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The Paris Climate 
Conference

Laurent Fabius

THE YEAR 2015 is a “climate 
year” for France, which has 
the two-fold mission of host-

ing and presiding over the 21st session 
of the Conference of the Parties to the 
United Nations Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change (COP21). It 
will take place from November 30th to 
December 11th this year.

Hosting COP21 is no small 
challenge, this being the larg-

est international conference ever held 
in France—with 20,000 delegates, 
20,000 guests, and 3,000 journalists. 
As host country, France has to organ-
ize a welcome equal to the importance 
of the event. Firstly, we need to make 
the Paris-Le Bourget Exhibition Centre 
an appropriate setting for the negotia-
tions: in these conferences, talks are 
long and often difficult, and we need 
to ensure that the material conditions 
are favorable. We need to involve civil 

society to a great extent, which is 
the aim of the “village” we will be 
creating near the conference center, 
dedicated to showcasing non-govern-
mental initiatives, such as those of 
businesses, cities, regions, and associ-
ations. We need to make COP21 irre-
proachable in environmental terms 
and ensure that its carbon footprint is 
offset. In other words, we need to be 
exemplary hosts.

We also need to preside over COP21. 
That is a delicate task, as it involves 
getting 195 countries—196 parties, 
counting the European Union—to 
agree on extremely complex subjects. 
The aim is well-known: reaching a 
universal agreement to limit the in-
crease of global average temperature 
by the end of the century to less than 
1.5 degrees Celsius—or two degrees 
Celsius above pre-industrial levels. We 
urgently need to act. 

Laurent Fabius is French Minister of Foreign Affairs and International Development. This article 
has been published as submitted by the author (Ed.). 

An Ambitious Presidency 
for a Decisive Conference

Preserving our Planet

The latest Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) report, 

published in November 2014 following 
seven years of scientific work, produced 
a very worrying observation: if the cur-
rent rate of growth in greenhouse gas 
emissions continues, the temperature 
rise could be not of two or three de-
grees Celsius, as hitherto discussed, but 
rather of almost five degrees by 2100.

In these conditions, humanity 
would be forced to live on a “climate-
disrupted” planet, with frightening 
consequences. These include increas-
ing extreme climate phenomena, such 

as droughts and typhoons, particularly 
affecting the countries that are already 
the most vulnerable; the disappear-
ance of certain inhabited territories 
because of rising sea levels, like the 
island countries of the Pacific and many 
coastal areas; dramatic effects on public 
health and food security; considerable 
costs for our economies; and threats to 
peace, with increased risks of conflicts 
for scarce resources and massive popu-
lation displacements, which are sources 
of security tensions. 

It is, quite simply, our ability to 
inhabit ourselves a planet that remains 
viable and leave it to future genera-
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tions that is at risk. We have a great 
responsibility as the first generation 
to fully take on board the seriousness 
of the problem, and the last to still be 
able to act effectively.

The “Decarbonization”
Imperative for our Economies

Since 1988, the work of the IPCC 
has provided a solid scientific 

basis for international climate negotia-
tions. Its latest report is a warning, and 
also a call for action: the 
scientists are telling us 
that it is still possible 
to achieve the goal of 
limiting global warming 
to less than two degrees 
Celsius by the end of 
the century, so long as 
we ensure we have the 
means to do so. 

To achieve that, the 
IPCC has determined 
the trajectory we need 
to follow: we need to 
reach a peak in greenhouse gas emis-
sions by 2020, reduce them by 40 to 70 
percent between now and 2050, and 
tend towards negative net emissions by 
the end of the century. We have al-
ready used more than half of our “car-
bon budget,” i.e. the greenhouse gases 
we can emit before breaching the two 
degrees Celsius threshold. On current 
trends, we will use the rest of it in less 
than 30 years. The conclusion is clear: 

to avoid climate disaster, we need to 
change our modes of production and 
consumption quickly, by limiting the 
use of fossil fuels such as coal, oil and 
gas. We need to start “decarbonizing” 
our economies now. 

