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HISTORICAL RESPONSIBILITY IN THE UNFCCC 
 

Abstract 

This report tracks the history of historical responsibility in negotiations to and 
under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). The 
concept aims at attributing individual country burdens in mitigating climate change 
based on the relative levels of past emissions. A hermeneutic approach and 
discursive theory has been applied to the empirical material consisting of 
documents form the main bodies of the UNFCCC. The historic narrative 
constitutes a basis for an analysis of how the UNFCCC framing of historical 
responsibility have affected discussions on equity and inclusiveness across the 
North-South divide. Even though the concept was part of the discursive struggle 
over the content of the UNFCCC, it has been more central in the struggle to make 
the principles on equity, established in the Convention, operational. Historical 
responsibility has been most elaborated in a proposal by Brazil to the 1997 pre-
Kyoto negotiations. This proposal combined a biophysical approach (preferred by 
the North) with that of a political economic approach (preferred by the South). 
However, the proposal was soon pushed off the central agenda and discussions on 
the topic turned technical and centred on scientific uncertainties. The biophysical 
framing excluded discussions on equity. As the proposal was marginalised within 
UNFCCC as a whole it became central in discussions on comprehensive 
approaches to historical responsibility. Any who wanted to discuss comprehensive 
approaches were referred to this forum wherein talks on equity were excluded by 
rules of discussion. This echoes a world system with a periphery in the global 
South dependent upon core countries in the global North. The last mentioned have 
the capacity to set the agenda. The resulting discursive rules, excluding talks on 
equity, have not been good to the inclusiveness of Southern participants in the 
discussion process nor favoured much needed dialogue across the North/South 
divide in climate change negotiations. 
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Commonly used Acronyms and Abbreviations 

AGBM Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 
AWG Ad Hoc Working Group on Further Commitments for Annex I 

Parties under the Kyoto Protocol 
CDF Clean Development Fund 
CDM Clean Development Mechanism 
CH4 Methane 
CO2 Carbon dioxide 
COP Conference of the Parties (to the UNFCCC) 
COP/MOP Conference of the Parties serving as Meeting of the Parties to the 

Kyoto Protocol 
G 77 Group of 77 
IEP  Instituto de Ecología Politica 
INC Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee 
IPCC Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
MATCH Ad hoc group for the Modelling and Assessment of Contributions 

of Climate Change 
N2O Nitrous oxide 
PPP Polluter Pay Principle 
SBSTA Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 
UNCED United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 
UNFCCC United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
WSD World system and dependancy 
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Preface 

This report constitutes work in progress. The report has been written at the 
Department of Water and Environmental Studies and the Centre for Climate 
Science and Policy Research (CSPR). Björn-Ola Linnér and Mattias Hjerpe have 
helpfully contributed to the process of writing this report. Please notice that this 
work stem from an analysis of official UNFCCC documentation. The next step will 
be to complement this with observations and interviews that hopefully make the 
analysis more valid. This makes comments extra valuable. Please direct comments 
or questions to mathias.friman@tema.liu.se. 
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1. Introduction: Equity and Global Climate Change 

Equity constitutes a springing point in international climate change negotiations. 
North-South conflict centres on different perceptions or valuations of equity, 
relating to different traditions in framings climate change. The notion that all 
people have equal rights and obligations is normally an accepted cornerstone in 
discussions on equity. Hence, achieving equity in the climate change context 
implies distributing equal rights to use the atmosphere. Historically this has not 
been a hot issue, but as climate change began to be perceived as a problem, the 
search for solutions started.1 In 1992, most nations agreed to a Framework 
Convention on Climate Change2 (UNFCCC, Framework Convention). It states that 
the parties of the convention “should protect the climate system for the benefit of 
present and future generations of humankind, on the basis of equity”3. Nonetheless, 
when it comes to agreeing on what equity actually is, it has become obvious that 
the principle of equal rights, commonly adhered to, is not easily translated into 
practice.4  
Social scientist Ambuj Sagar formulates the dilemma for the economically poorest 
in the global South: “These countries have not contributed substantially to the 
enhanced greenhouse effect, but may be quite vulnerable to the impacts of a 
changing climate, and lack the capabilities to mitigate adverse impacts or adapt as 
needed.”5 Southerners therefore often uphold a differentiating perspective claiming 
that equality means that those who caused the problem should fix it.  
On the other hand, Northern spokespersons often adopt a universalising perspective 
claiming that climate change is too important an issue to let large parts of the world 
continue to emit greenhouse gases without regulations. In essence, this reasoning 
underscore that the so called common heritage of mankind cannot be sacrificed due 
to Southern envy on past Northern actions. Equality in this connotation means that 
all share the burden equally regardless of history.6  
Achieving an agreement perceived as equitable is important for at least two 
reasons: Firstly, according to Peter Haas, effective or good global governance 
requires, among other things, “the establishment of common norms of expected 
behaviour for a variety of different actors”7. What further is, North South conflict 
lines are, as Adil Najam notes, “unlikely to disappear either by ignoring them or 
wishing them away”8. Thus, if one wants to achieve effective governance in the 
climate change context, the above-sketched North-South conflict need to be 
                                                      

1  J. R. McNeill, 2000, Something New Under the Sun, pp. 386-391; Daniel Bodansky, 2001, “The History of the Global Climate 
Change Regime” in International Relations and Global Climate Change edited by Urs Luterbacher and Detlef F Sprinz, p. 25; and 
Daniel Bodansky, 1994, “Prologue to the Climate Change Convention” in Negotiating Climate Change – The Inside Story of the Rio 
Convention edited by Irving M Mintzer and J Amber Leonard, p. 48. 

2  As of the 24 of May 2004, 189 countries have ratified the convention. For the status of ratification, see www.unfccc.inc. 
3  United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992, UNFCCC, article 3.1.  
4  See for example Raúl Estrada-Oyuela, 2002, “Equity and climate change” in Ethics, Equity and International Negotiations on 

Climate Change edited by Luiz Pinguelli-Rosa and Mohan Munasinghe, p. 36; Mattew Paterson, 2001, “Principles of Justice in the 
Context of Global Climate Change” in International Relations and Global Climate Change edited by Urs Luterbacher and Detlef F 
Sprinz, p. 121 and passim. 

5   Ambuj D Sagar, 2000, “Wealth, Responsibility, and Equity – Exploring an Allocation Framework for Global GHG Emissions”, 
Climatic Change: (pp. 511-527), p. 511. 

6  Henrik Selin and Björn-Ola Linnér, 2005, The Quest for Global Sustainability – International Efforts on Linking Environment and 
Development, CID Graduate Student and Postdoctoral Fellow Working Paper number five; Science, Environment and Development 
Group, Center for International Development at Harvard University, p. 8. 

7  Peter Haas, 2004, “Addressing the Global Governance Deficit”, Global Environmental Politics: 4(4), p. 8. 
8  Adil Najam, 2005, “The View from the South – Developing Countries in Global Environmental Politics” in The Global Environment – 

Institutions, Law, and Policy edited by Regina S Axelrod et al., p. 230. 
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discussed and resolved. Secondly, as the above quote from the UNFCCC show, 
nations have already agreed that equity should be the basis for discussions on the 
issue. 
Numerous proposals for allocating rights to the atmosphere have been suggested, 
some addresses equity explicitly and some implicitly.9  
This report focuses on one principle for how to distribute rights and restrictions to 
the atmosphere based on outspoken ethical arguments, namely the principle of 
historical responsibility. Proponents of historical responsibility argue that past 
greenhouse gas emissions should be accounted for when deciding on who has 
caused the present situation and should therefore undertake a larger responsibility 
to address the problem. This principle is in stark contrast to the way of allocating 
responsibilities in the Kyoto protocol to the UNFCCC, i.e. calculated on emission 
levels in 1990 while hiding equity principles behind the quest for efficiency; a 
focus that in fact risks being a misconstruction precisely because it only implicitly 
addresses equity, creating distrust and suspicion among Southern negotiators. As 
economics professor Stephen DeCanio states: “Nothing has been more destructive 
of progress and consensus in the climate change diplomacy than the focus on 
efficiency to the exclusion of equity concerns.”10

Much has been written on the topic of historical responsibility, especially in 
relation to scientific uncertainties and policy choices related to climate modelling 
and historic datasets.11 This report adds to the previous literature by writing the 
UNFCCC history of the concept. Such a narrative has historic value by itself, 
however, since historical responsibility underscores equity – the springing point in 
North-South deadlocks – its history can also tell us something about how this 
unsolved issue is handled in the UNFCCC negotiations as a whole. From this it is 
possible to suggest ways forward, beyond apparently failing strategies. This is of 
extra interest in the light of the present climate change regime which is searching 
for options beyond the end of the Kyoto commitment period in 2012. 
This report, therefore, aims at examining the policy-process on historical 
responsibility within the UNFCCC. It looks to how historical responsibility has 
been framed, with special interest in what this has meant for talks on equity, and 
how this framing has affected inclusiveness of Northern and Southern participants 
in the discussion process. 
 

                                                      
9  Joseph E Aldy, 2003, “Thirteen plus one: a comparison of global climate policy architectures”  in Climate Policy 3(4), pp. 373-397; 

Daniel Bodansky et al., 2004, International Climate Efforts Beyond 2012,  pew climate; Axel Michaelowa et al., 2005, “Issues and 
Options for the Post-2012 Climate Architecture”, in International environmental agreements: Politics, Law and Economics, 5(1), pp. 
5-24; Lasse Ringius et al. 2000,  Burden Differentiation, Fairness Principles and Proposals, CICERO; and Asbjørn Torvanger and 
Odd Godal 2004, “An Evaluation of Pre-Kyoto Differentiation Proposals for National Greenhouse Gas Abatement Targets” in 
International Environmental Agreements: Politics, Law and Economics 4(1), pp. 65-91.  

10  Stephen J DeCanio, 2003, Economic Models of Climatic Change – A Critique, p. 154. 
11  E.g. Michel den Elzen, Michael Schaeffer and Paul L Lucas, 2005. “Differentiating Future Commitments on the Basis of Countries' 

Relative historical responsibility for Climate Change – Uncertainties in the ‘Brazilian Proposal’ in the Context of Policy 
Implementation”, Climatic Change; Rive, Nathan, Torvanger, Asbjørn and Fuglestvedt, Jan S, 2006, “Climate agreements based on 
responsibility for global warming: Periodic updating, policy choices, and regional costs”, Global Environmental Science; Luiz 
Pinguelli Rosa, Suzana Kahn Ribeiro, Maria Silvia Muylaert, and Christiano Pires de Campos, 2004, “Comments on the Brazilian 
Proposal and contributions to global temperature increase with different climate responses – CO2 emissions due to fossil fuels, CO2 
emissions due to land use change”, Energy Policy; Michel den Elzen, Jan Fuglestvedt,  Niklas Höhne, Cathy Trudinger , Jason 
Lowe, Ben Matthews, Bård Romstad, Christiano Pires de Campos and  Natalia Andronova, 2005, “Analysing countries’ contribution 
to climate change: scientific and policy-related choices”, Environmental Science and Policy; Maria Silvia Muylaert de Araujo, 
Christiano Pires de Campos, and Luiz Pinguelli Rosa, 2005, “GHG historical contribution by sectors sustainable development and 
equity”, Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews; Cathy Trudinger and Ian Enting, 2005, “Comparison of Formalisms for 
Attributing Responsibility for Climate Change – Non-Linearities in the “Brazilian Proposal” Approach”, Climatic Change; Roque 
Pedace, Brandy Vaughan, and Ann Doherty, 2005, Climate Debt – Making Historical Responsibility part of the Solution, Friends of 
the Earth International. 

 
 

2



 Mathias Friman, Historical Responsibility in the UNFCCC 

 
 

2. Points of Departure 

2.1 Demarcations and Materials 
Even though the history of historical responsibility has never been written this 
report draws on general literature on the concept as such (see above). These 
sources have assisted the analysis of the primary documentation in that it explains 
sometimes rather highly complex technical matters.  
The primary sources studied in this report derive from official documents 
published at the UNFCCC website. These sources are very abundant thus it is 
appropriate to limit the focus of attention, in this case to official reports from 
meetings of the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee on the UNFCCC (INC); 
the Conference of the Parties to the UNFCCC (COP); the Ad hoc Group on the 
Berlin Mandate (AGBM); the Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological 
Advice (SBSTA); the Subsidiary Body for Implementation (SBI); the Ad Hoc 
Working Group on Further Commitments for Annex I Parties under the Kyoto 
Protocol (AWG); and the ad hoc group for the Modelling and Assessment of 
Contributions of Climate Change (MATCH). Follow-ups of seemingly relevant 
references referred to in these reports have been done too, for example if references 
to documents produced outside UNFCCC but which have been put before the 
delegates. The primary source of information for the analysis, therefore, consists of 
reports from UNFCCC’s official institutions that are published by UNFCCC’s 
secretariat at its homepage.  
These have been chosen since it could be argued that agreed texts from these 
bodies constitute the UN consensus on climate change. This is what has come in to 
print, what has been decided on, in relation to climate change and, thus, in relation 
to the sub category of historical responsibility. It means that undertaken discussions 
without formal agreement does not show up in the analysis, but on the other hand, 
the agreed texts ought to be what matters most when local implementation of 
agreements take place. In any case, this is the reason for excluding other sources 
although, since this constitutes work in progress, the aim is to include other sources 
in future research. 
A few words of explanation as to why MATCH qualifies in this list are in place 
too. Reports from the MATCH are not published by the UNFCCC. Still they have 
been studied, not the least due to the seemingly close ties between SBSTA and 
MATCH. According to MATCH, the group was established following a mandate 
given by the SBSTA and the UNFCCC thematic page on the Brazilian proposal 
links directly to the MATCH.12 Many of the studied MATCH-documents are also 
referred to in SBSTA-documentation which is not surprising given that SBSTA 
have mandated MATCH to report directly to the Subsidiary Body.13  

                                                      
12  Website: Ad Hoc group for the Modelling and Assessment of Contributions of Climate Change (MATCH), www.match-info.net, 27 10 

2005. 
13  Author, observational notes, MATCH expert meeting (Cologne, 2006), November 27-28, 2006. 
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As the analysis moved on, the choice of going through these documents grew from 
an understanding of their centrality in the discussion about the Brazilian proposal 
and historical responsibility, which also explains why other documents have been 
excluded from the analysis. 
In this connection it is worth recalling some discursive theory. According to John 
Law, phenomena or happenings can be seen as overlapping patchworks.14 Using a 
jigsaw metaphor, one phenomenon could be depicted in many puzzles. Telling a 
story in text presupposes a narrative that limits the possibilities to present this 
patchwork in a way that lives up to its complexity. In other words, telling a story is 
to exclude others. On the other hand, it ought to be impossible to account for all 
stories and their overlaps. Knowledge can arguably be compared to holding 
perspectives and one author cannot hold all possible perspectives at the same time. 
Comparing something with an all-embracing infinite context, with the words of 
Laclau and Mouffe the field of discursivity, ought to be impossible without 
demarcations.15 This is so, if for no other reasons, simply because the author’s view 
of things would collapse due to internal antagonisms. So even if you tell twenty 
stories, or the reader identifies a hundred such, then you would still exclude others. 
Bearing this in mind it would be right to try telling only one story as long as claims 
for telling the only true narrative are excluded. This is said, not surprisingly, since 
the discussion on historical responsibility tracked and analysed in this report aims 
at telling one story. Considering the choice of primary sources this analysis 
primarily becomes an analysis of how historical responsibility was introduced into 
the climate change regime as seen through official UNFCCC documentation, 
interpreted according to discursive scientific rules as well as perceptions formed by 
the social historic background of the author. As such, the narrative ought to be 
valid.16

2.2 Discursive Theory and Hermeneutics or Putting Together a 
Jigsaw Puzzle of Multiple Stories 

Tracking historical responsibility throughout the international climate change 
negotiations is, in this case, like putting together a jigsaw puzzle consisting of 
official documents. In doing so, hermeneutics, the science of interpretation, provide 
a useful framework for how to lay this puzzle. The method of hermeneutics puts 
parts together to a whole and projects this whole back on the parts to gain a new 
and wider understanding of these and, thus, to gain an even better understanding of 
the whole. All this has been done in an explorative manner, in search of a less 
simplifying and more complex perspective. This way of interpretation is usually 
referred to as the hermeneutic circle.17

In practice, the analysis has been done in three stages: 1) A summarizing text was 
composed, forming a whole; 2) this shaped an understanding of the parts creating a 
pattern which was hard to detect by looking at individual documents; and 3) by 
looking at the whole it was possible to go back read the parts again with a renewed 
understanding of the whole. With this in mind, it was possible to add more 

