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Bangkok talks conclude with 2008 work programme

Bangkok, 6 April (Martin Khor) – The Bangkok climate talks under the UN Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) ended after midnight on Friday (4 April) by adopting two conclusions.

The first is the “Development of a work programme” for the ad hoc working group on long-term cooperative action (AWG-LCA) which is the main UNFCCC body tasked with following up on the Bali Action Plan.  The Plan (adopted in Bali in December) mandates that a “comprehensive process” produce decisions on five themes (a shared vision, mitigation, adaptation, financial resources and technology transfer) by the end of 2009.

The second is the conclusion of the group working on new commitments (to reduce Greenhouse Gas emissions) to be undertaken after 2012 by developed countries that are Parties to the Kyoto Protocol.   

The conclusion of the ad hoc working group on further commitments for Annex I parties under the Kyoto Protocol (AWG-KP) is entitled “Analysis of means to reach emission reduction targets and identification of ways to enhance their effectiveness and contribution to sustainable development.”
These two working groups met in Bangkok on 31 March to 4 April in parallel sessions.
The AWG-LCA meetings were mainly in the form of formal and informal plenary sessions, while a contact group met to draft the conclusions.  The AWG-KP meeting was mainly taken up by a workshop that lasted 3 days, while a contact group also met to draft its conclusions.

The AWG-LCA meeting overshadowed the AWG-KP meeting as it was the first time the AWG-LCA was meeting, and its task was to have a first hearing of views on the five themes of the Bali Action Plan and to produce a work programme for the rest of the two years.

There are high expectations from the public worldwide that this AWG-LCA will produce a global plan to tackle the climate change crisis by December 2009.  The Bangkok meeting plotted out how another three meetings of the group will be organized this year, while leaving the schedule and topics for 2009 to be determined later.

Although the discussion in the contact group was on the surface about “process” (to determine the agenda items for the next 3 meetings this year), in fact it was about substance since the choice of topics and the sequencing of these topics were seen by delegations to reflect or affect the priorities given to the specific topics. 

The fight over sequencing became a proxy for the fight over priorities of issues and how each issue is to be treated in the forthcoming two-year process, with the Parties realising the high stakes involved.

Of the five themes (shared vision, mitigation, adaptation, finance, technology), most developing countries wanted adaptation, finance, technology and mitigation by developed countries to come first in the work plan, as these reflect the existing commitments of developed countries which, to the developing countries, have been largely unfulfilled.

They wanted a discussion on the implementation of the existing 16-year-old commitments to be fulfilled first.  The new issues – shared vision and enhanced mitigation actions by developing countries – should come later, as the decisions on these will be significantly dependent on the enabling factors of finance and technology and the building block of developed countries’ mitigation actions.

However, although a day was spent specifically on finance and technology, it was obvious the developed countries were not really interested in these two topics, nor on concrete pledges on their own mitigation actions in the post-2012 period.  (The first commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol, in which developed countries that are Parties have been set targets to cut their emissions collectively by an overall 5%, with different rates for each party, expires in 2012.)  

The United States, Japan and some others were more keen on soft-pedaling the new commitments they have to make to reduce Greenhouse Gas emissions, and to pull developing countries (or at least the “major economies” or “advanced developing countries” among them) into making commitments.

Under the Kyoto Protocol, only developed countries are legally obliged to reduce their emissions, and most developing countries are fighting to keep it that way.

The Bali conference agreed that only “developed countries” (including those like the US that are not in the Kyoto Protocol) have to make a “commitment” to reduce their emissions, while developing countries have to only “take actions” on mitigation in the context of sustainable development.

The US caused a stir when it said this distinction was still up for discussion, and in any case there is no agreement on what constitutes a “developed” or “developing” country.

The implicit threat is that some of these developed countries will refuse to make a new commitment (for the period after 2012) unless some developing countries join in.  The criteria of choosing which developing countries have not been clarified, although China and India are usually mentioned because they have large emissions in absolute terms.  

