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Dear delegates,

Welcome to UTMUN! Whether this is your first committee, 
or your tenth, I hope that you get everything you’re looking 
for out of a MUN experience.

My name is Siddartha and I’ll be your director. I’m cur-
rently in my 3rd year of study at university, pursuing a 
degree in Political Science. I am a passionate member of 
the MUN community here at the University of Toronto and 
hope to create a dynamic and engaging committee for all 
of you.

Of course, I can’t run a committee on my own. A dedicated 
team is behind every committee and we’ve been working 
hard to create an inclusive environment for you to improve 
your debate skills. However, you MUN experience is ulti-
mately what you make of it. Bring your ideas to the table, 
research your position and speak to your fellow delegates. 
If you have any questions, please get in touch and I’d be 
happy to help.

It’s going to be a fantastic conference and my team and I 
look forward to meeting you all this February!

Best Regards,

Siddartha Sengupta
siddhartha.sengupta@mail.utoronto.ca

A Letter From Your Director...
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COP21

Introduction
Since the industrial revolution, greenhouse gas emissions and harmful development prac-
tices have resulted in a 0.8℃ rise in global temperatures, with two thirds of this rise coming 
since 1975. Climate scientists have reached a consensus that a 2.0℃ increase in global tem-
perature would put the planet past a “point of no return.” It is the responsibility of COP21 to 
attempt to ensure this 2.0℃ barrier is not breached.  
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RISING SEA LEVELS AND MELTING ICE CAPS

The rise in global temperature is the immediate precursor to the melting of the polar ice 
caps and an accompanying rise in global sea levels, threatening coastal regions worldwide. 
As the preceding image shows, global sea levels have increased dramatically since the turn 
of the 20th century, a trend that is expected to continue and worsen as the world approach-
es the two-degree barrier. The melting of the polar ice caps would yield a potential sea 
level rise of up to 37 cm, on top of the 20 cm already risen since 1900. The ramifications of 
a continued increase in global sea levels would be catastrophic. The United Nations esti-
mates that 44% of the global population lives within 100 kilometers of coastline, including 
the majority of the world’s most important social and economic centres. Further, the UN 
Environmental Programme estimates that ℃ of these coastal regions are at genuine risk as 
a result of climate change. With rising sea levels comes a significant risk of frequent flood-
ing and eventual submersion of coastal regions, therefore this increase in sea levels bears 
significant consequences for the world’s coastlines. 

URGENCY OF ACTION

The map on the left shows a world in which fossil fuel usage has been absolutely eliminat-
ed by the end of the 21st century, while the map on the right shows a continuation of pres-
ent day fossil fuel consumption rates. In the lefthand scenario, global sea levels will have 
still increased up to two feet, and much of the developing world will have to deal with its 
ramifications. In the righthand scenario, the majority of the world’s farmable land would dry, 
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and sea level rises would be so drastic as to become unmanageable. Such is the urgency of 
the situation. The UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change emphasizes the need for 
immediate action in ensuring the 2.0℃ threshold is not crossed. The 2015 UNEP Emissions 
Gap report states that, without “enhanced ambition” from member parties, global tempera-
tures will most likely rise by over 3.0℃ by 2100. Global emissions need to be at the 42 giga-
ton of CO2 per annum mark by 2030, and continuing to decline, in order to stay below the 
2.0℃ mark. Without immediate action from the states of COP21, it is inevitable that the 2.0℃ 
mark will be crossed; this is what delegates must aim to avert. 

CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY AND THE PRIVATE SECTOR
Combating this global issue requires serious cooperation between governments and the 
private sector, along with a governmental willingness to set hard boundaries on green-
house gas emissions for private enterprises. Environmental corporate social responsibility 
is defined as “environmentally friendly actions not required by law.” The private sector must 
be encouraged and incentivized to shift towards greener business practices if COP21 is to 
restrain global temperatures to within 2.0℃. It is integral to the success of COP21 that del-
egates find ways to encourage corporations, both transnational and local, to adopt a more 
environmentally-friendly way of doing things. However, it is also important that states be 
willing to set and enforce strict regulations regarding corporate environmental practices. 
In the event that businesses do not take up the mantle of environmental corporate social 
responsibility, the state must be able to regulate the private sector to ensure that the emis-
sion benchmarks set by COP21 are fulfilled. Delegates should aim to find a reasonable way 
for governments to regulate the private sector so as to maintain greenhouse gas emissions 
to a sustainable level. 