                                                      
14  John Law, “Foot and Mouth 2001 – the Anatomy of a High Energy Event” presented at the Conference on the Technologies of 

Nature-Politics, 2006 02 03. 
15  Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, 2001, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy – Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, p. 111. 
16  Cf. Göran Bergström and Kristina Boréus, 2000, Textens mening och makt – metodbok i samhällsvetenskaplig textanalys, p. 36 
17  Søren Kjørup, 1999, Människovetenskaperna – Problem och traditioner i humanioras vetenskapsteori, pp. 247-266. 
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interpretations to the text outlined by the first stage of the analysis as well as 
detecting where pieces were missing and to search for them in the available 
sources. 
Of course, this formed a new whole that enabled new insights. Eventually the parts 
and the whole form equilibrium, and the hermeneutic circle is closed, in this case 
within the specific context limited by demarcations. Worth mentioning again, 
without clear demarcations closure ought to be impossible to achieve. 
For example: by reading the documents from COP4 one can se that Brazil was to 
organize a workshop on its proposal. The documents of SABSTA10 show that this 
actually took place making it possible to find the report of that meeting. The report 
of SBSTA14 in turn refers to an informal meeting, in preparation of the workshop, 
taking place during COP4. This report can then be located, and it explains why so 
many scientific uncertainties where lifted during the upcoming workshop. This also 
makes it possible to judge the conclusions by SABSTA11, a reactions that would 
have been hard to interpret without an understanding of what was discussed during 
the workshop that in turn is hard to understand without an understanding of the 
meeting held parallel to COP4 (see analysis below). One could continue to search 
for documents in preparation of the informal meeting; however, these would extend 
the analysis beyond the boarders set up by the demarcations above. Without 
demarcations the analysis could, theoretically, search sources in infinity. 
However, as new critics and researchers on discourses have shown, such 
equilibriums or harmonies are usually a fraud or, at least, only exist at certain 
levels of a text. The text might harmonise on the ‘surface’ but is usually full of 
conflicts and antagonisms when analysed in accordance to, for example, Paul 
Ricœur’s hermeneutics of suspicion or Michael Foucault’s archaeology of texts as 
well as his discursive theory.18 This is to say to reconnect the text to the broad and 
deep context outside the clear demarcations. However, as touched upon above, this 
implies a large knowledge of different contexts that would be hard to obtain in 
relation to the subject of analysis in this report (the sheer volume of different 
actors, levels and interplays in the climate change negotiations).  
Still, discursive theory does have another value to add to this report. The different 
theories on what a discourse is and how such a discourse works can help to 
elucidate important aspects of the discussion process. They can put words to and 
explain phenomena in the discussion process as such, useful to understand how the 
discussion on historical responsibility progressed in the climate talks without 
necessarily conducting a discursive analysis. The theories point to power relations, 
use of strategies and discursive rules etc. Using this part of discursive theory 
enables researchers to highlight groups of actors and individual actors’ favoured 
perspectives and strategies, which they use to gain control over an issue or to fulfil 
other aims in a discussion process. For the purpose of doing understanding and 
explaining the discussion process on historical responsibility three different 
discursive theories have been found useful. These are the theories of Foucault, 
Maarten Hajer, and Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe.19 The theories will not be 
expounded here, but they will be referred to in the analysis backing up statements 
concerning the logic of discourse. 

                                                      
18  Søren Kjørup, 1999, p. 261 and pp. 321-325. 
19  Johan Hedrén, 1994, Miljöpolitikens Natur; Maarten Hajer, 1995, The Politics of Environmental Discourse – Ecological 

Modernization and the Policy Process; and Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, 2001. 
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Finally, the narrative following the analysis will be connected to a world system 
and dependency (WSD) approach. To ease the reading, the approach will be 
explored more when it is applied. 

2.3 Analytical Categories 
The analysis tracks two key categories of interest. They are equity and 
inclusiveness across the North-South divide. The global North and South, thus, 
constitute a third category of special interest. The focus on these categories has 
been motivated above. Since each category can be interpreted in numerous ways 
they need to be explained in more detail to limit misunderstandings. 
Equity: In this report’s perspective equity is a social construction that allows 
multiple perspectives of what is fair and unfair. Thus, the report will not expound 
whether something is fair or not. Instead it will focus on how discussions on equity 
are framed by different actors in the discussion process. In other words, the 
analysis focuses on question such as the discursive possibilities to discuss equity, 
different preference of actors to prioritise equity in comparison to for example 
efficiency or so-called scientific correctness. In other words, the analysis is not a 
study of what is fair or not but rather of how equity has been framed in the 
discussion process on historical responsibility. 
Inclusiveness: In this report it is claimed that inclusiveness matters; inclusive 
discussion processes are claimed to be a sound basis to build stronger 
agreements.20 Yet, as with equity, inclusiveness can refer to lots of things. This 
report limits the focus to inclusiveness across the North-South divide in numbers 
(of participants) but more importantly in scope (questions discussed). Number of 
participants is a matter of straightforward quantitative calculations but when it 
comes to scope one need to be more careful. As mentioned in the introduction, the 
traditional framing of equity preferred by the North underscores a universalising 
perspective while the South holds a differentiating perspective. When it comes to 
inclusiveness in scope it is handled by comparing the discussion process with these 
traditions. 
Hence, the report does not compare for example inclusiveness across ages or class; 
however, a short section will refer to the topic of gender inclusiveness considering 
the patriarchate is often described as a permanent oppression, i.e. one that you are 
born into and cannot substantially change, which is an extra motivation for studies 
of it.  
Inclusiveness is also problematic in that it is a conception with no clear norms of 
what is considered to be an inclusive share of negotiations, both in scope and 
numbers. In the case of historical responsibility in climate change negotiations, it is 
hard to say if the North and South respectively have a fair influence over the 
discussion process simply because it depends on what the case is compared with. 
The norm used in the analysis below is that those involved should have an equal 
share in scope and numbers relative eachother. It is based on the demand of 

                                                      
20  Cf. Chantal Mouffe, 2005, On the Political; Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, 2001; and Carolyn Merchant, 1999, “Partnership 

Ethics and Cultural Discourse – Women and the Earth Summit” in Living With Nature – Environmental Politics as Cultural Discourse 
edited by Frank Fischer and Maarten A Hajer. 
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discursive ethics that an equitable participatory discussion process must, among 
other issues, be characterized by an “equal position of all parties”21.  
This is problematic for several reasons, not least since the analytical focus set the 
standard. This report is preoccupied with Southern participation at an aggregate 
level and relative the Northern ditto. Since that focus recognises two parties (i.e. 
the North and the South) they should have an equal say each. This is, for example, 
how the UN general assembly works; with a focus on a state level all states receive 
one vote each. One could imagine numerous other focuses such as inclusiveness of 
many of those most vulnerable to climate change, that many times do not 
understand implications of climate change and that do not have the knowledge or 
economic capacity to partake in negotiations. One could also imagine other 
rationals for how to allocate votes to the parties focused on. The EU commission, 
for example, allocates seats in the commission based on numbers of inhabitants in 
different countries. Yet, the option of other focuses or rationals does not make the 
question of Southern participation less important; Southern inclusiveness has been 
understood as crucial to climate change negotiations by several other commentators 
and by the UNFCCC bodies and other international climate change institutions 
such as IPCCC. In 2002 it was identified that Northerners is in unambiguous 
majority in most leading international climate change institutions. This clearly gets 
implications for the framing of climate change in the UNFCCC.22 More 
importantly, as we shall see, the discussion process of historical responsibility, i.e. 
how it has evolved over time, makes it possible to compare how changes in 
framing correspond to participation. Thus, it is possible to compare how Southern 
inclusiveness changes over time and to judge wheather it is low or high in 
comparision to participation at other times, when the issue was framed differently. 
The categories of inclusiveness and non-inclusiveness will be discussed further in 
the last section 4.1.1 below. It should also be recognised that this is an issue that 
will be much further elaborated on in future research. 
Global North/South: The global North and South (shortened to North and South) 
are seen as geographical categories were global refers to the fact that the 
geographical south contains Northern countries (such as Australia and New 
Zeeland) and vice versa. Countries of the North are comparably economically rich 
and belong to the core of the world system. Now, often the global North and South 
are depicted in other ways; as Law conveniently shows us, multiple stories can be 
told. The relative level of economic richness is hard to measure. There are often 
large informal sectors as well as different welfare systems not always accounted for 
in economic estimations. Thus, an enormous greyscale with regards to levels of 
economic development emerges.23 It is hard to see how this greyscale fits into two 
clear-cut geographic categories. Further, the global South and North could arguably 
be seen as social categories. There are very poor inhabitants also in rich countries 
and very rich inhabitants in poor countries. As such, there is usually a North and 
South also within the geopolitical boundaries of nation-states.24 Finally, many 
                                                      

21  Donald Brown et al., White paper on the ethical dimension of climate change, Rock Ethics Institute, Secretariat, Penn State 
University, p. 37. 

22  Cf. José Domingos Gonzales Miguez, 2002, “Equity, responsibility and climate change” in Ethics, Equity and International 
Negotiations on Climate Change edited by Luiz Pinguelli-Rosa and Mohan Munasinghe; and Donald Brown, undated. 

23  Cf. e.g. Richard Lipsey et al., 1999, Economics, pp. 478-479 (relating to omissions in GDP calculations). 
24  Cf. e.g. Wolfgang Sachs, 1999, “Sustainable Development and the Crisis of Nature – On the Political Anatomy of an Oxymoron” in 

Living with Nature – Environmental Politics as Cultural Discourse edited by Frank Fischer and Maarten A Hajer, p. 26 (relating to 
socio-economic categories); Ankie Hoogvelt, 2001, Globalization and the Postcolonial World – The New Political Economy of 
Development, p. 138 (relating to global social categories of core and periphery); and Michael Grubb, 1999, The Kyoto Protocol – A 
Guide and Assessment, p. 30 (relating to divisions within EU). 
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commentators also downplay the importance of the North and South categories in 
relation to climate negotiations. Instead, they highlight other coalitions such as the 
EU; Japan, the USA, Switzerland, Canada, Australia, Norway and New Zeeland 
(JUSCANNZ); and the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS).25

Still, in the international climate change negotiations, state representatives are in 
focus which to a large degree justifies the focus on states rather then for example 
social categories. What further is, Najam has noted that despite “specific 
differences”26 international environmental negotiations often uphold an “easily 
identifiable sense of shared identity and common purpose”27, at least in the South. 
When it comes to the state representatives’ opinions about equity, which is the 
central issue in this report, they roughly match the geographical categories of a 
global North and South.28 Thus, if one is to talk of a geographical global North and 
South at a state level, the focus on equity in climate change negotiations might be 
the best example of an arena where these categories hold. However, the reader 
should note that this text produces realities that might hold in some contexts but not 
in others. The conclusions should, therefore, not be applied to other contexts too 
lightly. 

                                                      
25  Cf. e.g. Daniel Bodansky, 2001, p. 30. 
26  Adil Najam, 2005, p. 225. 
27  Adil Najam, 2005, p. 225. 
28  José Goldemberg, 1994, ”The Road to Rio” in Negotiating Climate Change – The Inside Story of the Rio Convention edited by Irving 

M Mintzer and J A Leonard, p. 177, p. 179 and passim. 
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3. Historical Responsibility in Climate Change 
Negotiations 

This chapter consists of the empirical analysis tracking the discussion process on 
historical responsibility in the UNFCCC. It is presented in chronological order, 
rather then for example thematic as is the case in chapter four below. The right 
marginal contains a timeline with all official meetings. The intention is that it will 
assist the reading making it easier to go back and forth in the text to search for how 
historical responsibility was handled during specific meetings. 

3.1 Background 
Despite early knowledge of human induced global warming – the issue was known 
already at the end of the 19th century – climate change did not become a major 
subject for the international political agenda until the late 1980s and early 1990s. In 
September 1990, an ad hoc group – i.e. a group for a special purpose – of 
government representatives, initiated by the United Nations Environment Program 
(UNEP) and the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), met in Geneva to 
prepare for future international negotiations on climate change. However, the group 
could not decide in what forum negotiations were to be held; under auspices of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) or the UN. The global South 
wanted the more political body of the UN to handle the issue instead of the more 
technically oriented IPCC, and UNEP and WMO, preferred by the North.29 In the 
end, the South was successful in their demands; in December, that same year, the 
UN General Assembly decided “to establish a single intergovernmental negotiating 
process […] for the preparation by an Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee of 
an effective framework convention on climate change”30. Although the 
North-South conflict on environmental issues goes back at least to the 1972 UN 
conference on the Human Environment and the 1972 conflict in turn is deeply 
rooted in colonial and imperial history, the struggle over in which international 
forum climate change was to be addressed was one of the first times that the 
North-South conflict appeared in the climate change negotiations.31 The UN 
resolution further stated that the INC had to hold its first of five meetings in 
February 1991. A deadline was set too; an agreement was to be negotiated before 
June 1992. The deadline, thus, coincided with the UN Conference on Environment 
and Development (UNCED).  
Consequently, the INC had only but one and a half year to negotiate a framework 
convention for climate change. The UN General Assembly had limited the INC to 
hold five sessions with a maximum duration of two weeks each. Nevertheless, a 
consensus agreement was reached in time for the UNCED. 

3.2 The Stage is set by the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee 

                                                      
29  Daniel Bodansky, 1994, p. 60. 
30  United Nations General Assembly Resolution 45/212, 1990, Protection of Global Climate for Present and Future Generations of 

Mankind. 
31  Adil Najam, 2005, p. 229; and Daniel Bodansky, 1994, p. 59. 
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In May 1997, the Brazilian government acted on a mandate given by COP 1. It 
authorised Parties to submit proposals to a protocol under the Framework 
Convention.32 This episode is very important to the history of historical 
responsibility in the UNFCCC. Researchers usually accept that this was the first 
time the concept was introduced in the climate change negotiations; however, a 
closer reading shows that this does not hold. It is true that the concept has been 
most elaborated in the Brazilian proposal to the negotiations on the Kyoto protocol, 
yet to do justice to the historical narrative, we need to shed a brief look at what 
happened before May 1997. The INC-process actually constitutes the backdrop to 
more elaborated discussions on historical responsibility in the UNFCCC. 

INC 1-5,  
1991-1992 

Important elements of the concept were discussed already in the early 1990ies 
during the INC preparations for the Framework Convention.33 For example, the 
consolidated working paper for the fourth session of the INC states that parties 
should take 

fully into account that the largest part of emissions of greenhouse gases have 
been  originating from developed countries and those countries have the main 
responsibility [and should take the lead] in combating climate change and the 
adverse consequences thereof.34

The fact that the North historically has emitted a proportionally larger share of 
greenhouse gases and therefore should bear the largest burden in combating 
climate change is of uttermost importance to the concept of historical 
responsibility. This too, although altered from the consolidated working paper of 
the fourth INC-session, is acknowledged in the preamble to the Framework 
Convention.35 To account for this the negotiators agreed to the principle of 
common but differentiated responsibilities.36 The principle is at the heart of stated 
norms in many UN agreements on environment and development; however, it has 
proven hard to turn the principle into international law.37 While some say that this 
is in fact a re-framing of historical responsibility38 others, more convincingly, 
argue that the principle has been implemented in terms of voluntary aid and 
differentiation on grounds of capacity rather than some form of liability39. I will 
return to this highly relevant distinction in the concluding discussions below. 
Another concept discussed early on was the Polluter Pay Principle (PPP). Some 
countries wanted this principle to become a cornerstone in the UNFCCC but in the 
end it never got into the final agreement. Still, it was debated during the INC 
                                                      

32  Conference of the Parties 1 (Berlin, 1995) – Report: Actions Taken, 1995, Report of the Conference of the Parties on its First 
Session, Held at Berlin from 28 March to 7 April 1995 – Part Two: Actions Taken by the Conference of the Parties at its First 
Session, p. 6. 

33  Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee 1 (Washington, 1991) - Report, 1991, Report of the Intergovernmental Negotiating 
Committee for a Framework Convention on Climate Change on the Work of its First Session, Held at Washington, DC, from  4 to 14 
of February 1991, pp. 13; Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee 4 (Geneva, 1991) - Report, 1992, Report of the 
Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee for a Framework Convention on Climate Change on the Work of its Fourth Session, Held 
at Geneva from 9 to 20 December 1991, p. 27; and Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee 5, first part (New York, 1992) - 
Report, 1992, Report of the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee for a Framework Convention on Climate Change on the Work 
of the First Part of its Fifth Session, Held at New York from 18 to 28 February 1992, p. 28. 