France is Undertaking 
the Ecological Transition 

Climate action is a priority for 
the French Government. Firstly, 

at the national level, through a low-
carbon energy mix and 
significant sectoral ef-
forts enabling France to 
fulfill its climate com-
mitments. Next, at the 
European level, where 
we worked with the 
institutions of the Eu-
ropean Union and the 
other member states to 
ensure the EU adopted 
ambitious emissions re-
duction targets. Lastly, 
at the international 
level, by fundraising 

to help developing countries tackle 
climate change and ensure access to 
sustainable energy for all. About half 
the funding mobilized by the Agence 
française de développement has climate 
“co-benefits.”

France accounts for only one per-
cent of global greenhouse gas emis-
sions, whereas it contributes up to four 
percent of global production. It ranks 

among the industrial countries with 
the lowest greenhouse gas emissions, 
in terms of both emissions per capita 
and emissions per GDP unit. This is 
the result of not only an electricity mix 
based primarily on nuclear energy, but 
also proactive greenhouse gas emis-
sion reduction policies. Between 1990 
and 2013, our greenhouse gas emis-
sions covered by the Kyoto Protocol 
fell by 13 percent, and we are doing 
our utmost to meet the target of the 
second commitment pe-
riod of the Kyoto Proto-
col—i.e., a reduction of 
20 percent in emissions 
by 2020, compared to 
1990 levels.

An Act on the en-
ergy transition for 
green growth is be-
ing adopted in France 
and sets out the path 
towards transform-
ing our energy mix. It 
provides for a reduc-
tion in greenhouse gas emissions of 
at least 40 percent by 2030, while the 
consumption of fossil fuels should 
fall by 30 percent and the proportion 
of renewable energy sources in our 
energy mix should rise to 32 percent. 
The law provides that our total con-
sumption of energy should be halved 
by 2050, while greenhouse gas emis-
sions should be reduced by 75 percent 
compared to 1990 levels.

Real Hope of an 
Agreement at COP21

While certain past COPs have 
failed—everyone remembers 

Copenhagen in 2009—why, objectively, 
should COP21 be a success? There are 
four main reasons.

Firstly, and unfortunately, the situa-
tion has worsened, and so the need to 
reach an agreement to combat climate 
change is even greater than before.

Scientific denial of 
the reality of the phe-
nomenon and its hu-
man origin is much less 
widespread than it was 
just five years ago, except 
perhaps in the United 
States, for essentially 
ideological reasons. In 
the ongoing climate 
negotiations, nobody 
questions any longer the 
reality of the phenom-
enon or its origin, which 

is an important development. 

Moreover, businesses and economic 
spheres are now aware, and many of 
them are now in favor of climate action. 
Also, technological and financial devel-
opments have taken place, such as the 
capitalization of the Green Climate Fund 
($10.2 billion for the moment, which, 
with leverage, represents an even greater 
amount), making progress credible.

To avoid climate 
disaster, we need to 
change our modes 
of production and 

consumption quickly, 
by limiting the use 
of fossil fuels such 

as coal, oil and gas. 
We need to start 

“decarbonizing” our 
economies now.

The aim is well-
known: reaching a 

universal agreement 
to limit the increase 

of global average 
temperature by the 

end of the century to 
less than 1.5 degrees 

Celsius—or two 
degrees Celsius above 
pre-industrial levels.

The Paris Climate Conference

Laurent Fabius



190

nSzoriHo

Summer 2015, No.4 191

The last development is that of politi-
cal determination. President Obama is 
committed to this fight, as are China’s 
leaders and many others. The United 
States and China are the two greatest 
emitters of greenhouse gas in the world. 
The agreement between China and the 
U.S. in November last year was clearly 
an important step forward.

A “Paris Climate Alliance” 

How will we recognize the suc-
cess of COP21? What the French 

Presidency is seeking to build—and this 
vision is increasingly shared—is what 
we call the “Paris Climate Alliance,” 
based on four complementary pillars.