TIMELINE LEADING UP TO THE COP21 

i. 1972 Conference of the Human Environment 

The Declaration United Nations Conference on the Human Environment took 
place in Stockholm during June of 1972. The gathering countries set out to 
create guidelines for the global community in order to highlight the necessary 
preservation and enhancement of the natural environment through a lengthy 
list of principles and proclamations. The document notes the impacts of rapid 
human growth on the environment, stressing the need to maintain a balance 
between the natural and constructed environment. The document presents 
many issues in a very broad scope without specific numerical data or refer-
ence to any scientific study. Some issues presented include the role of pollu-
tion in the destruction of our environment, as well as our depleting resources 
due to human industrialization. The document fails to hold any weight in the 
international community due to the mention of policies, education and civic 
engagement without targets and concrete recommendations for implementa-
tion. 

Important website link: 

http://www.unep.org/documents.multilingual/default.asp?documen-
tid=97&articleid=1503
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ii. 1992 UNCED the formation of the UNFCCC

The UNCED, or commonly known as the earth summit, began in New York but 
final meetings were held in Rio de Janerio in June of 1992.  The primary goal 
was to reduce the detrimental impact of human activity on the environment, 
addressing the abundant release of GHGs which has led to the greenhouse 
effect, an effect ultimately responsible for global warming and its catastrophic 
effects on the natural ecosystem and human kind. Therefore, participating 
countries joined in the formation of the United Nations Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change (UNFCCC) which aimed to stabilize GHG concen-
tration in the atmosphere by imposing logistical measures such as an over-
viewing secretariat, a body of professionals for scientific and technological 
advice, a body of implementation, a body of financial mechanism and a body 
of communication systems, all designed to legitimize their work. Focusing 
efforts on stabilizing GHG concentrated on four areas; (1) reduce release and 
effect of poisonous toxins such as gasoline and lead that result from mas-
sive production, (2) investment into green energy sources and the shift away 
from conventional fossil fuels and natural gas, (3) highlights the destructive 
role of automobile transportation and need to develop alternative forms with 
less reliance of gasoline and (4) concern over the scarcity of water due rising 
global temperatures leading to extended periods of drought and ultimately de-
sertification. Despite strong logistical focus there was no limitation placed on 
GHG emissions, while the document published by the UN called for the need 
to negotiate platforms of protocol and agreements. 

Important link: https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/convkp/conveng.pdf

iii. 1995 COP1 The Berlin Mandate 

After the UNFCC assessed previous goals, the committee concluded that their 
previous recommendation was not robust enough to tackle global warming 
and gathered at COP1 to create more legally binding standards and emission 
limits with the hopes of establishing international law. The committee high-
lighted that developed countries have a responsibility to lead the fight against 
climate change and should be liable to the international community as they 
produce the most GHGs. Contrastingly, assessment of developing nations 
concluded that their primary concern should continue to be the creation of 
sustainable economic growth and eradication of poverty, however, while in-
frastructure is being built there should be significant consideration for sus-
tainable development. The committee aimed to set quantified limitations and 
reduction objectives within specified time frames for individual’s emission 
sources and removal of GHG sinks. However, discussion did not reach effec-
tive conclusion and was carried into 1996 at COP2 in Geneva. 

Important links: http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/cop1/07a01.pdf#page=4

iv. 1997 COP3 Kyoto Protocol and following Commitment Period 

The Kyoto Protocol is an international agreement facilitated under the UNF-
CCC designed to improve the commitment of participating countries through 
internationally binding emission reduction targets. This protocol was first 
adopted on December 11, 1997, since then significantly more detailed rules 
concerning the implementation of the protocol were adopted at COP 7 in 
Marrakesh, Morocco in 2001. Among the new features are greater commit-
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ment to the Annex 1 parties, as well as a revised list of GHGs that must be 
reported on by the participating parties within the second commitment period. 
The targets set by this protocol rely heavily on national measures in addi-
tion to three mechanisms to balance global emissions. The first mechanism, 
international emission trading is designed for countries with excess emission 
units to sell their unit to greater GHG contributing countries with a deficit of 
emission units. Followed by the clean development mechanism to encour-
age emission-reduction projects in developing countries, as they can earn 
saleable certified emission reduction credits, each credit is a reduction of one 
tonne of carbon dioxide. The final mechanism is a joint implementation, sim-
ilar to the previous mechanism, developed countries can earn a credit known 
as an emission reduction unit or emission reduction projects equivalent to 
the reduction of one tonne of carbon dioxide. The Kyoto Protocol took the 
first concrete step towards reducing global emission and has paved the road 
to stabilizing greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, while also encouraging 
the development of green infrastructure. However, this protocol left the inter-
national community with no method of serious enforcement to ensure that 
countries abide to the set target. In order for this protocol to take form, the UN 
must assess enforcement implication and decide what consequences coun-
tries should face if they fail to meet these requirements, and identify existing 
pressures that will encourage state parties to take climate change seriously 
enough to establish legislation. 