34  Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee 4 (Geneva, 1991) - Report, 1992, p. 27, Square brackets in original. The same document 
also present the following as an alternative to the above quoted text: “noting that the largest part current emissions of greenhouse 
gases, both in historical and current terms, originates from developed countries and that those countries [in the first instance have 
the main responsibility]/[shall take the lead] in combating climate change and the adverse effects thereof.” (ibid). 

35  United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992, preamble. 
36  United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992, cf. e.g. preamble; and article 3.1. 
37  Yoshiro Matsui, 2002, Some Aspects of the Principle of "Common but Differentiated Responsibilities", International Environmental 

Agreements: Politics, Law and Economics 2(2), 151-170, p. 151. 
38  Cf. Lavanya Rajamani, 2000, The Principle of Common but Differentiated Responsibility and the Balance of Commitments under the 

Climate Regime, Reciel, 9(2), 120-131, p. 126. 
39  Cf. Yoshiro Matsui, 2002, p. 155-157. 
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negotiations.40 PPP too is of uttermost importance to the concept of historical 
responsibility. In fact, PPP in relation to historical emissions levels can be said to 
make up the foundation of historical responsibility. 
Much was said as a backdrop to the discussions held in the INC. A working paper 
titled International burden sharing in greenhouse gas reduction, written by Arnulf 
Grüebler and Nebojša Nakićenović and published by the World Bank, dealt 
extensively with the subject of historical responsibility in the climate change 
context. Simply put, they calculated responsibility for the period from 1800 to 2050 
in a CO2/CH4 atmosphere-ocean climate model.41 This report was published in 
1992 and was reissued in 1994 in a slightly edited copy at the International Institute 
for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA). The following is a quote from the last 
mentioned report’s abstract:  

Four different GHG emission reduction and allocation criteria are analyzed: […] 
cutbacks proportional to past contributions to atmospheric concentration 
increase on a regional basis (compensation for ‘natural debt’)42

As implied by Grüebler and Nakićenović, the concept of historical responsibility 
has striking similarities with the concept of natural or ecological debt. Both 
concepts state that the North, due to actions taken throughout historic time, has a 
large responsibility towards the South. The North should compensate the South for 
past deeds.  
The history of ecological debt originates in the Latin American environmental 
movement, specifically in the Instituto de Ecología Politica (IEP), which around 
1990 focused attention on emissions of ozone depleting substances derived from 
economically richer countries and, thus, affecting economically poorer countries 
and people. In 1992, the IEP published a booklet named Deuda Ecologica that in 
turn led to discussions on ecological debt at venues parallel to the UNCED in Rio 
de Janeiro.43  
In the scientific domain, Grüebler, together with Yasumasa Fujii, in 1991 presented 
a calculation model ascribing historical responsibility to different regions. 
According to these authors, the model analyzed “the different regional and 
generational contributions to increases of CO2 concentrations resulting from fossil-
fuel use since the onset of the industrial revolution”.44 The same year, Barry 
Solomon at the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), together 
with the private environmental consultant Dilip Ahuja, suggested linking 
“international trading in greenhouse-gas emission ‘rights’ to a country's historical 
per capita carbon emissions.”45 Yet another report on the matter was published in 
1991. It was written by Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain at the Indian-based Centre 
for Science and Environment and referred to “historical inequity”46 with 
calculations for a period from 1950 to 2100.  

                                                      
40  Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee 1 (Washington, 1991) - Report, 1991, p. 14; and Intergovernmental Negotiating 

Committee 3 (Nairobi, 1991) – Report, 1991, Report of the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee for a Framework Convention 
on Climate Change on the Work of its Third Session, Held at Nairobi from 9 to 20 September 1991, p. 18. 

41  Arnulf Grüebler and Nebojša Nakićenović, International Burden Sharing in Greenhouse Gas Reduction, 1994, pp. 41. 
42  Arnulf Grüebler and Nebojša Nakićenović, 1994, p. vii. 
43  Klas Rönnbäck, 2003, ”Historien bakom kampanjen om ekologisk skuld” in Ekologisk skuld – Ett hinder för utveckling edited by Klas 

Rönnbäck, p. 94; and Website: Instituto de Ecología Politica, http://www.iepe.org, 02 12 2005. 
44  Arnulf Grüebler and Yasumasa Fujii, 1991, “Inter-generational and spatial equity issues of carbon accounts”. Energy, p. 1397. 
45  Barry D. Solomon and Dilip R. Ahuja, 1991, “International reductions of greenhouse-gas emissions – An equitable and efficient 

approach”. Global Environmental Change, p. 343. 
46  Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain, 1991, Global Warming in an Unequal World, p. 22. 
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The scientific debate stretches back to writings of familiar names such as Gorge 
Borgström and Ivan Illich. In the 1960s, Borgström coined the concept of ghost 
acres meaning that many European countries used land in poor countries to feed 
their own population. While the worst off produced crops for animals and humans 
in the rich world, they themselves often suffered from malnutrition. In the 1970s, 
Illich spoke about the need for action simply to avoid environmental collapse. The 
1980s saw discussions on carrying capacity and equal rights to environmental 
space.47 In the 1990s the scientific community began to speak about ecological 
footprints. The notion of ecological debt also begun to take foothold within the 
scientific domain. In 1992, Arne Jernelöv attempted to quantify the Swedish 
environmental debt.48 This attempt was revised by Christian Azar and John 
Holmberg in 1995.49 What is more, in 1993 Peter Hayes made calculations on the 
Northern cost upon the South due to historic contributions to climate change and 
attributed the cost to different countries.50 This collected scientific debate, and the 
discussion within Latin American NGOs, set the backdrop to the early climate 
change negotiations.  
This shows that neither the concept of historical responsibility nor calculations of 
ditto, when introduced by Brazil in 1997, was new. Ideas of the like had already 
been circulated both outside and within climate change negotiations forums 
previous to 1997.  
To write the history of historical responsibility within the climate change 
negotiations without acknowledging this would be misleading. The rational of 
historical responsibility within climate negotiations is older than the Brazilian 
proposal, though it is formulated in other words. In this connection, it is also worth 
mentioning that the Brazilian proposal, though it clearly adheres to the idea of 
historical responsibility, does not use that exact wording. It follows that the idea or 
concept of historical responsibility does not necessarily need to centre on the exact 
phrase ‘historical responsibility’. If this is accepted, it becomes a fact that historical 
responsibility floated around in the climate change talks earlier than 1997. 
However, the connection between the PPP and historical emissions of greenhouse 
gases became lot more outspoken in the Brazilian proposal than it had ever been 
before in the UNFCCC discussions on historical responsibility, with the possible 
exception of Grübler and Nakićenović calculations done in 1992 (more on this 
later). 
As such, the introduction of the Brazilian proposal can be seen as a way to channel 
the discussions on historical responsibility into a narrative that was possible to 
consider as a serious alternative to other criteria for attribution and differentiation 
of responsibility discussed in the climate change negotiations forum. For sure, talks 
on the PPP, past emissions regulating responsibility etc, were possible to conduct 
but more or less fruitless as more than principles. As principles they are quite 
vague and ambivalent, open for interpretation and thus easy to comply with for 
possible ratifying parties.51 What the Brazilian proposal did was in effect to take 
these principles and define them, i.e. fill them with meaning. Using the theories of 

                                                      
47  Andrew Simms, 2001, An Environmental War Economy: The lessons of ecological debt and global warming, pp. 17-20. 
48  Arne Jernelöv, Swedish Environmental Debt, Stockholm : Allmänna förlag. 
49  Christian Azar, John Holmberg, 1995, “Defining the generational environmental debt”. Ecological Economics 14(1), pp. 7-19. 
50  Peter Hayes, 1993, The Global Greenhouse Regime: Who Pays? London, Earthscan; New York, United Nations University Press. 
51  Daniel Bodansky, 2001, pp. 33-34; Björn-Ola Linnér and Merle Jacob, 2005, “From Stockholm to Kyoto: A Review of the 

Globalization of Global Warming Policy and North-South Relations”. Globalizations, p. 407; and Steve Rayner et al., 1999, “Equity 
Issues and Integrated Assessment” in Fair Weather – Equity Concerns in Climate Change edited by Ferenc L Tóth, p. 20. 
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Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, the Brazilian government attempted to gain 
the preferential right of interpretation over the concept historical responsibility by 
trying to form and close a discourse on the subject, i.e. transforming vague 
elements into well-defined and enclosed moments.52

The attachment of well-defined contents to historical responsibility got at least two 
effects: One, discussing historical responsibility in the climate change negotiations 
became virtually impossible without relating to the Brazilian proposal. Historical 
responsibility in effect became almost equal to the Brazilian proposal; and two, 
historical responsibility suddenly could not be disregarded as a loosely defined and 
easily reinterpreted principle that could suit any context. As a serious alternative to 
other ways of ascribing responsibilities to different parties, it became an issue that 
had to be tackled. And tackled it was. The history of the Brazilian proposal, and 
thus historical responsibility within well-defined boarders, originates in discussions 
both during the early INC sessions drafting the UNFCCC and during the prompt 
start sessions on preparation of the first COP,53 but more importantly in the 
decisions taken at COP 1.  

3.3 The Berlin Mandate and the Brazilian Proposal 
The INC, in its resolution on interim arrangements, decided that preparations for 
the first COP could start after the date of the UNFCCC signing but before the 
UNFCCC’s legal entry into force.54 Therefore, COP 1 could meet in Berlin already 
in 1995. Participants of the first COP decided to launch negotiations on 
strengthening commitments for the Convention’s Annex I countries. The so-called 
Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate (AGBM) got the task to conclude a proposal 
to a protocol. The aim was that the proposed protocol to the Framework 
Convention should be discussed, and hopefully adopted, at the third COP in Kyoto 
in 1997.55 This Ad Hoc Group was to conduct its work in accordance to the Berlin 
Mandate, a set of rules and guidelines for the Group’s work. Among other rules, 
the AGBM had to include “proposals and pertinent documents […] for 
consideration in the process”56, referring to the process eventually leading to a 
proposed protocol. These rules, regulating parts of the Berlin Mandate, are 
important for the narrative on how the concept of historical responsibility was 
introduced into and formulated in the climate change negotiations since it is among 
the ‘pertinent documents’ and ‘proposals by parties’ that comprehensive 
connections between the PPP, common but differentiated responsibilities and the 
fact that past emissions differ between different countries is first done within the 
negotiations. 

COP 1,  
Mar-Apr 1995 

One such gathered approach to historical responsibility showed up for the first time 
in a document ‘pertinent’ to the AGBM. Among the pertinent documents were the 
above-mentioned World Bank report written by Gruebler and Nakicenovic. A short 

AGBM 3,  
Mar 1996 

                                                      
52  Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, 2001, p. 93 to p. 145. 
53  Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee 11 (New York, 1995) – Report, 1995, Report of the Intergovernmental Negotiating 

Committee for a Framework Convention on Climate Change on the Work of its Eleventh Session, Held at New York  from 6 to 17 
February 1995, p. 18; and Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee 11 (New York, 1995) – Report: Recommendations to the COP, 
1995, Report of the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee for a Framework Convention on Climate Change on the Work of its 
Eleventh Session, Held at New York  from 6 to 17 February 1995 – Part Two: Recommendations to the Conference of the Parties 
and Other Decisions and Conclusions of the Committee, pp. 50. 

54  Elizabeth Dowdeswell and Richard Kinley, 1994, “Constructive Damage to the Status Qua” in Negotiating Climate Change – The 
Inside Story of the Rio Convention edited by Irving M Mintzer and J Amber Leonard, pp. 126; and Daniel Bodansky, 2001, p. 34. 

55  Michael Grubb, 1999, pp. 46-47 and pp. 52-54. 
56  Conference of the Parties 1 (Berlin, 1995) – Report: Actions Taken, 1995, p. 6. 
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summary of this report was presented to the third session of the AGBM in a note 
by the secretariat with the subtitle Annotated compilation of information relevant to 
the Berlin Mandate process.57 It is hard to say how much this affected the 
discussion on historical responsibility. It is, however, possible to say that this was 
the first time that a reference to an operational version of historical responsibility 
was on the UNFCCC-agenda. 
Nonetheless, many Parties acted on the mandate to send in proposals for a protocol, 
or parts of a protocol, to be considered during COP 3. At the time of the sixth 
AGBM-session, in March 1997, the Group’s chairperson, Raúl Estrada-Oyuela, got 
the mandate to put together a negotiation text consisting of bits and pieces from all 
parties’ proposals. The text was to be discussed during the following seventh 
session. In this work, the Group permitted Estrada-Oyuela to seek assistance by the 
secretariat.58 The mandate resulted in a negotiating text spanning over 128 pages 
that laid before the delegates at the Ad hoc Group’s seventh session.59  

AGBM 6,  
Mar 1997 

The Brazilian government was among those who acted on the mandate to send in 
proposals, later to be consolidated by Estrada-Oyuela. The government thus 
prepared its proposal and presented it to the AGBM on 27 of May, for 
consideration at the Group’s seventh session in the end of July and beginning of 
August 1997.60  

AGBM 7,  
July-Aug 1997 

Before further describing how the proposal was received and discussed, a brief 
summary of its content is in order. The proposal, Proposed Elements of a Protocol 
to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, is 61 pages long 
and consists of three parts, a summary, the actual proposal and some technical 
appendixes. Its objective was, and still is, to decide on Annex I Parties’ future 
levels of greenhouse gas emissions and to establish burden-sharing criteria among 
these Parties. The proposal further states that the principle of common but 
differentiated responsibilities, recognised by the Framework Convention, actually 
arose from the agreed fact that “the largest share of historical and current global 
emissions of greenhouse gas has originated in the developed world”.61

With this reading of the Convention, an interpretation that seems quite logical and 
close at hand, the North would simply be more liable to the climate change than the 
South. The conclusion drawn by the proposal is that since the North is more 
responsible for climate change due to its historic emissions, they should bear a 
larger part of the burden in combating it. The proposal therefore suggests that 
individual country burdens should be based on the relative levels of past emissions.  

                                                      
57  Ad hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 3 (Geneva, 1996) – Report, 1996, Report of the Ad Hoc Group of the Berlin Mandate on the 

Work of its Third Session, Held at Geneva from 5 to 8 March 1996, p. 6; and Ad hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 3 (Geneva, 1996) 
– Compilation of Information, 1996, Strengthening the Commitments in Article 4.2 (a) and (b) – Continuing to Advance the 
Implementation of Existing Commitments in Article 4.1 – Annotated compilation of information relevant to the Berlin Mandate 
process, pp. 8. 

58  Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 6 (Bonn, 1997) – Report, 1997, Report of the Ad Hoc Group of the Berlin Mandate on the 
Work of its Sixth Session, Bonn, 3-7 March 1997, p. 4. 

59  See Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 6 (Bonn, 1997) – Negotiating Text, 1997, Report of the Ad Hoc Group of the Berlin 
Mandate on the Work of its Sixth Session, Bonn, 3-7 March 1997 – Addendum – Proposals for a Protocol or Another Legal 
Instrument. 

60  Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 7 (Bonn 1997) – Implementation of the Berlin Mandate, 1997, Implementation of the Berlin 
Mandate – Additional Proposals from Parties, p. 2; Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 7 (Bonn, 1997) – Report, 1997, Report of 
the Ad Hoc Group of the Berlin Mandate on the Work of its Seventh Session, Bonn, 31 July - 7 August 1997, p. 9; Ad Hoc Group on 
the Berlin Mandate 8, First Part, (Bonn, 1997) – Report, Report of the Ad Hoc Group of the Berlin Mandate on the Work of its Eight 
Session, Bonn, 22-31 October 1997, p. 8; and The Brazilian proposal, 1997, Proposed Elements of a Protocol to the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, Presented by Brazil in Response to the Berlin Mandate, p. 1. 