The first, and most important pillar is 
a universal, legally binding intergovern-
mental agreement, differentiated on the 
basis of levels of development. I would 
like to add that it also needs to be a 
sustainable agreement, meaning that it 
must include a mechanism to ensure 
things do not come to an end in 2030, 
so that we do not need to recommence 
talks then. There are very sensitive is-
sues that need to be resolved by Decem-
ber, such as whether the commitments 
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
made by developing countries should 
be as binding as those of developed 
countries, and the legal form of the 
agreement. A balance needs to be found 
between the level of binding commit-
ments and the level of ambition, as, on 
the one hand, binding mechanisms tend 

to make leaders very prudent as to what 
they promise. Yet, on the other hand, 
we are determined to reach a highly 
ambitious agreement.

The second pillar is that of the nation-
al contributions, meaning the provi-
sional commitments of each country, as 
regards both reduction of their green-
house gas emissions and adaptation to 
the effects of climate change. This is the 
first time in the history of climate nego-
tiations that each country agrees to set 
itself targets to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions by 2025 or 2030, and even 
2050 for certain parties.

The third pillar is a financial and tech-
nological component, which is essential 
to guarantee that the agreement is effec-
tive and fair. In the run-up to the Paris 
Climate Conference, the developed 
countries will have to indicate how they 
intend to meet their commitment of 
$100 billion of public and private funds 
per year by 2020, which they promised 
to the developing countries in Copen-
hagen. It will also involve determin-
ing the basis for long term financing 
of a low-carbon economy, particularly 
beyond 2020. This last point is crucial 
and concerns the very structure of our 
economies, redirecting longterm invest-
ment, renewal of infrastructure, and all 
our development strategies.

The last pillar is an innovation com-
pared to previous negotiations. It 

involves additional commitments by 
non-governmental stakeholders includ-
ing cities, regions, businesses, associa-
tions, and civil society. This is what we 
call the “Agenda of Solutions.” These 
commitments will follow on from the 
initiatives resulting from the Climate 
Summit organized in September 2014 
by the United Nations Secretary- 
General, which were brought together 
in December in Peru, in the “Lima-
Paris Action Agenda.” These efforts will 
not, of course, replace the vital meas-
ures that will have to be made by gov-
ernments, but they will support them. 
The central, fair idea behind this is that 
governments should not be the only 
ones combating climate change. 

Those are the four pillars of the 
“Paris Climate Alliance.” As for 

our method, I can sum it up in three 
watchwords. First, attentiveness, as 
one of the keys to success is taking into 
account the different situations of each 
country. The second is compromise, as 
achieving a universal agreement implies 
ensuring the convergence of views of 
196 parties on important subjects, mak-
ing commitments for decades to come. 
The third is ambition because, failing 
an ambitious agreement, we will not be 
able to address the challenge of limiting 
warming to below 1.5 or two degrees 
Celsius compared to pre-industrial 
temperatures; the task is difficult, but it 
is a matter of survival for many world 
regions, and of a livable environment 

for others, while for tens of millions of 
our planet, it is a matter of life or disap-
pearance.

Preparations are Positive, 
Much Remains to be Done 

Another session of so-called 
“ADP” negotiations has been 

organized in Bonn this June, follow-
ing the session in Geneva in early 
2015. The aim is to produce a draft 
text to serve as a basis for an agree-
ment at COP21 in Paris. The Geneva 
session produced a mitigated result. A 
consensus did emerge on a text, but it 
was long and complex, with more than 
80 pages and a long list of options that 
were not decided upon, meaning much 
bracketing. The aim, during the nego-
tiations in Bonn, is to reduce the size of 
the text and eliminate as many brackets 
as possible. That is essential: the more 
problems we solve before December, 
the greater the chances of the Paris  
Climate Conference being a success.

A draft agreement needs to be pro-
duced by October following several 
meetings, the first in August, and then 
another in October.

There is a consensus on many 
important subjects: the need to 

obtain a universal, differentiated and 
legally binding agreement; to reduce 
fossil fuel subsidies to a minimum; 
to make not only mitigation, but also 
adaptation to the effects of climate 
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change, central to the agreement. It is 
also universally understood that we 
need to produce a sustainable agree-
ment that will not stop abruptly in 
2030—as it is set to take effect in 2020 
and run until 2030. That is why great 
attention is being paid to the review 
and revision mechanisms.