Important link: http://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol/items/2830.php

v. The Bali Road Map

The UN conference on climate change held in Bali, Indonesia in De-
cember 2007 led to a final agreement known as the Bali Roadmap. Gov-
ernments from both developed and developing countries banned together 
in order to increase efforts to combat climate change. The Bali Road Map 
consists of a variety of innovative methods in order to insure the successful 
achievement of climate change objectives. The Bali Road Map also includes 
the Bali Action Plan which was adopted by the Conference of the Parties and 
launched a comprehensive process to enable the full, effective, and sustained 
implementation of the Convention through long term cooperative action ex-
tending until 2012. The Bali Action Plan hoped to help reach an agreed out-
come and adopt a decision at its fifteenth session in Copenhagen in Decem-
ber 2009. The Bali Action Plan is centered on four main constructs: mitigation, 
adaptation, technology and financing. Parties also agreed that the negotia-
tions on a long-term agreement should address a shared vision for long-term 
cooperative action, including a long-term global goal for emission reductions.

vi. 2010: COP16

The Cancun Climate Change Conference produced the most comprehen-
sive international response to climate change so far in order to ensure the 
reduction of carbon emissions as well as building a system of accountability 
for those reductions. Below are some key featured agreements from the 2010 
Conference:

●	 To commit to a maximum temperature rise of 2 degrees Celsius above 
pre-industrial levels, and to consider lowering that maximum to 1.5 
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degrees in the near future.

●	 To have a fully operational technology to boost the development and 
accessibility of new climate friendly technologies. 

●	 To establish a Green Climate Fund to provide financing to projects, 
programmes, policies and other activities in developing countries. 

●	 Cancun Adaptation Framework, which included setting up an Adapta-
tion Committee to promote the implementation of stronger, cohesive 
action on adaptation.

Developed countries submitted economic emissions reductions targets 
and agreed on reporting back with their commitment to frequency and stan-
dards, as well as to develop low-carbon national plans. Developing countries 
submitted a similar plan which catered to more nationally appropriate mitiga-
tion actions (NAMAs) which is subject to financial support. Developing coun-
tries were also encouraged to develop low carbon national strategies. 

vii. 2011: COP17

The 2011 United Nations Climate Change Conference was held in Durban, 
South Africa from November 28th- December 11th 2011 in order to establish a 
new treaty of lowering carbon emissions. A primary focus of the conference was 
to secure a global climate agreement before the end of the Kyoto Protocol’s first 
commitment period. It was expected to be the informal completion of the Cancun 
Agreement reached at the 2010 Conference and focus on topics such as clean 
technology, and forest protection, as well as the promise of financial aid from 
developed countries to developing countries in order to continue forest protec-
tion measures. At the international level, there is significant tension between the 
developed and developing countries concerning access to the remaining ‘carbon 
space’ in terms of advancing socio-economic development (and securing inter-
national competitiveness). 

 

Negotiators agreed to be part of a legally binding treaty to address global warm-
ing. The terms of the future treaty are to be defined by 2015 and become effec-
tive in 2020. The agreement, referred to as the “Durban Platform for Enhanced 
Action”, was notable in that for the first time it included developing countries 
such as China and India, as well as the US which had refused to ratify the Kyoto 
Protocol.