61  The Brazilian proposal, 1997, p. 1 to p. 4 and p. 10. See also United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992, 
preamble. 
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This is something rather different then claiming that the principle of common but 
differentiated responsibilities arises from the distribution of present emission-
levels, as is the case in the Kyoto Protocol. It is different because basing 
responsibilities upon historic emissions, in this case stretching back to the mid 19th 
century, ascribes the North a much higher liability for climate change than does 
responsibilities based upon present emission-levels. 
The higher Northern responsibility arises from the proposal’s way of using global 
mean surface temperature increase as an indicator of climatic change when 
calculating responsibility. With this indicator Annex I and non-Annex I’s 
responsibility is first equal at the point where their emissions have affected the 
temperature increase equally. According to the proposal, and most scientists would 
agree, such a point will be reached much later than a possible point where Annex I 
and non-Annex I emission-levels are equal. This is due to the simple fact that past 
emissions stemming from Annex I parties are a lot higher than non-Annex I’s ditto. 
Thus, again according to the proposal, if present emission levels are used as 
indicator, equal responsibility will be reached at around 2037 compared to 2147 if 
using temperature increase due to historic emissions.62 Temperature increase as an 
indicator of climate change therefore gives a very different result when calculating 
responsibilities than does a focus on present emissions.63

As noted, ascribing responsibility according to the suggested principle attributes 
commitments to countries or regions in relation to its past actions affecting the 
greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere. Provided that a state is seen as an 
international actor, responsible for its past as well as present actions, this in effect 
is to claim that the polluter should pay. The PPP applied on a historic time period 
therefore, can be seen as the most important principle in the Brazilian proposal’s 
version of, and probably all other versions of, historical responsibility. As also 
noticed by the climate scientist Michel den Elzen, the Brazilian proposal basically 
presents a model for the possibility of quantifying the PPP, i.e. putting comparable 
and countable numbers on present responsibilities based on the relative share in 
today’s temperature increase.64

The proposal in fact gives direct reference to the PPP. Under the heading “Polluter 
pay principle”65 the proposal discusses measures that should apply if an Annex I 
Party do not comply with its obligations.  If so, it should compensate the non-
Annex I Parties by paying a penalty to a Clean Development Fund (CDF). Non-
Annex I Parties should be able to apply for means from the Fund to be used in 
projects combating climate change.66  
Finally it can be said that the proposal focuses on mitigation of carbon dioxide 
(CO2), methane (CH4) and nitrous oxide (N2O) emissions, but it does suggest that a 
small part of the CDF could be assigned to measures for adaptation.67

In sum, the Brazilian proposal combined several principles of justice: retributive 
justice by referring to the PPP; distributive and intra-generational justice by 
attributing and distributing responsibility among present generations; and inter-

                                                      
62  The Brazilian proposal, 1997, p. 3. 
63  The Brazilian proposal, 1997, pp. 10. 
64  Michel den Elzen et al, 1999, The Brazilian Proposal and Other Options for International Burden Sharing – An Eveluation of 

Methodological and Policy Aspects using the FAIR Model, p. 14.  
65  The Brazilian proposal, 1997, p. 3. 
66  The Brazilian proposal, 1997, pp. 3 and pp. 6. 
67  The Brazilian proposal, 1997, p. 4 and p. 5. 
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generational justice by accounting for past generations’ actions while also bearing 
in mind the wellbeing of future generations. 

3.4 The Proposal Received, Discussed and Disregarded 
As mentioned above, the Brazilian proposal was discussed, among with several 
other proposals, at the seventh session of the AGBM. Parts of the proposal reached 
into the 128 pages of negotiating text previously prepared by Estrada-Oyuela. 
Among the issues included were the possibility to give Annex I a bigger 
responsibility due to its large part of historic emissions and the possibility to 
differentiate among Annex I according to parties’ or regions’ estimated past 
emissions.68  

AGBM 7,  
July-Aug 1997 

AGBM 7 extended Estrada-Oyuela’s mandate to produce a negotiating text. He 
was asked to consolidate the text prior to the eighth AGBM-session with the aim to 
produce a more manageable, streamlined text.69

In the interim period between the seventh and the eighth session, Estrada-Oyuela, 
again with help of the secretariat, prepared this consolidated negotiating text. It was 
to be the base upon which the AGBM should agree on a proposed protocol or other 
legal instrument to the Framework Convention. The outcome, an agreed on text, 
would in turn constitute the base for further discussions at the upcoming third COP, 
to be held in Kyoto later the same year.70  
In preparing this text, Estrada-Oyuela aimed at excluding proposals that were, as 
Michael Grubb puts it in his assessment of the Kyoto Protocol, “hopelessly 
unwieldy, complete non-starters politically, or outside the terms of the negotiating 
mandate”.71 The Brazilian proposal seems to have assorted under one or a few of 
these categories because Estrada-Oyuela excluded it, in its totality, from the 
consolidated negotiating text. No traces of neither the historical Annex I 
responsibilities nor past emissions differentiation criteria was to be found in the 
consolidated negotiating text.72

One reason for the exclusion can be ascribed to the fact that the proposal had been 
submitted relatively late in the process. During the fifth session of the AGBM, the 
delegates set the official deadline for proposals to be incorporated into the 
negotiating text to 1 April 1997.73 The deadline would allow the secretariat enough 
time to translate the proposals into all official UN languages before 1 June and to 
circulate the proposals to the Parties before the seventh session of the AGBM, to be 
held in late July and early August; all in accordance to article 17.2 of the 
Convention that regulates the timeframe in relation to proposed protocols.74 The 
confusion around this date has been large75; however, the correct date for the 
                                                      

68  Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 6 (Bonn, 1997) – Negotiating Text, 1997, p. 11 and p. 46. 
69  Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 7 (Bonn, 1997) – Report, 1997, p. 5. 
70  Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 8, First Part, (Bonn, 1997) – Report, 1997, p. 4; and Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 8, 

First Part, (Bonn, 1997) – Consolidated Negotiating Text, 1997, Completion of a Protocol or Other Legal Instrument, p. 2. 
71  Michael Grubb, 1999, p. 64. 
72  Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 8, First Part, (Bonn, 1997) – Consolidated Negotiating Text, 1997, passim. 
73  Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 6 (Bonn, 1997) – Report, 1997, p. 5. 
74  Article 17.2 of the UNFCCC states that the “text of any proposed protocol shall be communicated to the Parties by the secretariat at 

least six months before such a session [i.e. a COP ordinary session adopting a protocol to the UNFCCC].” United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992, p. 28. 

75  According to Michael Grubb, the Brazilian proposal was submitted to the secretariat in early June (Michael Grubb, 1999, p. 64). 
Grubb seem confident that the deadline was actually set in June. But this does not correspond with the decisions taken during 
AGBM 5 and reaffirmed at the Group’s sixth session (see Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 6 (Bonn, 1997) – Report, 1997, p. 
3). In 1998, Ian Enting, by then working at the marine and atmospheric research group CSIRO, claimed the same submission to 
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submission of the Brazilian proposal is May 27, 1997. Three days later, May 30, 
the secretariat publishes a document named Implementation of the Berlin Mandate 
– Additional proposals from Parties wherein the Brazilian proposal was attached. 
The document was published as an agenda item before the AGBM’s seventh 
session.76 Considering the proposal was submitted too late according to the rules 
set up in the Convention and that it therefore was published and circulated in 
English only, it is not surprising that the proposal was marginalised during the 
seventh session. Still, some of the proposal was included in to the 128 pages of 
negotiating text and one would think that the time-span between the presentation of 
the proposal (May 27) and the seventh session (July 31) would be sufficient for the 
proposal to be properly regarded of, if the participants would have been truly 
willing to do so. However, this was not done. 
At the Group’s eighth session, held in October 1997, the negotiators concluded that 
they had not had enough time to consider the Brazilian proposal in full detail, 
neither during the seventh nor during the eighth session. What is more, the parts 
that reached into the negotiating text prepared for AGBM 7 were now totally 
erased from the consolidated negotiating text. However, Estrada-Oyuela agreed to 
make an oral statement on the subject in front of the upcoming COP to be held in 
December that same year.77

AGBM 8,  
Oct 1997 

At the Conference in Kyoto, Estrada-Oyuela explained to the Conference’s 
delegates that the AGBM had not been able to fully consider the Brazilian proposal 
and that the Ad Hoc Group had requested him to bring this issue to the attention of 
the Conference of the Parties. The Conference’s delegates decided that the 
Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice should further discuss the 
Brazilian proposal. In other and more precise words, the SBSTA should advice the 
COP on “methodological and scientific aspects”78 of the Brazilian proposal. To 
achieve this end, the Conference authorised the SBSTA to seek input from IPCC 
and from other specialists chosen from SBSTA’s rooster of experts. Finally, COP 
decided that SBSTA should report back to the Conference’s parties at its upcoming 
fourth session in Buenos Aries, November 1998.79  

COP 3,  
Dec 1997 

The referral of the issue to the SBSTA is very interesting since it paves the way for 
marginalising the Brazilian proposal as well as preparing for an exclusion of 
discussions on equity in relation to historical responsibility. In other words, the 
referral to the SBSTA made it possible to handle the politically hot potato that the 
Brazilian proposal in fact constituted. This was made possible since SBSTA should 
advice on scientific and methodological aspects; equity is usually perceived as a 
political issue thus falling outside the traditional domains of thorough hard science. 

                                                                                                                                       
have taken place in late July (Ian Enting, 1998, Attribution of Greenhouse Gas Emissions, Concentrations and Radiative Forcing, p. 
24). This text by Enting is also referred to as the first revised issue of the Brazilian proposal (Report of the Informal Meeting on the 
Evaluation of the Brazilian proposal during COP-4 (Buenos Aries), 1998, p. 3). Yet two more source refer to a publication date, 
namely in a paper by Richard H Ball prepared for the Bonn expert meeting in May 2001 and in the first report from the MATCH 
prepared by Niklas Höhne and Simone Ullrich. Ball, Höhne and Ullrich claims that Brazil submitted its proposal in May (Richard H 
Ball, 2001, A Framework for Attributing Climate Damages, p. 1; and MATCH expert meeting (Berlin, 2003) – Report, 2003, Third 
expert meeting on scientific and methodological aspects of the proposal by Brazil, p. iii) that also corresponds with the only primary 
source that seems available (i.e. Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 7 (Bonn 1997) – Implementation of the Berlin Mandate, 
1997).  

76  Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 7 (Bonn 1997) – Implementation of the Berlin Mandate, 1997, p. 2. 
77  Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 8, First Part, (Bonn, 1997) – Report, 1997, p. 8. (The eighth session of the AGBM in effect 

consisted of two parts, the first held in Bonn in October and the second part, a short meeting in Kyoto, the 30 November. This 
reference refers to the first part of the meeting.)  

78  Conference of the Parties 3 (Kyoto, 1997) – Report: Proceedings, 1998, Report of the Conference of the Parties on its Third 
Session, Held at Kyoto from 1 to 11 November 1997 – Part One: Proceedings, p. 25. 

79  Conference of the Parties 3 (Kyoto, 1997) – Report: Proceedings, 1998, p. 22 and p. 25.  
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Nevertheless, this was not all that happened to the Brazilian proposal at COP 3. 
During the final days of negotiations the G-77 requested to reintroduce a part of the 
Brazilian proposal into the negotiating text. More precisely, it was the part relating 
to the Clean Development Fund. Most of the Northern countries rejected the G-
77’s demand to include the idea of a CDF in the Protocol since they did not like the 
idea of a penalty. The US response was to suggest a mechanism that allowed 
Annex I to generate greenhouse gas reducing projects in non-Annex I countries 
giving the Annex I country a Certified Emission Reductions that contribute to the 
Annex I Party’s compliance to its obligations under the Protocol.80 This was to be 
called the Clean Development Mechanism and is in effect almost the same as Joint 
Implementation (“allows industrialized countries to meet part of their required cuts 
in greenhouse-gas emissions by paying for projects that reduce emissions in other 
industrialized countries”81) but across the Annexes’ boarders. Ironically, this, a 
global JI, was something that most of the non-Annex I Parties had tried to resist for 
over five years and that now suddenly found its way into the Protocol under a 
different name.82 Critics to the CDM say that the mechanism helps Annex I parties 
shy their historical responsibility rather than accepting it. The CDM, they claim, 
enables economically rich countries to keep emitting within their boarders while 
using up cheap options for mitigation in poor countries making it harder and more 
expensive for non-Annex I countries to carry through mitigation projects in the 
event of future obligations under the UNFCCC.83 This seems like a logical 
conclusion and a danger in need of regulation. But that, although related to this 
narrative, is another story. Still, it is interesting to note that what was intended to be 
a compensation fund for non-Annex I Parties suffering from Annex I parties that 
did not fulfil their historic responsibilities in fact ended up turning into a flexible 
mechanism. The original idea of the Brazilian proposal was effectively blocked and 
any traces of historical responsibility were erased. 
The story behind the CDM helps to explain why the SBSTA handled the Brazilian 
proposal as it did. 

3.5 The Proposal Overtaken – Referred to the Subsidiary Body 
Accordingly, after the third session of the COP, the Brazilian proposal ended up in 
the hands of the SBSTA. The Body held its eighth session in June 1998 during 
which it acknowledged that it had been requested by the COP to consider the 
Brazilian proposal. It decided that it did not need to consider its suggestion for a 
CDF since, the Body meant, the establishment of the CDM under the Kyoto 
Protocol had outplayed the referrals to a CDF.84 Considering the discussion above, 
this conclusion seems reasonable. It must have laid near at hands to think that there 
would be no point in discussing the topic all over again, repeating the statements of 
the Parties during the negotiations for the Kyoto Protocol. Then again, in the 
statement by COP 3 regarding the referral of the issue to SBSTA, nothing was said 

SBSTA 8,  
June 1998 

                                                      
80  Michael Grubb, 1999, pp. 102. 
81  UNFCCC website: http://unfccc.int/essential_background/feeling_the_heat/items/2882.php, emphasis added. 
82  Michael Grubb, 1999, pp. 102 and p. 113. For details on the CDM see Michael Grubb, 1999, p. 221 to p. 247. 
83  Adil Najam et al., 2003, “Climate negotiations beyond Kyoto: developing countries concerns and interests”, Climate Policy: 3 (pp. 

221–231), pp. 222-223. 
84  For less clear reasons the SBSTA also mention annex B of the Kyoto protocol and decisions during COP 3’s discussions on agenda 

item 1 (Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 8 (Bonn, 1998) – Report, 1998, Report of the Subsidiary Body for 
Scientific and Technological Advice on its Eighth Session – Bonn, 2-12 June 1998, p. 19). 
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about excluding the CDF from the analysis. In this light it is quite surprising that 
the SBSTA gave itself its head in this matter. 
After the CDF was ignored SBSTA decided that it only had to consider scientific 
and methodological aspects of “the remainder”85 of the proposal. The government 
of Brazil suggested that they would hold a workshop on this subject, i.e. the 
reminder of its proposal, and the Body welcomed this suggestion. Brazil was to 
inform SBSTA, during its ninth session, on matters relating to the workshop.86 In 
November 1998 at the ninth session of the SBSTA, the Brazilian delegation 
informed the Body of its work so far. Among other statements, the reply from the 
Body was to suggest that, in the future, sea-level rise and temperature increase rate 
should be considered as indicators of climate change besides the indicator already 
discussed, i.e. global mean surface temperature.87  

SBSTA 9,  
Nov 1998 

Further, the Body took notice of the presentation by the Brazilian delegation – to 
be compared with the customary phrase that it “welcomed” the information which 
would have indicated a more well-built support88 – and invited Brazil to update the 
Body on the findings of the workshop during its upcoming tenth session.89

Two days later, on November 11, 1998, the SBSTA acted on the request by the 
third COP and reported back to the Conference on its discussion on the Brazilian 
proposal. This was done in front of the fourth COP, an event held parallel to the 
ninth session of the SBSTA. The delegates at the fourth Conference took notice of 
the Body’s work and once more wanted it to report back on the issue. This time the 
COP wanted to await any “relevant information”90 from the workshop to be held 
by Brazil due in May 1999. The SBSTA therefore was to account on this at the 
next COP, i.e. at COP 5.91 The main focus of COP 4 lay elsewhere, namely on 
implementation rules of the Kyoto protocol. The Conference adopted the Buenos 
Aries Plan of Action that mandated negotiations on implementation rules even 
though the Kyoto protocol had yet not entered into legal force. The Buenos Aries 
Plan of Action, therefore, functioned like a prompt start for post-Kyoto 
negotiations.  

COP 4,  
Nov 1998 

Nevertheless, at the same time, during the fourth COP, a parallel event with 
particular interest for this report took place. Namely, the Brazilian delegation 
organised an informal meeting on the Brazilian proposal.92 Participants of this 
meeting discussed the topic in preparation of the upcoming workshop with the aim 
to exchange knowledge on the Brazilian proposal and, from doing so, identify areas 
of special interest for further discussion. The identified issues should be discussed 
at the workshop with the goal to straighten out differences. Brazil sought a 

                                                      
85  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 8 (Bonn, 1998) – Report, 1998, p. 19. 
86  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 8 (Bonn, 1998) – Report, 1998, p. 19. 
87  Report of the Informal Meeting on the Evaluation of the Brazilian proposal during COP-4 (Buenos Aries), 1999, n The Brazilian 

Proposal and Other Options for International Burden Sharing – An Evaluation of Methodological and Policy Aspects using the FAIR 
Model edited by: Michel den Elzen et al,  p. 1. 

88  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 9 (Buenos Aries, 1998) – Report, 1988, Report of the Subsidiary Body for 
Scientific and Technological Advice on its Ninth Session – Buenos Aries, 3-10 November 1998, p. 8 to p. 9. 