There are, however, many points that 
are still controversial, in 
particular those con-
cerning financing, which 
are regularly raised in 
talks. How can we reach 
the $100 billion per year 
by 2020? How will the 
available billions of the 
Green Climate Fund be 
shared out? 

As future President 
of COP21, I am 

also very attentive to 
the national contribu-
tions that all countries 
should submit prior 
to the Conference. As 
of this writing, almost 
40 countries representing about one 
third of global greenhouse gas emis-
sions have submitted their contribu-
tions, including the 28 member states 
of the European Union as well as the 
United States, Canada, Mexico, Gabon 
and Morocco. Three G20 countries—
Australia, China, and Japan—and 
about 35 non-G20 countries are, it 

would seem, planning to send theirs 
by the end of June. More than 70 other 
countries are preparing theirs, but 
are more likely to submit in the third 
quarter. More than 90 percent of 
emissions should be covered ahead of 
COP21. These contributions will pre-
sent various objectives depending on 
the countries, as they take into account 
“national circumstances” including the 

level of development, 
per capita emissions, 
and financial and tech-
nological capacities. It 
is essential that every 
country should submit 
its contribution as soon 
as possible, to allow the 
work of compiling and 
harmonizing them to 
be carried out by the 
UNFCCC secretariat far 
enough in advance of 
COP21 in Paris.

A number of special-
ists consider that 

it is possible that the total 
of the commitments by 

all countries goes beyond the two de-
grees Celsius target. We will see. In any 
case, that would in no way undermine 
the importance of the Paris agreement, 
far from it. The national contributions 
are the spontaneous trajectory deter-
mined by governments but, on the one 
hand, the time frame is not always the 
same and, on the other, considerable 

technological improvements will take 
place over time to support efforts. Lastly, 
COP21 in Paris will ensure additional 
awareness and new actions.

Serbia and COP21

As a candidate for EU member-
ship, Serbia should gradually 

converge with European climate tar-
gets. I am delighted to see the progress 
made in recent months. I particularly 
welcome the creation of the National 
Interministerial Committee, which in-
cludes civil society representatives, and 
the creation of the Republic of Serbia’s 
“green fund.” These, and other deci-
sions, show the turning point reached 
on this issue by the Serbian authorities. 

I welcome the announcement by Ser-
bia, the first in the region to do so, of its 
national contribution on June 11th. Ser-
bia is particularly concerned by climate 
change, having suffered an exceptional 
drought in 2013 and devastating floods 
in 2014. France is committed to stand-
ing beside Serbia to support it in draw-
ing up and implementing adaptation 
measures, and more generally in the 
ecological transition and the process of 
adopting European standards. 

Like many countries, Serbia is 
concerned about the costs of the 

measures to be taken. That is a le-
gitimate question, but we must never 

forget that the cost of inaction would 
be far greater. It is better to begin the 
transition early than to go backwards 
after decades of carbon-intensive de-
velopment and negative consequences. 
As a country in the process of mod-
ernization, Serbia can adopt the right 
reflexes today in terms of responsible 
use of resources. We also need to bear 
in mind that green growth means tech-
nological innovations and the creation 
of businesses and jobs. The cost of the 
ecological transition is thus an invest-
ment in the future. 

In Serbia, the Center for International 
Relations and Sustainable Development 
(CIRSD) fosters debate in support of 
the transition. I welcome the partner-
ship forged with the French Embassy 
in Belgrade, for example for the par-
ticipation of Serbian civil society in the 
“Global Citizen’s Debate” organized by 
CIRSD: our Embassy opened its doors 
to host the event on June 9th. The dis-
cussions were an opportunity to raise 
everyone’s awareness of the importance 
of individual actions—such as how we 
consume and how we travel—in action 
for the environment. 

The climate issue concerns us all, and 
we all need to take action. It is no doubt 
the greatest challenge our generation has 
to take up. We need to act, and fast. There 
is no plan B, as there is no planet B. 

Serbia is particularly 
concerned by 

climate change, 
having suffered an 

exceptional drought in 
2013 and devastating 

floods in 2014. 
France is committed 

to standing beside 
Serbia to support it 
[...] in the ecological 
transition and the 
process of adopting 

European standards.
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