Kyoto Protocol - Successes, Failures and Limitations
  The main limitations of the Kyoto Protocol stemmed from three major factors. Firstly, the 
treaty itself was finalized midway through its 10-year application life, meaning that it only 
came into effect once half of the time for implementing it was gone. Secondly, the United 
States of America, the biggest economy around the globe, failed to ratify the treaty - and as 
one of the larger economies, it is also a larger source of emissions . U.S.A. has the largest to-
tal emissions and the largest emissions per capita in the world - therefore the effectiveness 
of the protocol was limited. The final, and perhaps the greatest, problem was the absence 
of a binding target for developing countries - essentially meaning that developing countries 
were not required to reduce their emissions. As a result, both India and China had an increase 



8

of more than 100% in Greenhouse Gas Emissions during the 1992-2007 period. This lack of 
targets for developing nations was also the reason why U.S.A. refused to ratify this agree-
ment. Climate change, considered to be an environmental problem, became in fact a heavily 
political problem - and the failure of the Kyoto Protocol was largely due to this fact.1 It left 
three of the world’s largest GHG emitting countries - U.S.A., China and India - to industrialize 
further without any restraint on emissions.2 

  However, despite its limitations, the Kyoto Protocol was the first major international agree-
ment on the issue of greenhouse gas emissions. It recognized that climate change was, and 
would become an even greater, problem and that efficient and effective steps were needed to 
control it. The UN reported that there was a 22.6% decrease in emissions from participating 
countries - a huge breakthrough over the 5% target.3 It was also recognized that the devel-
oped countries were more responsible for climate change, as most of the world’s industries 
were concentrated in those countries. The Protocol, therefore, placed more responsibility on 
developed, industrialized nations.4 It provided the first step towards a more comprehensive 
climate change policy and allowed the world to discover what the limitations were, and re-
solve them in future treaties and agreements. 

  

1  Giddens, Anthony. “The Politics of Climate Change.” Sustainability and Energy Politics, September 2008.
2  Union of Concerned Scientists, “Each Country’s Share of CO2 Emissions”, Global Warming Science, UCSUSA.
3   UNFCC,  “Kyoto Protocol 10th Anniversary - Timely Reminder Climate Agreements Work.” UNFCCC. Accessed Novem-

ber 7, 2016. http://newsroom.unfccc.int/unfccc-newsroom/kyoto-protocol-10th-anniversary-timely-reminder-climate-agree-
ments-work/.

4  United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. “Kyoto Protocol.” Kyoto Protocol. Accessed November 07, 
2016. http://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol/items/2830.php.

Photo: National Geographic
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KEY TERMS
I. Climate Mitigation and Adaptation

The terms “adaptation” and “mitigation” are two important terms that are fundamen-
tal in the climate change debate. While mitigation tackles the causes of climate change, 
adaptation tackles the effects of the phenomenon. The potential to adjust in order to 
minimize negative impact and maximize any benefits from changes in climate is known 
as adaptive capacity. A successful adaptation can reduce vulnerability by building on 
and strengthening existing coping strategies.

In general, more mitigation leads to fewer impacts to which we will have to adjust, 
and fewer risks for which we will have to try and prepare. Conversely, a greater degree of 
preparatory adaptation may lead to fewer impacts associated with any given degree of 
climate change.

For people today, already feeling the impacts of past inaction in reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions, adaptation is not altogether passive, rather it is an active adjustment in 
response to new stimuli. However, our present age has proactive options (mitigation), 
and must also plan to live with the consequences (adaptation) of global warming.

The idea that less mitigation means greater climatic change, and consequently 
requiring more adaptation is the basis for the urgency surrounding reductions in green-
house gases. Climate mitigation and adaptation should not be seen as alternatives to 
each other, as they are not discrete activities but rather a combined set of actions in an 
overall strategy to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.

1. Mitigation:

i. Climate mitigation is any action taken to permanently eliminate or reduce the 
long-term risk and hazards of climate change to human life, property.

The International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) defines mitigation as: “An 
anthropogenic intervention to reduce the sources or enhance the sinks of 
greenhouse gases.” 

ii. Mitigation Strategies: Climate change involves complex interactions between 
climatic, environmental, economic, political, institutional, social, and techno-
logical processes. It cannot be addressed or comprehended in isolation of 
broader societal goals (such as equity or sustainable development), or other 
existing or probable future sources of stress.

In the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 
three conditions are made explicit when working towards the goal of green-
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house gas stabilization in the atmosphere:

1. That it should take place within a time-frame sufficient to allow eco-
systems to adapt naturally to climate change;

2. That food production is not threatened and;

3. That economic development should proceed in a sustainable man-
ner.

To eliminate or reduce the risk of climate change to human life and property, 
both policy instruments and technology must be used in the context of sus-
tainable development.

2. Adaptation:

i. Climate adaptation refers to the ability of a system to adjust to climate 
change (including climate variability and extremes) to moderate potential 
damage, to take advantage of opportunities, or to cope with the consequenc-
es.