89  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 9 (Buenos Aries, 1998) – Report, 1988, p. 8 to p. 9. 
90  Conference of the Parties 4 (Buenos Aries, 1998) – Report: Proceedings, 1999, Report of the Conference of the Parties on its 

Fourth Session, Held at Buenos Aries from 2 to 14 November 1998 – Part One: Proceedings, p. 28. 
91  Conference of the Parties 4 (Buenos Aries, 1998) – Report: Proceedings, 1999, p. 28. 
92  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 14 (Bonn, 2001) – Information Document, 2001, Scientific and 

Methodological Aspects of the Proposal by Brazil – Progress report on the review of the scientific and methodological aspects of the 
proposal by Brazil, p. 3. 
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consensus model for calculating historical responsibility and wanted this to be the 
main purpose, and main result, of the upcoming workshop.93

The Brazilian version of historical responsibility did not pass unnoticed. By the 
time of the informal meeting, one and a half year after the proposal was first 
introduced by Brazil, six countries had evaluated the proposal. Of the evaluators – 
China, Canada, the Netherlands, USA, France and Australia – five countries had 
representatives at the informal meeting. At this meeting, Brazil presented an 
updated calculation model for estimation of a country or region’s historical 
emissions. The updated model was prepared in response to previous critique on the 
Brazilian proposal, especially critics on the lack of accounting for non-linearities94 
in radiative forcing (the infrared re-emitting capacity of greenhouse gases) and 
temperature increase.95

This issue was further discussed at the workshop, or, as it became known during 
and after the workshop, “the expert meeting on the Brazilian proposal”96. This 
meeting was held in Cachoeira Paulista in Brazil, May 1999 and attended by 
twelve ‘experts’, all male, and about 20 other interested. The experts represented 
Australia, Brazil, Canada, France, the Netherlands, Slovenia and the USA. They 
discussed the revised proposal and concluded that, while it makes up a huge 
improvement compared to the original proposal’s calculation model, it still lacked 
in relation to non-linearities. Besides, the experts criticised that the revised 
proposal did not account for land-based emissions, from for example agriculture 
and forestry, and that some of its parameters were wrong. The experts participating 
at the meeting also noticed that CH4 and N2O needed to be included in the model 
and that country specific data for land-based CO2 and anthropogenic CH4 and N2O 
were meagre. Finally, IPCC’s concept of Global Warming Potential GWP) was 
discussed and it was agreed that GWP is not a good measurement when discussing 
gases with very different lifetimes (e.g. short-lived CH4 and long-lived CO2). 
Besides GWP does not account for when the gases are released into the 
atmosphere. Further, it compares radiative effects, i.e. does not account for gases 
impact on the temperature which implies that the effect cannot return to zero (even 
if the particular emission have eventually returned to zero).97

Expert meeting 1,  
May 1999 

The meeting concluded that the identified errors in relation to non-linearities, land-
based emissions, inclusion of CH4 and N2O and wrong parameters should be 
adjusted. Further, and a bit surprising considering the focus of the meeting was on 
“scientific uncertainties”, the meeting concluded that there was “sufficient 
scientific and technical basis for operating the Brazilian proposal.”98  
The experts at the meeting also called for a second expert meeting with a broader 
perspective, i.e. more experts as well as more diverse ditto. The expert meeting’s 
                                                      

93  Report of the Informal Meeting on the Evaluation of the Brazilian proposal during COP-4 (Buenos Aries), 1998, pp. 1. 
94  An example of a non-linearity is that an increase in atmospheric CO2 does not increase the radiative forcing in a linear proportion. 

This is due to saturation of the CO2’s abortion capacity of infrared radiation (i.e. saturation of its spectral windows or absorption 
bands). Therefore, the magnitude of temperature increase due to a country’s historic emissions depends on all other countries’ 
historic emissions. See Cathy Trudinger and Ian Enting, 2005, “Comparison of Formalisms for Attributing Responsibility for Climate 
Change – Non-Linearities in the “Brazilian Proposal” Approach”. Climatic Change, p. 68. 

95  Report of the Informal Meeting on the Evaluation of the Brazilian proposal during COP-4 (Buenos Aries), 1999, pp. 1; and Report on 
the Expert Meeting on the Brazilian proposal – Scientific Aspects and Data Availability, 1999, in The Brazilian Proposal and Other 
Options for International Burden Sharing – An Evaluation of Methodological and Policy Aspects using the FAIR Model edited by: 
Michel den Elzen et al, p. 4. See also Michel den Elzen and Michael Schaeffer, 2000, Assessment of Major Uncertainties in 
Calculating Regional Contribution to Climate Change, pp. 12; and Cathy Trudinger and Ian Enting, 2005, p. 68. For the Dutch 
evaluation, see den Elzen et al, 1999. For the Australian evaluation, see Enting, 1998. 

96  Report on the Expert Meeting on the Brazilian proposal – Scientific Aspects and Data Availability, 1999, p. 1. 
97  Report on the Expert Meeting on the Brazilian proposal – Scientific Aspects and Data Availability, 1999, pp. 3. 
98  Report on the Expert Meeting on the Brazilian proposal – Scientific Aspects and Data Availability, 1999, p. 3. 
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chairperson, Luiz Gylvan Meira Filho – by then president of the Brazilian Space 
Agency – was to brief the upcoming tenth SBSTA-meeting on the findings of the 
expert meeting.99

At the tenth session of the SBSTA, in June 1999, the Brazilian delegation did as 
requested by them at the ninth SBSTA-meeting and Meira Filho informed the 
Subsidiary Group on the results of the workshop in Cachoeira Paulista.100 
Moreover, they presented a further updated version of the model for calculating 
temperature increase.101 The Group took notice of this but deferred the issue until 
the next session. Brazil’s invitation to inform the SBSTA of the workshop on the 
Brazilian proposal remained, thus the briefing started anew at the next SBSTA-
session.102

SBSTA 10,  
June 1999 

At this, the Body’s eleventh, session in October and November 1999, conclusions 
on the issue were comparatively abundant. The Subsidiary Body requested the 
secretariat to coordinate a review of the Brazilian proposal. The secretariat should 
select experts from the SBSTA’s expert-rooster and let them review the proposal. 
Brazil and others should make all their information on the Brazilian proposal’s 
scientific and methodological aspects available at the UNFCCC website for the 
experts to access and evaluate. A deadline for the completion of the review was set 
to the fourteenth session of the Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological 
Advice.103 This was the prelude to the first of two expert meetings under the 
auspices of the UNFCCC. 

SBSTA 11,  
Oct-Nov1999 

Simultanously with the eleventh session of the SBSTA the Conference of the 
Parties held its fifth session, continuing talks on the Buenos Aries Plan of Action 
begun at COP 4. The fifth Conference listened to the SBSTA’s eleventh session 
conclusions and noticed that Brazil had presented an improved version of its 
proposal’s calculation model. In accordance with the conclusions by the SBSTA, 
the COP demanded further work on the issue. The fact that the Cachoeira Paulista 
meeting had concluded that the Brazilian proposal was accurate enough to operate 
was shrouded in fog of scientific uncertainties. The Conference especially called 
for a review of the proposal by scientists from the SBSTA’s expert rooster.104 It is 
obvious that it did not want to discuss the proposal as a viable option to other 
responsibility attribution methodologies, not during this meeting or in the future. 
The Conference simply did not request the SBSTA to report back on the issue. So 
far, this was the last time the UNFCCC’s primary deciding body, the COP, 
discussed the Brazilian proposal. Whether it was the last time or not remains to be 
seen. 

COP 5,  
Oct-Nov 1999 

In January 2000, Brazil presented an even further updated calculation model. The 
updated model, a 40 pages long document consisting of the calculation model as 
presented in mathematical language, was published by the secretariat as a technical 
note. The note, written by Meira Filho, the chairperson of the Cachoeira Paulista 
expert meeting, and José Domingos Gonzalez Miguez at the Brazilian Ministry of 
Science and Technology, corrected most of the, by experts agreed on, 

Technical note,  
Jan 2000 

                                                      
99  Report on the Expert Meeting on the Brazilian proposal – Scientific Aspects and Data Availability, 1999, p. 6. 
100  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 10 (Bonn, 1999) – Report, 1999, Report of the Subsidiary Body for 

Scientific and Technological Advice on its Tenth Session – Bonn, 31 May - 11 June 1999, p. 18. 
101  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 14 (Bonn, 2001) – Information Document, 2001, p. 4. 
102  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 10 (Bonn, 1999) – Report, 1999, p. 5, p. 17 and p. 18. 
103  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 11 (Bonn, 1999) – Report, 1999, Report of the Subsidiary Body for 

Scientific and Technological Advice on its Eleventh Session – Bonn, 25 October - 5 November 1999, pp. 22. 
104  Conference of the Parties 5 (Bonn, 1999) – Report: Proceedings, 1999, Report of the Conference of the Parties on its Fifth Session, 

Held at Bonn from 25 October to 5 November 1999 – Part One: Proceedings, p. 25. 
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imperfections in the 1998 revised calculation model. Not least did the proposal 
account for non-linearities in relation to CO2, problems with the IPCC concept of 
Global Warming Potentials over long time-periods and effects on climate changes 
of emissions from a certain period.105

The note also acted on the critics obtained during the ninth SBSTA-meeting and 
thus provided models on how to translate the temperature increase to calculate its 
effect on the rising of the sea-level and to estimate the rate of the temperature 
increase.106

As a result, the technical note was practically an answer to the critics provided thus 
far and as such presumably would end many discussions concerning faults in the 
calculation model. The strive for consensus, i.e. discursive closure, – an outspoken 
aim during the informal meeting parallel to the fourth COP as well as the first 
expert meeting – thus continued. 
Despite the Brazilian activities on the subject, the rest of the scientific community 
was slow to act on the mandate given by SBSTA at its eleventh session. At the 
time of the first part of the SBSTA’s thirteenth session, Lyon, September 2000, 
only a few names had been nominated for the SBSTA’s expert rooster. What is 
more, no information on scientific and methodological aspects on the proposal had 
been submitted to the secretariat. This poor result of the secretariat’s task to fulfil a 
review of the proposal led the secretariat to circulate a letter to the Parties during 
the Lyon session asking Parties to nominate more experts. Although the result of 
the letter was meagre, it did result in a few new names to the rooster.107

SBSTA 13,  
Sep 2000 

It might also be worth mentioning that negotiations at COP 6, held two months 
later in the Hague, collapsed. The negotiators could not agree on how to continue 
with the Buenos Aries Plan of Action. Negotiations under the COP 6 had to be 
resumed at a later stage. 

3.6 Technical Twist  

3.6.1 The First UNFCCC Expert Meeting, Bonn 

The poor result made the work hard for the secretariat. To be able to present a 
review of the proposal in front of the Subsidiary Body at its fourteenth meeting, as 
required by the SBSTA during its eleventh session, the secretariat eventually 
decided to organise an expert meeting on the Brazilian proposal, the first organised 
under management of the UNFCCC. It was held in Bonn, May 2001, and attended 
by fourteen experts chosen from the rooster with the help of the chairpersons from 
the IPCC and the SBSTA.108

Expert meeting 2,  
May 2001 

The meeting was chaired by Bert Metz from the Department of International 
Environmental Assessment in the Netherlands. Even though the number of experts 
was still limited it got a more diverse body of experts, something that was 
requested during the first expert meeting.109 It was more diverse in the sense that 
representatives from more countries attended (Argentina, Austria, Brazil, China, 
                                                      

105  The Brazilian proposal: Technical Note, 2000, Technical Note – Note on the Time-Dependent Relationship between Emissions of 
Greenhouse Gases and Climate Change, pp. 19 (GWP), pp. 23 (non-linearities) and pp. 28 (emissions from certain periods). 

106  The Brazilian proposal: Technical Note, 2000, pp. 13 (rate of increase) and pp. 15 (sea-level rise). 
107  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 14 (Bonn, 2001) – Information Document, 2001, p. 4. 
108  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 14 (Bonn, 2001) – Information Document, 2001, p. 4. 
109  See Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 14 (Bonn, 2001) – Information Document, 2001, p. 11. 
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France, the Netherlands, Northern Ireland, Norway, Uganda and the USA). When 
counting representatives, about half were from non-Annex I countries and half 
from Annex I, which can be seen as an equal distribution. On the other hand, only 
one out of fourteen participants was female. Although the Bonn meeting is a telling 
example, the female underrepresentation is something that is present all through the 
discussion on historical responsibility in the climate change negotiations. It seems 
as if the pattern of female underrepresentation repeats itself. There is, therefore, 
reason to return to this issue later.  
The meeting is also a telling example on how the issue of historical responsibility 
is narrowed down to equal a very thin and traditional definition of what should 
constitute the scientific and methodological aspects of the Brazilian proposal. 
According to the report of the meeting, several experts did emphasise that the issue 
of “the relative share of responsibility for climate change”110 have other angles of 
approach than the one presented in the Brazilian proposal. However, those other 
perspectives were not discussed during the meeting. Instead the meeting turned to 
more technical discussions, a line of discussion that had started after the eighth 
session of the SBSTA when the Body decided to exclude discussions on the CDF 
and concentrated on the other aspects of the Brazilian proposal. This line, 
accordingly, was further deepened during this expert meeting. The experts at the 
Bonn meeting did so by explicitly exclude policy discussions and instead 
concentrated on scientific and methodological aspects of the calculation model.111 
Although the participants could not agree on what the heading “scientific and 
methodological aspect” actually would include – a broad and a thin definition were 
discussed112 – the meeting in effect adopted the thin definition by only discussing 
technical aspects of the calculation model. 
In relation to this, it is interesting to notice that it seems as if the Brazilian 
government did not try to prevent this from happening. The experts at the meeting 
concluded that the updated calculation model presented by Brazil, as a Technical 
Note, was too technical to be easily comprehended. They suggested that Brazil 
would put down the Note in explaining words rather than, as was the case, in 
mathematical terms. In this way, the experts claimed, the understanding of the 
proposal would be enhanced. The Brazilian government could of course have done 
this already from the beginning, i.e. before the presentation of the Note in January 
2000, but it did not. And, even if suggested by the experts at the Bonn meeting, the 
Brazilian delegation did not act on the advice and has not, at least up until today, 
made the Note clearer by adding a deeper explanation in words.113

The overall theme of the Bonn meeting was that it sought a calculation model that 
would be precise and accurate. This aim, to seek a precise model, along with the 
technical debate-climate, must have been an effective block for any discussion on 
for example the possible benefits of a simple and understandable model or issues of 
equity. Admittedly, there could be more reasons why the discussion turned out as it 
did, for example the choice of experts from the rooster, but the result is still 
interesting – the expert meeting focused on issues surrounded by an aura of 
objectivity. 

                                                      
110  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 14 (Bonn, 2001) – Information Document, 2001, p. 4. 
111  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 14 (Bonn, 2001) – Information Document, 2001, p. 3 and p. 4. 
112  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 14 (Bonn, 2001) – Information Document, 2001, p. 9. 
113  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 14 (Bonn, 2001) – Information Document, 2001, p. 5. 
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The technical discussion even included talks on emissions of carbon monoxide 
(CO) and oxides of nitrogen (NOx). These gases do affect the concentration of 
hydroxyl radicals (OH) that in turn affect the concentration of methane in the 
atmosphere and thus affect the temperature. These gases, CO and NOx, could be 
mathematically represented in the model as, according to the report from the 
meeting, “a useful feature even if CO and NOx are not included in the attribution 
calculations.”114 This is to say that the technical accuracy has become a purpose in 
itself. While CO and NOx are not important for the calculation of responsibility, the 
experts reasoned, it does enhance the accuracy of the calculation model and is 
therefore important. The original Brazilian proposal aimed at attributing 
responsibility to Annex I Parties relative to their historic emissions. The discussion 
at the expert meeting in Bonn, as the example above shows, sometimes went 
astray, if not far astray, from this purpose. A telling example of how discussions on 
historical responsibility within the climate change negotiations had taken a 
technical turn. 
This technical twist is embodied in all discussions during the Bonn meeting. When 
Brazil presented its Technical Note, they acted to incorporate critics in the 
Brazilian proposal to achieve a consensus on its calculation model. One year later, 
during the Bonn meeting, new critics had arisen. Its scope might have been more 
distinct, narrow and detailed, but the amount of critique was large indeed.  
The new critics addressed issues such as the following: 
 

• The perceived need to incorporate all greenhouse gases regulated by 
the Kyoto Protocol, i.e. to encompass hydrofluorocarbons, 
perfluorocarbons and sulphur hexafluoride besides CO2, N2O and CH4.  

• Even though not discussed during Kyoto due to lack of knowledge, the 
experts stressed that it would be good to account for the effect of 
aerosols possibly important for future agreements. 