But these countries argue that’s because of their population size. Their per capita emissions are still much lower than those of the rich countries, so they should not be picked on.

The developing countries wanted to place the developed countries’ mitigation commitments at or near the start of the agenda, together with finance and technology.  They wanted to distinguish between this and the enhanced mitigation action by developing countries, which should separately come later.  

But this was opposed especially by the United States, which did not want the mitigation of developed countries upfront.  Moreover the US insisted that this topic should be discussed simultaneously with the mitigation actions of developing countries.  This was in line with its stance of wanting to pull in some developing countries to also make some kind of binding commitments, and thus to tie this as a condition to the new commitments by developed countries.         

This US position was initially opposed by developing countries, which wanted the developed countries’ commitments to be settled first.  In the end the US view prevailed, and it was agreed the two topics (mitigation action by developed and developing countries) be discussed in the same workshop, but that this will be held next year.

An understanding on this (as read out by the AWG-LCA’s chair, Luiz Macado of Brazil at the closing session) will be included in the report of the meeting, although not in the Conclusions of this meeting. 

However, the developing countries succeeded in placing adaptation, finance issues and technology transfer as topics for the three workshops to be held in the next meeting of the AWG-LCA. 

On another topic, the developed countries, especially the European Union, wanted “shared vision” to be put up front in the work plan, whereas many developing countries (excepting the small island states) wanted this item to be much later.

The EU, together with other developed countries had been stressing that the central aspect of “shared vision” was to decide on a global emission-reduction target, which to it would be a 50% reduction by 2050 compared to 1990 levels.  The EU wanted “shared vision” to be the first item to be discussed.  

Many developing countries argued in the plenary that the “shared vision” should be much broader than an emission-reduction target and should also include a vision of finance, technology and adaptation.  They also argued for placing the “shared vision” at a later session, next year.

Eventually, as a compromise, it was agreed that a workshop on shared vision will be placed in Session 4 (to be held in December in Poznan).

The biggest issue to dominate the last two days of the Bangkok talks, in the contact group drafting the conclusions, was unexpectedly a “sector-based approach” to mitigation actions, promoted strongly and even obsessively by Japan.

It put forward this concept at the plenary discussion on mitigation, and then at the contact group it insisted not only that a workshop on “sectoral approaches” be held, but it had to be in the very next session (in June in Bonn).  Diplomats said that Japan wanted its position on sector-specific actions to be agreed to by the AWG-LCA before the G8 Summit to be hosted by Japan in July.  

The Japanese initiative almost torpedoed the Bangkok talks. There was a lot of confusion, as the Japanese delegation could not explain their proposal in detail.  

But according to some delegations, it seems that Japan wants countries to take on obligations within specific sectors (for example, steel, aluminum, transport, energy) by adhering to set standards (for example, of carbon intensity or energy efficiency) or targets (for example, for reducing carbon dioxide emission, etc).

The developing countries were very concerned that this kind of “sectoral approach” opens the door to protectionism. Firms in developing countries lack up-to-date technology or the same level of finance to upgrade, and so their products tend to be more “polluting” or to have higher carbon intensity.

One concern of developing countries is that if sectoral standards and targets are set in a multilateral framework like the UNFCCC, then foreign investors could be less interested to invest in developing countries, since they would be obliged to establish stringent standards like the developed countries.  This may happen even if the standards agreed to for developing countries are to some extent lower than the standards for developed countries.  

Another concern is that those products that do not meet the standards could ultimately be blocked out of export markets, or else countries can impose extra duties on them on the grounds of their carbon content or energy content. 

Since many developing countries’ products are less environmentally competitive, although they may be more cost competitive, the developing countries would be at a serious disadvantage with this kind of sectoral scheme.

These, anyway, were the fears of some delegates of what the Japan proposal would lead to.  Suspicions were heightened when Japan insisted on its “sectoral approach” to be among the issues to be discussed at the very next meeting in June.

After long discussions in the contact group, it was finally agreed that a workshop on sectoral approaches and sector-specific actions would be held not in June but in the meeting after that, in Accra in August/September.