The IPCC defines adaptation as the, “adjustment in natural or human 
systems to a new or changing environment. Adaptation to climate change 
refers to adjustment in natural or human systems in response to actual or 
expected climatic stimuli or their effects, which moderates harm or exploits 
beneficial opportunities. Various types of adaptation can be distinguished, 
including anticipatory and reactive adaptation, private and public adaptation, 
and autonomous and planned adaptation.”

ii. Adaptation Strategies: The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change refers to adaptation in several of its articles: Article 4.1(f): All Parties 
shall “Take climate change considerations into account, to the extent feasible, 
in their relevant social, economic and environmental policies and actions, and 
employ appropriate methods, for example impact assessments, formulated 
and determined nationally, with a view to minimizing adverse effects on the 
economy, on public health and on the quality of the environment, of projects 
or measures undertaken by them to mitigate or adapt to climate change.”

II. Carbon Taxing and Cap and Trade

1. Carbon Tax: Pricing carbon emissions through a carbon tax is one of the most pow-
erful incentives that governments have to encourage companies and households 
to pollute less by investing in cleaner technologies and adopting greener practices. 
A carbon tax is a fee placed on greenhouse gas pollution mainly from burning fos-
sil fuels. This can be done by placing a surcharge on carbon-based fuels and other 
sources of pollution such as industrial processes. 
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A carbon tax puts a monetary price on the real costs imposed on our econ-
omy, our communities and our planet by greenhouse gas emissions and the global 
warming they cause. A shift by households, businesses and industry to cleaner tech-
nologies increases the demand for energy-efficient products and helps spur innova-
tion and investment in green solutions. 

Under this system, the price to pollute sets the strength of the economic sig-
nal and determines the extent to which green choices are encouraged. For example, 
a stronger price on emissions will lead to more investment in cleaner energy sourc-
es such as solar and wind power. And although a carbon fee or tax makes polluting 
activities more expensive, it makes green technologies more affordable as the price 
signal increases over time. Most importantly, a carbon tax gets green solutions into 
use.

2. Cap-and-Trade: In a cap-and-trade system, government puts a firm limit, or cap, on 
the overall level of carbon pollution from industry and reduces that cap year after 
year to reach a set pollution target. As the cap decreases each year, it cuts industry’s 
total greenhouse gas emissions to the limit set by regulation, and then forces pollut-
ers that exceed their emissions quota to buy unused quota from other companies.

The government creates and distributes pollution quotas, most fairly through 
an auction. This creates an incentive for firms to reduce their emissions and be able 
to sell rather than purchase pollution quotas. Under this system the market deter-
mines the price of quotas. In this way, the emission cap ensures that total pollution 
goes down and companies are given an economic incentive to find better ways to 
reduce harmful greenhouse gas emissions and support clean energy.

The European Union has had a cap-and-trade system in place since 2005 to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions from about 10,000 large industrial emitters.

III. Article 2 of the UNFCCC

1. Article 2: “The ultimate objective of this Convention and any related legal instru-
ments that the Conference of the Parties may adopt is to achieve, in accordance 
with the relevant provisions of the Convention, stabilization of greenhouse gas 
concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropo-
genic 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.”

2. Interpretation: Article 2 of the UNFCCC sets out the Convention’s ‘ultimate objective’, 
which is “to achieve stabilization of greenhouse has concentrations in the atmo-
sphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with 
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climate system”. As regards its objective, the UNFCCC consequently looks forward, 
seeking to encourage future efforts to mitigate climate change rather than determin-
ing responsibility for any already-existing adverse effects.

It might be argued that, although not specifically mentioned, Article 
2 obliges States to make at least some effort to reduce their emissions, as 
otherwise the ‘ultimate objective’ of the Convention would be nullified. This 
could also be based on an interpretation in the light of the Convention’s object 
and purpose (itself set out in Article 2) and an application of the principle of 
interpreting the Article itself. Article 2, however, is worded using declaratory 
and aspirational language and the ‘objective’ is not described as a legal com-
mitment of the parties. Indeed, use of the term ‘ultimate’ may have been an 
attempt to prevent ‘objective’ being assimilated with ‘object and purpose’ for 
the purposes of interpreting the UNFCCC. In this context, arguments drawn 
from the UNFCCC’s object and purpose seem little more than ‘bootstrapping’.
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