• The experts stressed the importance of accurate indices of historic 
input data. They were said to be hard to obtain for periods earlier than 
1990, especially for land-use change and forestry as well as aerosols 
other than sulphate and for CO and NOx. 

• The transformation of mean temperature increase into sea-level rise 
was seen as too simple. 

• Although, according to the experts, only marginally important the 
non-linearities of CH4 and N2O should be accounted for, for the sake of 
accuracy. 

 
This small selection of critiques – much more was said and discussed during the 
meeting – point to some interesting observations. 
The first interesting point is that issues regarded by the Brazilian government as 
unimportant considering the proposal’s purpose, to attribute responsibility and 
differentiate it among Annex I, were repeatedly lifted up as important by the expert 
reviewers. For example, the original Brazilian proposal ignored sea-level rise and 
temperature increase rate as indicators of climate change since they were both 
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regarded as functions of the more important mean temperature increase.115 
However since the proposal was criticised for ignoring these alternative indicators 
already during the first expert meeting in Cachoeira Paulista, the Brazilian 
Government described ways of deriving sea-level rise and rate of temperature 
increase from mean temperature increase in the revised proposal presented as a 
Technical Note. The experts at the Bonn meeting concurred with the original 
proposal; the two other indicators were further away from the past emission 
sources in the cause-effect chain used to calculate responsibilities and thus less 
important.116 Still they discussed the way sea-level rise was calculated, derived 
from mean temperature increase, in the Technical Note and found it too simplistic. 
Instead of dismissing it as a question of secondary importance, effort was put into 
finding the calculation’s weaknesses. On the issue of sea-level rise, the meeting 
concluded: 

Regarding future work, it was recommended that the sensitivity of the attribution 
results to the different parameterizations and models of the response of the sea 
level to increased temperature be examined.117

If and why this would be important for other reasons than technical accuracy was 
not mentioned. The same could be said about CH4 and N2O non-linearities or the 
inclusion of CO and NOx, but the discussion need not be repeated. It all points to 
the purely technically limited discussion line. 
A second, and related point, is interesting. It is the point that the benefits of 
simplicity sought after in the Brazilian proposal were totally ignored during the 
Bonn meeting. Brazil initially wanted “a very simple policy maker model”118 for 
the sake of transparency and ability to understand the model for the policymakers 
that were presumed as the actual users of it. The original proposal states that, 
although highly simplified and technically incorrect, the model was accurate 
enough to attribute responsibilities while still keeping it simple and understandable 
and without the need for access to supercomputers required for more advanced 
calculations.119  
In summary, the well-defined boarders set up by Brazil around the concept of 
historical responsibility were beginning to crack in its foundations by a 
discussion-process attacking its definitions. This process was furthered by the 
experts at the Bonn meeting, who dramatically attacked the Brazilian strive for 
discursive closure. It might not have been, in fact probably was not, done with bad 
intentions. Nevertheless, it seems like the proposal’s original purpose got lost 
somewhere along the road while the discussion took a purely technical turn that 
culminated during the Bonn meeting. 
With this said one might ask, were the issues raised during the meeting not 
important? Well they might be for several reasons. Yet, the point made here is not 
whether they were important or not. The point is that other issues usually perceived 
as important, may be more important, were not even touched upon, particularly 
during the expert meeting but also more generally during all discussions on 
historical responsibility within the climate change negotiations since the issue 
ended up in the hands of the SBSTA. These issues could be, for example, issues 
                                                      

115  The Brazilian proposal, 1997, p. 12. 
116  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 14 (Bonn, 2001) – Information Document, 2001, p. 5. 
117  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 14 (Bonn, 2001) – Information Document, 2001, p. 9. 
118  The Brazilian proposal, 1997, p. 13. 
119  The Brazilian proposal, 1997, pp. 12; and José Domingos Gonzales Miguez, 2002, p. 22. 
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relating to justice, equality, equity or benefits of simplicity. The secretariat sums up 
one of these important questions in the background-paper to the Bonn meeting.  In 
relation to the policy maker model’s accuracy when calculating cumulative 
greenhouse gas emissions impact on global mean surface temperature the 
secretariat asked, “Which degree of accuracy is needed for this purpose?”120 How 
accurate does the model need to be before it is good enough to allow questions 
about equity and justice, very important in relation to historical responsibility, to be 
lifted in the debate? There will be reason to return to this question as some 
scientists, notably Michel den Elzen, Miciel Schaeffer and Paul L Lucas, have 
asked whether scientific uncertainties or policy options are the more important in 
affecting the outcome of responsibility attribution. Their findings are interesting 
indeed but were introduced as late as in 2005. Before then lots happened to the 
Brazilian proposal and historical responsibility in the climate change negotiations 
forum. The next step in the process was for the secretariat to report to the SBSTA 
on the findings of its evaluation. 

3.6.2 The Second UNFCCC Expert Meeting, Bracknell 

The report from the Bonn meeting lay before the delegates at the fourteenth session 
of the SBSTA, held two months later in Bonn, July 2001. The quite extensive 
document provoked the Body to ask Meira Filho, by now a well-known name 
regarding this issue, to co-chair informal consultations on the findings of the Bonn 
meeting together with David Warillow from Great Britain.121

SBSTA 14,  
July 2001 

A few days later, Warrilow informed the SBSTA on the discussions during the 
informal meeting. The Body drew the conclusion that more research was needed, 
especially on the issues approached by the experts at the Bonn meeting. In such a 
manner, the SBSTA continued to reaffirm the technical way in which the 
discussions on the Brazilian proposal had been held. Anyway, any findings from 
continued research were to be communicated to the secretariat.122

Thereafter the Body requested that the secretariat would continue its reviewing 
activities, to disseminate information on the issue, to organise yet another expert 
meeting and to broaden the participation in the subject matter. It should report on 
its findings during the seventeenth session of the SBSTA. Finally, all Parties, but 
especially non-Annex I, were asked to nominate more experts to the 
expert-rooster.123

Parallel to this, negotiators of the second part of COP 6 were able to agree on core 
issues of the Buenos Aries Plan of Action. The resumed COP 6 adopted the so-
called Bonn Agreements, a 14 page long document on issues such as an adaptation-
fund, a Least Developed Countries-fund, principles for the Clean Development 
Mechanism and procedures and mechanisms related to compliance.124

COP 6,  
July 2001 

Anyway, the secretariat started to work toward fulfilling the actions demanded by 
SBSTA 14. It prepared for arranging a new expert meeting, due in September 
2002. In late March, about half a year after the secretariat was instructed to 

                                                      
120  Scientific and Methodological Aspects of the Brazilian proposal – Background Paper, 2001, p. 2. 
121  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 14 (Bonn, 2001) – Report, 2001, Report of the Subsidiary Body for 
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122  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 14 (Bonn, 2001) – Report, 2001, p. 8. 
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continue its reviewing work, the coordinator of Method inventories and Science at 
the secretariat, Dennis Tirpak, sent an open letter that invited research institutions 
to participate in a “coordinated modelling exercise”.125

Any climate modelling research groups using simple climate models126 could 
participate. Firstly, in the so-called Phase I, they had to show that their models 
corresponded to more advanced models’ results, such as results from Global 
Circulation Models run with supercomputers. Secondly, in Phase II, they got an 
agreed set of parameters to calculate global mean changes in, for example, 
emission concentrations and temperature for four specific country regions. The aim 
was to validate the Brazilian proposal and other calculation models by comparing 
them against each other. The results were to be discussed during the upcoming 
expert meeting.127 Validation of the proposal against other models was something 
that the experts at the Bonn meeting thought of as important.128 The secretariat 
obviously picked up this idea and made it the main aim of its next expert meeting. 
It is worth noticing that the previously fairly equal participation of experts from 
Annex I and non-Annex I countries was not reflected in the work during Phase I 
and Phase II of the modelling exercise coordinated by the secretariat. It gathered 
participants from thirteen countries of which only one was from the list of 
non-Annex I countries.129 The one country represented among the non-Annex I 
was, of course, Brazil. And the explanation for this phenomenon has probably to be 
sought among the need for funds and extreme expertise when conducting 
modelling exercises of this kind. Funds and expertise that was not available to 
non-Annex I countries. But it might just as much have to do with the technical 
focus in the modelling exercise, a focus that often, in history, have hidden the 
connection between environmental and development issues. Historically 
non-Annex I countries have been more interested in environmental issues when its 
development dimension has been openly discussed.130 I will return to this issue 
shortly but will first turn to the discussions and participation during the upcoming 
meeting. 
Phase I and II was conducted during June to August, with some dragging out on the 
time and submitting calculations during September. At the end of September, the 
time had come for the third expert meeting on the Brazilian proposal, the second 
under the auspicious of the UNFCCC. It was held in Bracknell, Great Britain, more 
specifically during September 25 to 27 2002. 

Expert meeting 3,  
Sep 2002 

This report leaves no room to depict all that was discussed during the Bracknell 
meeting. In general it followed the previous pattern of discussing technical issues 
although the discussion during this meeting was even more technically detailed and 
extensive. Some examples of what was discussed follow: The discussion on the 
atmosphere-surface feedback loops and other forcings such as aerosols and 
so-called ozone precursors had become very detailed indeed. More gases were 

                                                      
125  Invitation to Research Institutions – 26  March 2002, 2002. (Prepared by Dennis Tirpak). UNFCCC Secretariat, 2002, p. 2. 
126  The litterature on climate modelling set up at least three categories of models. The most complex in need of supercomputers are 

called General Circulation Models (GCM). The next category is that of Simple Climate Models (SCM). The third and most simple as 
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127  Invitation to Research Institutions, 2002, p. 1 to p. 6. 
128  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 14 (Bonn, 2001) – Information Document, 2001, p. 6. 
129  Website: UNFCCC’s web-section on the Brazilian proposal, participants Phase I and II, http://unfccc.int/resource/brazil/partic.html, 
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included in the discussion than during the Bonn meeting. For example, the 
discussion on gases that indirectly affects climate change – i.e. gases not being 
directly greenhouse gases but affecting the concentrations of gases that are – was 
broadened.  The discussion on the different aerosols was broadened too. For 
example, organic carbon (OC), black carbon (BC) and dust were discussed. While 
some aerosols have cooling effects, others have warming effects, but they all affect 
the climate and are therefore important if building a climate model. So, too, is the 
discussion on land-use and forestry affecting the climate. In this area the experts 
seemed more uncertain and, in some cases, largely disagreed on the available 
historical data.131

But besides the technical discussion it should also be noticed that the meeting left 
extensive room for discussions on tradeoffs between simplicity and scientific 
accuracy. This discussion was more in line with the original proposal by Brazil and 
the meeting also concluded that the choice between simplicity or accuracy was in 
some parts a policy choice.  
For the aim of this report, the single most important conclusion drawn by the 
experts at the Bracknell meeting is without doubt one relating to the possibility to 
attribute responsibility for past emissions. The experts concluded the following:  

Preliminary calculations indicate the effects of primary greenhouse gases, such 
as CO2, N2O and CH4, can be attributed to regional sources.132

To attribute past emissions to regions was the aim of the original Brazilian 
proposal and its version of historical responsibility. This could now be done. 
Despite so being, the scientists would not turn to issues of ethics, equality, equity 
or any other relevant subject. Instead the calculation model was to be further 
elaborated on.  
The next stage in the work was, according to the experts, to engage in Phase III. 
This would aim at making the calculation model more “robust”, i.e. to fine-tune the 
model so that it would correspond to the actual reality. The result should be peer 
reviewed by others within the scientific community. The experts further concluded 
that this phase would most likely need the full support of the SBSTA to be 
successful.133  
The aim to be able to present a simple but accurate climate model seems to have 
become a quest in itself. The evaluation of the original proposal was now totally 
lost. The only trace of this proposal was parts of the original and revised 
calculation model. The issue had turned from discussing calculation models for the 
attribution of Historical Responsibilities in general and the Brazilian proposal in 
particular to concentrate on a simple but technically accurate atmosphere-surface 
calculation model. The issues admittedly overlap. A simple but accurate model 
could be very useful within the framework of the Brazilian proposal, or within any 
proposal dealing with equity-antagonisms while seeing solutions to such conflicts 
in historical responsibility. The discussion within the climate change negotiations, 
as shown above and reaffirmed by the Bracknell meeting, did not permit any 
overlaps. It solely focused on the technical part. 
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Before the discussion on how the SBSTA reacted on the meeting, a few words 
should be mentioned regarding the pattern of an underrepresentation of women. It 
seems again to repeat itself. The Bracknell meeting seems constituted no exception 
to the female underrepresentation. Though, since a list of attendance for this 
meeting is unattainable, it is hard to say anything about the actual equality between 
the representations of the sexes among the meeting’s participants. However, 
judging by the sex of the persons holding presentations during the meeting, one 
might guess that women were underrepresented as a whole. No matter, they were 
definitely underrepresented among the presentation-holders among whom nineteen 
were males and only three were females. 
If one should evaluate the work of the secretariat, considering the task allotted to 
them by the SBSTA, it succeeded at some points and failed at others. It succeeded 
in organizing a new expert meeting but dramatically failed when it comes to the 
task of broadening participation in the subject matter. The experts at the Bracknell 
meeting were basically the same as at previous meetings, but with significantly less 
participants from non-Annex I countries, at least among the participants in Phase I 
and II as well as among the presentation-holders at the meeting. This question was 
not passed over in silence. The experts did discuss how to broaden participation by 
involving experts from non-Annex I countries. Among the suggestions were 
proposals for hosting non-Annex I experts by Annex I research institutions and to 
conduct training workshops for non-Annex I experts.134

As mentioned above, in addition to the underrepresentation of non-Annex I experts 
at the Bracknell meeting, the general underrepresentation of women in the 
discussion process on historical responsibility persisted. Obviously, also discussed 
above, the choice to conduct a modelling exercise and to evaluate this exercise at 
the Bracknell meeting must have contributed to the lack of non-Annex I 
participants. The thin (technical) definition of what should constitute a 
“methodological and scientific aspect”, adopted at the expert meeting in Bonn, 
excluded a wider definition including, for example, issues of equity, equality and a 
development dimension, issues perceived as important for non-Annex I countries’ 
partaking. This thin definition was upheld by the secretariat, an action that 
probably did not do good service to the task of upholding or widening participation 
among different Parties to the Convention. The lack of females could probably also 
be explained by referring to the choice of a thin subject definition. However, the 
explanation must be sought in the female tradition of framing and living with the 
environment which also connects to a patriarchal world order.135 On the other hand, 
there could of course have been an aim to openly obstruct such a world order. 
While discussing how to broaden participation to include non-Annex I scientists 
nothing was said about how to include women, more on this below.  