Due to the contentiousness of sequencing the negotiations, or on how to place each of the five themes on the agenda for the rest of the year, the AWG-LCA eventually decided that all of the five themes will be on the agenda of each of the remaining 3 sessions this year (Session 2 in Bonn on 2-13 June; Session 3 in Accra in August/September; Session 4 in Poznan on 1-12 December).

The five themes, for discussion in each session, are listed as follows in the Conclusions:

· Shared vision for long-term cooperative action.

· Enhanced national/international action on mitigation.

· Enhanced action on adaptation.

· Enhanced action on technology development and transfer to support action on mitigation and adaptation.

· Enhanced action on the provision of financial resources and investment to support action on mitigation and adaptation and technology cooperation. 

It was agreed at Bangkok that each session will also organize workshops.  They are supposed to facilitate the group’s work by deepening understanding and clarifying elements contained in the Bali Action Plan, according to the Conclusions.  The Chair will produce a report of views expressed at the workshops.

However, delegates at the Bangkok meeting believe that the discussion and the Chair’s summary of the workshops may have significant influence on the outcomes of each issue.  Thus much of the discussion at the contact group was spent on the topics of these workshops and the sequencing of them in the various forthcoming meetings.  

In the end it was agreed that there would be 8 workshops for the rest of this year. In Session 2 (June, Bonn), there will be 3 workshops:

   > Advancing adaptation through finance and technology, including NAPAs.
   > Investment and financial flows to address climate change.
   > Effective mechanisms and enhanced means for the removal of obstacles to, and provision of financial and other incentives for, scaling up of the development and transfer of technology to developing country Parties in order to promote access to affordable environmentally sound technologies; and ways to accelerate deployment, diffusion and transfer of affordable environmentally sound technologies.    

In Session 3 (August/September, Accra) there will be two workshops:

· Policy approaches and positive incentives on issues related to reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation in developing countries; and the role of conservation, sustainable management of forests and enhancement of forest carbon stocks in developing countries.

· Cooperative sectoral approaches and sector-specific actions, in order to enhance implementation of Article 4, paragraph 1 (c) of the Convention.

In Session 4 (December, Poznan), there will be three workshops:

· Risk management and risk reduction strategies, including risk sharing and transfer mechanisms such as insurance.

· Cooperation on research and development of current, new and innovative technology, including win-win solutions.

· Shared vision for long-term cooperation.

The Conclusions of the meeting said that “the AWG-LCA agreed to undertake its work, seeking progress on all elements assigned to it by the Bali Action Plan, in a coherent, integrated and transparent manner.  It further agreed to organize its work at each session to include each of the elements, taking into account the interlinkages among them and with the work of the Convention’s subsidiary bodies in the context of the Bali Road Map.

“These sessions shall be organized in such a manner for there to be sufficient time available for the negotiations of the AWG-LCA in order to enable the Conference of the Parties to reach an agreed outcome and adopt a decision at its fifteenth session.”  [The 15th session will be held in December 2009 in Copenhagen, Denmark].

The Conclusions further stated that the AWG-LCA decided to hold at least 4 sessions in 2009 of a total duration of up to 8 weeks.  It will start considering its work programme for 2009 at its 2nd session in 2008 and complete this by the 4th session.

The group’s work should be “facilitated by workshops and other activities to deepen understanding and clarify elements contained in the Bali Action Plan.  Accordingly, the AWG-LCA requested the secretariat, under the guidance of the Chair in consultation with Parties, to organize the workshops listed in the annex.  The AWG-LCA requested the Chair in his summary of each session to include the views expressed at the workshops.

“The AWG-LCA invited other relevant intergovernmental processes, the business and research communities and civil society to take note of this work programme so that the process is informed by their outputs or insights consistent with paragraph 11 of the Bali Action Plan.”      

The Secretariat is also asked to compile an information note on ongoing work under the Convention related to issues identified in paragraph 1 of the Bali Action Plan.
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