Developing countries are not subjected to binding quantitative reduction targets.

As the present phase of the Kyoto commitments will be ending in 2012, most countries have agreed to launch negotiations for a new phase of emission-reduction commitments (for the post-2012 period) at the Bali meetings of the UNFCCC and Kyoto Protocol this December.


The US is a member of the UNFCCC, but has not ratified the Kyoto Protocol. Bush has challenged the rationale of the Protocol's differentiated approach to reduction commitments, and insisted that the US would only join an agreement in which developing countries that are major emitters of Greenhouse Gases are also obliged to reduce their emissions.

In the run-up to the G8 Summit in Germany in June, the US was under pressure from the European leaders to commit to a joint target for reducing G8 countries' emissions. To divert from criticisms, Bush on the eve of the Summit announced that he would launch a US initiative for a global framework, starting with a meeting of 15 top emitting countries before the end of the year.

There are fears that the US is challenging the UN process by starting its own process, with principles that may be different from what may be achieved at the UNFCCC. A major issue will be whether developing countries, or some of them, should be asked to commit to quantitative targets for emission reduction and if so, on what basis the developing countries are to be selected.

Countries with large populations, like China and India, are of the view that it is unfair for them to be subjected to binding targets, because their levels of emission per capita are still far below the levels of the developed countries, although their absolute total emissions may be large due to their population size.

The UN General Assembly last week held its first "thematic dialogue" on the climate change issue, and it served a useful function of highlighting the problem and also enabling the countries to voice their current positions.

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon announced that he was organizing a high-level event on 24 September on the eve of the General Assembly's main meeting to which many heads of government traditionally attend.

Observers were of the view that the UN was positioning itself to continue as the venue for negotiating international agreements relating to climate change, and that the General Assembly dialogue as well as the 24 September event were planned as important building blocks to the Bali conference in December.

The US delegation mentioned the Bush initiative for a meeting of major economies, but did not mention the dates nor that the invitations were already on the way.

On 3 August (a day after the UN General Assembly dialogue ended), news agencies reported that a senior US administration official had announced that Bush was organizing a climate change conference for 27-28 September in Washington.

A Reuters report quoted the official as saying that the meeting was "intended to pave the way for agreement by the end of 2008 on a long-term goal to cut greenhouse emissions".

The Financial Times on 4 August reported that Bush had not yet confirmed whether he will attend the UN climate change meeting on 24 September, although he will be coming to the General Assembly meeting.

The key question now is whether the Washington meeting is intended by the US to be an input into the UN process, or as a competitor and possible alternative to it.

The letter of invitation by Bush states that the US wants to collaborate with other major economies to agree on a detailed contribution for a new global framework by the end of 2008, which would contribute to a global agreement under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change by 2009.

This implies that the Bush initiative seeks to stay within the UN context. However, the US administration is likely to hold on to its position that it cannot join a global agreement on climate change that excludes "major" developing countries from binding commitments that developed countries are to undertake.

This is likely to face resistance from many of the developing countries that are invited to Washington.

At the General Assembly dialogue last week, China, India and Brazil made clear their view that developing countries should not be required to undertake binding reduction commitments in a post-2012 agreement, although they could contribute through national plans aimed at tackling climate change.

The developing countries as a group have also made clear that they consider the UN process to be the proper and legitimate one, and that any other processes must fit into its multilateral framework.

The G77 and China in its statement to the General Assembly dialogue emphasized that "any special events or initiatives, whether individual, national, regional or multilateral, should complement ongoing negotiations under the UNFCCC, which serves as the multilateral agreed structure within which the international community agreed to address the challenges of Climate Change."

Bush sent his letter of invitation (dated 2 August) for the Washington meeting on "Major Economies Meeting on Energy Security and Climate Change" to the United States (as host), the European Union (current EU President and European Commission),  France, Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom, Japan, China, Canada, India, Brazil, South Korea, Mexico, Russia,  Australia, Indonesia, South Africa as well as the United Nations.

There are 11 representatives of developed countries (including the European Commission) and 7 representatives of developing countries invited for the meeting, plus the UN.



In the invitation letter (a copy of which was obtained by the SUNS), Bush said that
"in recent years, science has deepened our understanding of climate change and
opened new possibilities for confronting it.

"I was pleased to join the other G-8 Leaders in June in recognizing the vital need for the major economies to work together to achieve the common objectives of reducing global greenhouse gas emissions, increasing energy security and efficiency, and sustaining economic growth.

"The G-8 Leaders also welcomed my proposal, announced on May 31, 2007, that the United States convene the major economies to further these objectives.

"The United States is committed to collaborating with other major economies to agree on a which would contribute to a global agreement under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change by 2009.

"To this end, I have asked Secretary Rice to host a meeting of major economies in Washington, DC, on September 27-28, 2007. I intend to address the conference.

"At this meeting, we would seek agreement on the process by which the major economies would, by the end of 2008, agree upon a post-2012 framework that could include a long-term global goal, nationally defined mid-term goals and strategies, and sector-based approaches for improving energy security and reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

"In addition, we expect to place special emphasis on how major economies can, in close cooperation with the private sector, accelerate the development and deployment of clean technologies, a critical component of an effective global approach to reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

"We plan to follow this initial session with a series of meetings throughout 2008 to further refine our plans and accelerate our progress on this important challenge.

"I am pleased to invite your country, along with other major economies and the UN, to participate in this meeting. To assure a focused and productive discussion, I ask that you kindly designate a senior official who will personally represent you in this process and a delegation of up to three additional senior officials able to address the environmental, energy security, and economic aspects of climate change.

"This could include representatives from your energy, transportation, environment, finance, commerce, or foreign ministries. James L. Connaughton, Chairman of the
Council on Environmental Quality, will serve as my personal representative, and
our delegation will consist of senior officials responsible for economic, energy,
and climate policy.



The US delegation will be in contact with your representatives in the coming weeks to finalize the agenda. I look forward to working together to find a global solution to these critical challenges."
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