3.7 A New Phase – The Issue Referred to the Scientific Community 
The experts from the Bracknell meeting gave some suggestion to SBSTA 
concerning possible future actions. The Subsidiary Body pretty much adopted these 
suggestions at the seventeenth session, held in New Delhi in late October 2002. 
The experts suggested and the Body concluded that the work on the scientific and 
methodological aspects of the Brazilian proposal should continue. If the SBSTA 

SBSTA 17,  
Oct 2002 
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was to decide this work should obviously be conducted in line with the “thin 
definition” of “scientific and methodological aspects”. More research should be put 
into assuring the model’s robustness, which is to say to execute what the experts at 
Bracknell called “Phase III”. The participation in this future work was, according 
to the experts, hopefully to include “developing country experts” and “other 
scientific research groups”. The Subsidiary Body agreed and specifically invited 
the International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme (IGBP), the World Climate 
Research Programme (WCRP), the International Human Dimensions Programme 
on Global Environmental Change and the IPCC to work on this issue.136

What might not have been the intention of the experts present at Bracknell, 
although it was not up to them to decide, was that the SBSTA referred the issue 
entirely to the scientific community. The work was no longer to be conducted 
under the auspices of the UNFCCC however the SBSTA did put down a few 
guidelines for the future work influenced by the Bracknell meeting. The scientific 
community was to enhance the “robustness” of the model and to include factors 
affecting the climate even if not regulated by the Kyoto Protocol without the 
endorsement of the SBSTA.137  
Regarding the “developing country experts’” participation, the Annex I research 
institutions were “strongly encouraged” by the SBSTA to cooperate with or host 
experts from non-Annex I countries to broaden their participation.138 It is not hard 
to interpret this as a way of reproducing the discourse on historical responsibility as 
it had been formed by then. Instead of changing the discourse’s demarcations by 
broadening the focus to include other issues, experts from non-Annex I countries 
were to be encouraged or schooled as to think in lines with the technical discourse. 
It cannot be opposed that this is of course a way of broadening participation. Yet, it 
is also highly limiting since it is actually to broaden participation as long as the 
participants stick to the issues discussed within a set discourse. For reasons 
discussed above therefore, when guiding the future work in a technical direction, 
the Body somehow contradicts its aim to broaden participation between experts 
from countries in the different annexes. 
In theory of course, the SBSTA cannot control the scientific community’s research 
with guidelines but in practice at least the call for a more robust model seems to 
have had some real influence. On the other hand, the guidelines drawn were only 
leading down the path already cleared by previous decisions and research. The 
technical line reproduced in the Body’s conclusions was nothing new. Anyway, as 
will be shown below, the scientific community followed through on what had 
begun, i.e. the technical discussion on the Brazilian proposal. By now, if anyone 
thought in those lines, a more diverse discussion on different approaches to 
historical responsibility must have seemed very remote, at least within the climate 
negotiations forum. 
Lastly, the Body decided to review the work of the scientific community at the 
Body’s twenty-third session. Before then the scientific community was encouraged 
to report on its work to the SBSTA during its twentieth session. The secretariat too 
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was to continue to play a loose coordinating role and to arrange a small side event 
on the issue parallel to the twentieth session.139

The same day as SBSTA ended its seventeenth session the COP started its seventh. 
COP 7 was held in Marrakech from October 29 to November 10. The Conference 
approved the so-called Marrakech Accord, extending the Bonn Agreements from 
COP 6(2) to embrace rules on almost all implementation issues in relation to the 
Kyoto Protocol. Thus, the Marrakech Accord fulfilled the disputed Buenos Aries 
Plan of Action.140

COP 7,  
Oct-Nov 2002 

3.7.1 Official Responses from International Research Groups 

At the following eighteenth session the Body noticed that the World Climate 
Research Programme (WCRP) and the International Geosphere-Biosphere 
Programme (IGBP) had acted on the call for action given at the SBSTA’s previous 
session. According to the report from this meeting, the organisations had provided 
information on the Brazilian proposal’s scientific and methodological aspects. The 
secretariat had made this information available for Parties and scientists at the 
UNFCCC homepage.141

SBSTA 18,  
June 2003 

The “information” consisted of two short letters, one from Will Steffen, then 
executive director at the IGBP, and one from David Carson, then director at the 
joint planning staff of the WCRP. In the IGBP letter, Steffen explained that the 
scientific committee of IGBP offered to assist in updating “inventories of 
climatically important trace gases and particles (aerosols)”142. The committee 
offered to do so by upgrading and reinforcing existing activities within the IGBP 
and to make the findings of these activities accessible to the SBSTA. Results were 
estimated to be available within five to ten years.143  
Carson, in the WCRP letter, simply stated that the calculation models used in the 
Brazilian proposal was of little use. The letter reads: 

While acknowledging that it is important to be able to detect climate change and 
attribute it to individual sources, it was noted that the problem in reality is highly 
complicated, with no known methods for achieving relatively-quick and sound 
answers that would stand the test of objective scientific appraisal. The full 
problem is too complex to be decided by the use of simple models.144

This does not mean that the WCRP was not interested in participating in the 
research on the Brazilian proposal. They offered to inform the SBSTA on research 
done by the WCRP of importance to the Brazilian proposal. They also indicated 
their intention to participate in workshops on the subject and to conduct critical 
reviews of the proposal itself.145

Both the IGBP and the WCRP obviously did not challenge the fact that the 
discussion on the Brazilian proposal had become as technical as it had. Rather than 
to return to discussions on equity, their efforts reinforced the technical focus 
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already established, although the WCRP criticised the whole idea of a simple 
climate model. 
Besides the IGBP and the WCRP, the governments of Brazil and United Kingdom 
acted on the SBSTA’s seventeenth session decision, i.e. that the scientific 
community should continue to develop the Brazilian proposal. In doing so, they 
sent out invitations to yet another expert meeting, to be held in Berlin, September 
2003. This meeting’s objective was to engage the scientific community on a 
well-planned process to “further consider contributions to climate change”146.147

3.8 Institutionalisation – The Berlin  
Meeting and the Establishment of MATCH 

The Berlin meeting was to be the fourth expert meeting on the Brazilian 
proposal.148 The meeting must be said to have reached its objective. A research 
process, although already put in place since the beginning of the 1990ies, was kept 
in motion. It was decided that an Ad-hoc group for the modelling and assessment 
of contributions to climate change (MATCH) should be established. It was planned 
that MATCH should be supported by ECOFYS, a company that, quoted from their 
homepage, conduct research and provide consultancy “in energy saving and 
renewable energy solutions”149. Already from the beginning in 2003, ECOFYS 
have supported MATCH under contract from the UK Department for Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs.150 It was also ECOFYS that organised the Berlin meeting; 
the company took over the responsibility of organising the meeting as soon as the 
governments of Brazil and UK had sent out the invitations. Without knowing for 
sure, the involvement by ECOFYS is best explained by the fact that Niklas Höhne 
– a Dutch scientist that had been active in the discussion on the Brazilian proposal 
all since the Bonn expert meeting in 2001, at which time he was programme officer 
at the UNFCCC secretariat – was in fact employed by ECOFYS’ German 
division.151  

Expert meeting 4,  
Sep 2003 

It may be as it is with ECOFYS’ involvement; here it has been mentioned for sake 
of accuracy. How this involvement affected the discussion process on historical 
responsibility, and in this circumstance especially the Brazilian proposal, is hard to 
say. What can be said is that placing the secretariat in a Northern state, instead of 
for example Brazil, certainly does affect the issue. Then again, at the time of the 
Berlin meeting the discussion process was already ‘Northenised’. Placing the 
secretariat in Brazil (or another Southern country) would probably have been 
impractical for numerous reasons. 
Anyway, the Berlin meeting also drew up MATCH’s Terms of Reference in which 
the aim of the group can be found. Simply put, it was decided that MATCH should 
work towards the objective of making the calculation model of the Brazilian 
proposal more ‘robust’.152 Robust meaning more scientifically correct while at the 
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147  MATCH expert meeting (Berlin, 2003) – Report, 2003, p. i to iv.  
148  Although the report from the Berlin meeting claims to be the report of the third expert meeting on the Brazilian proposal, the Berlin 

meeting was in effect the fourth, counting also the 1999 Cachoeira Paulista meeting as an expert meeting. 
149  Website: ECOFYS, http://www.ecofys.com, 19 01 2006. ECYFYS is part of the holding company ECOERN (see Website: 

ECOCERN, http://www.ecoern.com, 19 01 2006). 
150  Terms of Reference – Ad-hoc group for the modelling and assessment of contributions to climate change (MATCH), 2003, p. 3. 
151  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 14 (Bonn, 2001) – Information Document, 2001, p. 12; and MATCH expert 

meeting (Berlin, 2003) – Report, 2003, p. 3. 
152  Terms of Reference – Ad-hoc group for the modelling and assessment of contributions to climate change (MATCH), 2003, p. 1. 

 
 

32



 Mathias Friman, Historical Responsibility in the UNFCCC 

same time upholding a classical perspective of science as some sort of mirror of a 
physical reality. In practice MATCH should be an administrational and secretarial 
centre, and as a provider of advice on scientific and methodological aspects of the 
Brazilian proposal.153

Before turning to the scientific findings of the Berlin expert meeting, the 
establishment of MATCH needs to be examined in more detail. The creation in fact 
represents a solid institutionalisation of the, by the time of the Berlin meeting, still 
very technical discourse of historical responsibility. This is to be compared to the 
SBSTA or the UNFCCC were the discussions on comprehensive versions of 
historical responsibility were held in the periphery. As indicated by research of the 
discursive theorist Maarten Hajer, the setting up of an institution around a 
discourse is a very effective way of achieving discursive closure, i.e. to protect or 
border a discourse from alternative interpretations or meanings.154 Alternatively, 
again with the words of Laclau and Mouffe, to create fixed moments out of 
floating, open-ended elements.155 Yet, according to Michael Barnett and Martha 
Finnemore, this does not mean that the institution cannot function somewhat 
autonomously from its initiators. In their words:  

Global organizations do more than just facilitate cooperation by helping states to 
overcome market failures, collective action dilemmas, and problems associated 
with interdependent social choice. They also create actors, specify 
responsibilities and authority among them, and define the work these actors 
should do, giving it meaning and normative value. Even when they lack material 
resources, IOs [international organisations] exercise power as they constitute and 
construct the social world.156

Therefore, after the SBSTA had decided to refer the issue to the scientific 
community, there ought to have been opportunities to redefine the discursive 
content. This possibility, admittedly, was constrained by SBSTA’s suggestions as 
to in what direction the future research was to head and by the discursive frames 
created by the historic process. This pointed towards a continuation in line with the 
technical focus. Nevertheless, the opportunity to reintroduce equity concerns, 
which is to say to broaden the definition of what scientific and methodological 
issues actually should contain, was not seized. Instead, the establishment of 
MATCH more or less put a lid on the definition of the Brazilian proposal’s 
scientific and methodological aspects. As such, the creation of MATCH was 
crucial in that its Terms of Reference – and the interpretations of them – functioned 
more as a mechanism for discursive closure than redefinition. However, the 
opportunity to venture into the field of discusivity, to seek new definitions, is still 
in the hands of MATCH. The organisation, concedingly, is constrained by 
definition of the issue but it also constrains itself by not challenging the bonds 
created by the discourse’s history. 
Despite this opportunity the research-phase III sought after by the SBSTA during 
its seventeenth session (see above) found its arena in the scientific community 
organised around MATCH. The conduction of such a phase III – to enhance the 
robustness of the calculation models – was guaranteed by MATCH’s assignment. 
The same more or less guaranteed an exclusion of an equity debate in relation to 
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the Brazilian proposal, at least by the parts of the scientific community held under 
the wings of the SBSTA. In fact, it is worth quoting the Terms of Reference at 
length since it, for the first time during the discussions on historical responsibility, 
defines what constitute scientific and methodological aspects: 

Scientific and methodological issues: 

- Assemble and apply scientific models that represent the different processes in 
the climate system from emission sources to changes in atmospheric 
concentration and climate 
- Validate these methods/models against observed trends and other 
methods/models. 
- Develop and apply methods for calculating the contributions of different 
emission source to climate change. 
- Assess the impacts of non-linearities and feedbacks within the climate system on 
the calculation of contributions to climate change from different emission 
sources. 
- Assess the quantitative effects of different methodological choices on the 
calculation of contributions to climate change (e.g. the choice of the indicator for 
historical responsibility, the start and end dates at which emissions are 
attributed, the method of accounting for non-linear effects). 
- Improve the availability of data used in the calculation of contributions to 
climate change. 
- Other approaches to the calculation of contributions of emissions to climate 
change may be explored if time allows.157

According to this definition a scientific and methodological aspect is not, for 
example, to evaluate what justice is in relation to historical responsibility; how to 
assess and value different approaches to historical responsibility and the 
justice-principles behind the idea that the present generation should bear the burden 
of actions done by past generations; and to compare and evaluate justice-principles 
of historical responsibility with those latent justice-principles of the Kyoto 
protocol. 
It might be that this interpretation of the discourse on historical responsibility is too 
harsh. There is always a chance that justice is what drives, or part of what drives, 
the scientists and others involved in improving the robustness of the Brazilian 
proposal’s calculation model, not least since the original purpose with the proposal 
centred on outspoken equity concerns. The forum in which discussions were held 
might not have allowed for such ideas to appear in the empirical material, they 
might have been hidden by the technical discourse but can still be part of its 
dynamics. As a matter of fact, I dare to say that, at a minimum, the people that are 
at the centre of producing, as well as are constrained by, the discourse on historical 
responsibility do not strive at being unjust. Still, the ‘phase III project’ makes one 
wonder why the equity concerns, perceived as extra important among Southern 
nations, disappeared.  
The establishment of MATCH put the issue of historical responsibility, in form of 
the Brazilian proposal, in a rather definite biophysical framing; however, as will be 
shown below, the discourse show signs of an inborn ambivalence towards this 
definition. Nevertheless, this framing still represents an implicit denial of the 
importance of Southern perspectives. Thus, one should not think that since 
MATCH is part of the scientific community, which strives at being objective, it is 
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rid of global North-South power relations. Instead the organisation inherited the 
same power relations identified in the discussion process while still held under 
direct auspice of the UNFCCC. What further is, these power relations can be 
connected to the world system and its dependencies to show that the latter are 
inherent in UNFCCC discussions on historical responsibility while at the same 
time the debate on historical responsibility is part of the world system’s 
constitution. But before turning to this issue the story will be told up to what 
happened in Nairobi in the end of 2006. 
To return to what was discussed during the Berlin-meeting, the experts noticed that 
the number of participating Southerners was very low indeed. It was explained 
with lack of travel funds. A trust fund to help finance travel cost for experts from 
the South was discussed but, at the time, no agreement was reached.158 There is 
reason to believe that the lack of travel funds did play a part in limiting the number 
of Southern experts. But as mentioned by Southern participants at later expert 
meetings, travel funds are not enough. There has been and still is a general lack of 
knowledge-capacity within the South, i.e. a lack regarding the technical issues 
discussed at the MATCH-meetings (cf. climate models).159 The Southern experts 
further claimed that to make the process inclusive, additional funds for the 
development of Southern based climate models would be needed.160

However, in this report’s perspective and worth mentioning again, even this wider 
approach to funding is to aim off target. Schooling people in the workings of a 
closed discourse is not the same as an inclusive process. In this specific case 
funding such education have gains, but redefining the issue, most notably by 
broadening the definition to include a political economic framing that allow for 
discussions on equity, would most likely do a lot more to enhance the 
inclusiveness. There will be reason to return to this subject later, when the picture 
of the discussion process as a whole becomes clearer. 
When it comes to the scientific debates of the meeting, most of the discussions 
were in line with what had been discussed at preceding meetings. That does not 
mean that the scientific process had stalled. The research that started with the 
UNFCCC secretariat initiated phase I and II had continued and many of the models 
for calculating historical responsibility had been calibrated and updated. For 
example Ben Matthews’ (Université Catholique de Louvain, Belgium) interactive 
climate model and Atul Jain’s (University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, USA) 
modelling of combined effects of “CH4, CO2 and climate”161. Besides the 
calibration of models, historical data sets had been updated; accountancy for 
aerosols discussed; importance of greenhouse gases not regulated by the Kyoto 
Protocol stressed; et cetera.162

In all, the experts were organised in three workgroups. The groups was to consider 
one battery of questions each: A) how to accurately represent human induced 
climate change and uncertainties in doing so; B) experimental and methodological 
design, in other words continue to work with phase II of the UNFCCC-engaged 
researched process and to work on historical data sets as well as scientific 
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uncertainties; and C) the outcome of using different attribution models for 
non-linear cause-effect chains and a formal assessment of uncertainties.163

Nevertheless, for the aim of this report, the single most important finding discussed 
at the Berlin meeting was also a relatively new one. Michel den Elzen at the Dutch 
National Institute for Public Health and the Environment (RIVM) had been active 
in the discussion on the Brazilian proposal since the beginning in 1997. Together 
with researchers from working group A, den Elzen had studied the influence of 
policy choices and scientific uncertainties on the responsibility calculations. The 
findings were presented at the Berlin meeting and they concluded “that the impact 
of scientific uncertainties is still limited compared to the impact of policy 
choices”164. Policy choices were to be regarded as at least as important as scientific 
uncertainties.165  
For the first time since the Cachoeira Paulista meeting, the call from the research 
group led by den Elzen implies that the Brazilian proposal, despite its scientific 
uncertainties, might in fact be operational. The findings imply that the proposal’s 
scientific basis, although problematic, is less important in a policy context. In the 
highly scientifically technical discourse, this subject of study is rather surprising. It 
points to politics rather than science (although science can arguably be categorised 
as politics) as an important factor in attributing responsibilities. Thus, this 
discussion could constitute the first step towards reintroducing discussions on 
equity into the discourse. This is so because questions relating to equity are 
normally regarded as more political than scientific. Stressing the importance of 
political choices could therefore open the discourse for ideas stressing the 
importance of equity.  
The reader should notice that MATCH’s definition of scientific and 
methodological aspects, discussed above, turned out to open up for this 
reintroduction on how politics affect the outcome of attribution of responsibility. It 
was the line “Assess the quantitative effects of different methodological choices” – 
interpreted by den Elzen’s research group – that enabled this small opening up of 
the discourse. Considering the definitions technical focus this opening must be 
characterised as somewhat surprising. 
The Berlin meeting also set up a timetable with deadlines for reporting to the 
SBSTA. The aim was to brief the Subsidiary Body on a continuous basis and to 
finalise the work in 2005.166 The first briefing report from MACTH laid before the 
SBSTA during its nineteenth session in December 2003. It was a one-page 
summary of the Berlin meeting basically saying that MATCH was established and 
that the group would continue to work on the Brazilian proposal.167 The SBSTA 
nothing more or less then “took note of” this report, that was that.168 The issue had 
definitely been referred; the interest within the UNFCCC seemed lame indeed. On 
the other hand, the interest in the same issue was all the more alive within the 
scientific community.  

SBSTA 19,  
Dec 2003 
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3.9 From Cologne to Reading 
The time had come for the fifth expert meeting, the second organised in the name 
of the MATCH. The meeting was held in Cologne, Germany, during the beginning 
of May 2004.  

Expert meeting 5,  
May 2004 

Once again, the participants of the meeting stressed that the MATCH ought to be 
an inclusive scientific group, i.e. to involve “all potential scientists worldwide that 
can contribute to the MATCH process.”169  
The results presented by the research group led by den Elzen were reaffirmed 
during the Cologne meeting. These results were to become the first MATCH 
research paper planned for publication in peer reviewed scientific journals. It all 
followed the general guidelines set up at the SBSTA’s seventeenth session. A draft 
of this paper titled Analysing countries’ contribution to climate change: Scientific 
uncertainties and methodological issues was discussed. A further three papers were 
debated too. Paper two and three were in line with the work done by research 
workgroups B and C, and the fourth paper was to become a synthesis of the other 
three papers.170

It became more and more clear what the work of MATCH would look like in the 
future. The specialisation on the technical aspects of the Brazilian proposal was 
more specified at Cologne than at Berlin. Not only the Terms of Reference but also 
the practical work was beginning to take on well defined frames and they were 
very biophysical indeed. 
The experts at the meeting decided to report on its work to the SBSTA at its 
upcoming side event on the Brazilian proposal. The side event was authorised by 
SBSTA 17171 and eventually held in Bonn, June 2004 at SBSTA 20. Not much can 
be said about this meeting considering neither a report nor a list of participants are 
available. The only remains from this event are the short agenda and the opening 
presentation, as well as a short note in the Earth Negotiation Bulletin. Judging by 
these remains one thing can still be mentioned: MATCH, not surprisingly, seems to 
have played a very large part in delivering expert opinion to the meeting. In fact, 
judging by the Earth Negotiations Bulletin representatives from MATCH were the 
only presentation-holders. The agenda and the available presentations point in the 
same direction; the agenda simply refers to the following: 

SBSTA 20,  
June 2004 

2. Progress reports by research institutions and scientists 
2.1 Ad hoc group for the modelling and assessment of contributions of climate 
change (MATCH) 
 
•  Niklas Hoehne (Germany) 
•  Michel den Elzen (The Netherlands) 
•  Xiaosu Dai (China) 
 
2.2 Others172

When it comes to the available presentations, they repeat the pattern of MATCH’s 
rather extensive presence at the event. Except for a seven-page slideshow prepared 
by the UNFCCC – presenting the background to the event – the rest of the 
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available presentations are prepared by Höhne, den Elzen and Dai. Counting a few 
“backup slides”, their slides amount to 46 and they are rather intense reading.  If, at 
all, any “others” presented any progress reports they have been excluded from the 
UNFCCC websection on this side event.173  
There is a reason for going in to detail on all of this. The available material at least 
hints that for some reason, discussing historical responsibility with the SBSTA was 
done by MATCH, not by the scientific community in general. This exemplifies the 
close ties between MATCH and the SBSTA.  MATCH in fact seems to gain 
legitimacy by stressing the mandate given by the SBSTA during its seventeenth 
session.174 As MATCH’s Terms of Reference also shows, the group seems pretty 
much to have anchored its existence in this mandate. As will be shown below, 
stepping outside the guidelines drawn by the SBSTA was a delicate subject within 
MATCH. It also indicates that the discussions on historical responsibility’s 
foundation in equity – discussed in much literature on the topic – never reached the 
technical body of SBSTA even though that discussion clearly was and is taking 
place in the scientific community. SBSTA’s mandate created the space for 
discussions and the parts of the scientific community discussing historical 
responsibility in connection to equity was not a legitimised partaker. Of course, this 
was not regulated by force of law or the like, but by the discursive rules set up 
around the issue. 

* 
By now it must have been obvious to all involved in MATCH that the timetable, 
regulating the work plan, was far too optimistic. It would not be possible to submit 
the first paper for peer review in September 2004 as first anticipated. The 
participants of the MATCH had hoped that the paper should be available before the 
tenth session of the COP, due December 2004, but this seemed hard considering 
the work still to be done (i.e. most notably peer reviewing) and the little time left 
before the Conference. The paper was eventually submitted for review to 
Environmental Science and Policy by mid October 2004, but, as will be discussed 
more below, not published until September 2005. When it comes to the other 
papers, respectively planed for submission by March, October and December 2005, 
the work plan indeed seemed impossible to fulfil.175

In fact, the whole research process was substantially threatened to slow down due 
to lack of funds.176 It seems like the work with research paper two had stalled. The 
workgroup on this paper met in Exeter, in September 2004, to discuss the draft 
outline of this paper. The paper was to be called Attributing a Fraction of Climate 
Change to a Nation’s Historical Emissions – Closure and Scientific Uncertainties 
and a draft outline was to be prepared for the upcoming Rio-meeting, planned due 
in December 2004.177 Though, due to delays in the work on paper number two the 

                                                      
173  Earth Negotiations Bulletin, 2004 06 22, p. 2; Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 20 (Bonn, 2004) – SBSTA 

Side Event, Agenda, 2004, p. 1; and MATCH Status of Research SB 20 – Presentation, 2001, Status of Research SB-20, 21 June 
2004.  

174  MATCH Status of Research SB 20 – Presentation, 2001, p. 3. 
175  MATCH expert meeting (Cologne, 2004) – Report, 2004, p. 4; MATCH expert meeting (Rio de Janeiro, 2005) – Report, 2005, 

Meeting report of the ad-hoc group for the modelling and assessment of contributions of climate change (MATCH) – 11 to 12 April 
2005, p. 4; and Michel den Elzen et al, 2005, “Differentiating Future Commitments on the Basis of Countries' Relative historical 
responsibility for Climate Change – Uncertainties in the “Brazilian Proposal” in the Context of Policy Implementation”. Climatic 
Change as well as Website: Ad Hoc group for the Modelling and Assessment of Contributions of Climate Change (MATCH), 
www.match-info.net, 22 01 2006. 

176  MATCH expert meeting (Cologne, 2004) – Report, 2004, p. 5. 
177  Invitation to the Rio de Janeiro expert meeting, undated, p. 2. 

 
 

38



 Mathias Friman, Historical Responsibility in the UNFCCC 

Rio-meeting had to be postponed to April 2005.178  Thus, in the middle of April 
2005 the time of this sixth expert meeting had finally come. As mentioned, the 
meeting was held in Rio de Janeiro during which discussions centred on the 
delayed working paper number two and on the upcoming work with paper number 
three.  

Expert meeting 6,  
Apr 2005 

Much was said on paper two. As implied by the title, the discussions generally 
centred on scientific uncertainties and the need for assessing these. Many 
comments put the spotlight on the lack of historical data sets and the need to 
develop such indices.179  
If generalising, the original aim of paper three intended to discuss the outcome of 
using different attribution models for non-linear cause-effect chains and assess 
uncertainties. This aim was substantially changed. The experts agreed that, due to 
the findings’ of the first paper, the aim of the third paper had been obsolete. The 
fact that policy choices were more important than that of choices regarding 
different scientific methodologies made investigating the use of different 
attribution models and scientific uncertainties less interesting.180  
As will become clear, the debate on what was to be instead is indeed interesting. 
Not least since it reveals how strong the SBSTA 17 mandate, given to the scientific 
community two and a half years earlier, worked on MATCH. It also, once again, 
point to the ambivalence regarding “politics versus science” shown above to exist 
within MATCH and thus in relation to historical responsibility. 
Since the third paper’s original aim had been overtaken, some experts suggested an 
alternative goal. They aimed at developing a simple climate change attribution 
model that policymakers could use and understand. This model should illuminate 
policy choices and make it possible for policymakers to test different outcomes 
depending on such choices. Proponents of the tool-idea also maintained that if the 
application of the research was made understandable to policymakers they would 
be aligned to put more resources into the scientific process. Those who objected to 
this idea claimed that the resources available to MATCH were limited and would 
not allow the development of a tool; the model might still become too complex for 
policymakers; and scientific uncertainties would probably be hard to account for in 
this attribution model.181 They further stated that 

developing a tool is going beyond what the MATCH group should do and in 
addition would be politically sensitive. […] It was also stressed that this group 
cannot develop tools for policy makers without institutional support, individuals 
can do, but this group is not the place unless SBSTA is changing the mandate of 
the group.182

Eventually the original aim of paper three was kept, although slightly adjusted. 
Nevertheless, the proposal to develop an attribution model was kept too. The two 
ways forward were separated into two different areas of work. A draft for the third 
paper was to be developed by Ben Matthews (Institut d'Astronomie et de 
Géophysique Georges Lemaître, Belgium) and the above mentioned Niklas Höhne 
(ECOFYS, Germany). The deadline was set to the upcoming expert meeting 
planned for October the same year. This draft was not to include anything on a 
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possible attribution model for policy makers.183 The last mentioned issue, referring 
to a tool, was left to be decided on in the future.  
A few things need to be said about what the discussion on the third paper can tell. 
It is, for example, very interesting that the development of an attribution model is 
characterised as ‘politically sensitive’ and thus not for the MATCH to work on. 
This once more hints that the Group has a conventional view of what science is and 
what politics is, and that those two categories are in fact possible to separate. 
Science is often said to be objective and apolitical; science affects politics but is in 
it self not political. With such a perspective equity issues, usually perceived as 
politically sensitive, naturally falls outside the frames of science and thus outside 
the work of MATCH. This again reaffirms that the discourse on historical 
responsibility has a very technical focus. Then again, the fact that the proposal to 
develop an attribution model intended for the use of policymakers was kept, point 
to the mentioned ambivalence within the Group. For the sake of explaining what 
this mean, the ambivalence needs to be considered in more detail. 
As discussed above, when den Elzen presented the findings of his research group 
during the Berlin-meeting he implied that politics was more important than science 
regarding the outcome of responsibility calculations. That of course considering the 
scientific level already achieved in the calculation model. Saying so was in effect a 
challenge to the strict scientific definition of what was to be studied by the 
MATCH. The suggestion to develop an attribution model could be seen in the same 
light. The development of such a model challenged the strict technical definition of 
what scientific and methodological issues are, or should be according to the 
interpretation of the Terms of Reference. This is also reflected in the response that 
developing such a model would be to go ‘beyond what the MATCH group should 
do’. Yet, the idea of a tool was still kept, though, in the end – as will be elaborated 
on below – the tool development idea was pushed outside MATCH’s 
responsibility.184 The technical discourse again was effective in achieving closure 
but the discussion show that its central focus was continuously under attack from 
ideas in the discourse periphery. 
The ‘is going beyond what the MATCH group should do and in addition would be 
politically sensitive’ quote also shows how strong the institutionalised had 
discourse become. Anchoring the Terms of Reference in the SBSTA became a 
robust template that the work of MATCH had, and has, to pass over. By using an 
analogy of findings by sociologist Mikaela Sundberg (drawing on P N Edwards) on 
her work on climate modelling, the definition on scientific and methodological 
aspects seems almost like a gatekeeper of accepted knowledge within MATCH.185

In September 2005, the first peer reviewed MATCH paper was eventually 
published. The paper, referred to above as paper number one but here titled 
Analysing Countries’ Contributions to Climatic Change – Scientific and 
Policy-related Choices, was eventually accepted by Environmental Science and 
Policy. The final product does not differ much from the draft discussed above, 
saying in short that scientific uncertainties are important for the outcome of 
calculations thus work on them should continue, still, policy choices are all the 
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more important to the same outcome implying that scientific uncertainties are in 
fact not at all that interesting in a policy context.  
Not long after the Rio-meeting and very close to the publishing of the first paper 
the time had come for the seventh expert meeting, held in Reading, UK, in October 
2005. The meeting was filled with discussions on paper two. Quoting a part of the 
report dealing with who was to become responsible for the different sections of this 
paper sum up the focus: 

Expert meeting 7,  
Oct 2005 

-Atsushi Kurosawa – CO2 and CH4 uncertainties 
-Jan Fuglestvedt – Modelling of CH4 and N2O 
-Niklas Höhne – SF6, PFCs, HFCs, CFCs, HCFCs, other halocarbons and 
stratospheric O3 
-Joyce Penner – Direct / indirect Aerosols 
-Jan Fuglestvedt – Tropospheric O3 
-Jason Lowe – Other natural forcings 
-Jason Lowe – Radiative forcing and climate change186

The experts further concluded that taking the scientific uncertainties into account, a 
probability calculation could be made. With the risk of being monotonous one must 
say that this again point to the technical focus or if one prefer, biophysical framing, 
of historical responsibility. The experts were mainly occupied with discussions on 
this topic, i.e. the second working-paper. However, related discussions on the 
future work of MATCH, also held during the Reading meeting, are interesting too. 
Yet another quote is in place in relation to this topic: 

In the general discussion on the future of MATCH, it was emphasized that the 
strengths of MATCH (expertise on emissions, gas cycles, aerosols, forcing, 
climate modelling, climate policy, etc) would be a good starting point for further 
development of MATCH and that it is important to build on this by expanding the 
group rather than changing the composition of the group.187

Although the reference to ‘climate policy’ indicates research on politics could be 
included (compare parts of den Elzen et al’s paper) in the work-scope of MATCH, 
clearly the focus is so-called thorough hard science. The quote simply indicates 
that this focus should not be changed. As a matter of facts, the biophysical focus 
should rather be expanded by including more experts schooled in the art of hard 
science. It might be unfair to make too much out of this, but it is still very 
interesting. The composition of the group should not be changed; it should be 
extended. In the general MATCH-context this example shows how closed the 
discourse actually had become.  
The third and fourth papers were discussed too. The fourth paper was to become an 
upgrade of the just published, first, paper. The array of scientific uncertainties, i.e. 
the upcoming result of paper two, should be complemented with paper one, a paper 
that in turn was to be updated. This should constitute the base for the fourth paper. 
When it comes to the third paper, it is again relevant to return to the discussion on 
how the discourse blocked a proposal that, in relation to the rules of this same 
discourse, was controversial. In doing so there is a need to look to what happened 
with the proposed policymaker attribution tool. The experts at Reading eventually 
decided, as briefly touched upon above, that the idea should not be covered by the 
MATCH.  
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Pushing the issue of a tool or attribution model aside was already made possible 
during the previous Rio-meeting. This was done by dividing the third paper into 
two parts making it feasible to handle them autonomously. In that way it was 
relatively easy to neglect one part while keeping the other in the centre of attention.  
The ‘to be or not to be’ concerning the development of a tool is still a living issue 
within the MATCH. The third paper discussed within MATCH is planned to 
present plots that could be used in the development of a tool. Any individual expert 
that wants to develop such a tool could seek advice from the Group. The experts 
namely decided that MATCH could possibly provide discussions on such a tool if 
anyone wanted this to be done. On the other hand, MATCH made clear that it 
would not “take the responsibility to deliver the final product (tool and paper).”188  
When it comes to the number of participating Southerners one can notice that they 
were still underrepresented. Out of twenty participants, two were from Brazil, one 
from China, Sri Lanka and the Fiji Islands respectively.189 The funding of travels 
and accommodation for experts from the South made it easier for five such experts 
to attend the Reading meeting. At the previous two meetings, three Southern 
experts attended the first and four attended the second. Even if it is very hard to 
write counterfactual history, one may still wonder if these experts would have 
attended the meetings regardless of available funds. After all, at least some of them 
attended meetings also before travel and accommodation funds were available. 
Then again, others did not. 
The broader picture shows that the southern participation, in numbers, was 
certainly limited in comparison to the number of Northern participants. If the 
number of all attendances of experts during the MATCH meetings are counted 
(from Berlin to Reading) and divided into categories of North and South, the South 
numbered 26 attendances and the North 81.190 Out of the 26 Southern presences, 
Brazil stood for 16. Telling numbers one might think. One interpretation presented 
below will connect disparities in knowledge production between North and South 
to the biophysical framing of historical responsibility as a way of explaining the 
lack of Southern participation. Contextualised with the world system and 
dependency approach makes the leading argument in this report all the more 
convincing, i.e. the argument that to truly gain inclusiveness across the North-
South divide the discursive boarders need to be more open. What further is, the 
attendances discussed say little about to what extent Southerners participated in the 
process, that is to say with more then their physical presence. In actual fact, if the 
Brazilians are disregarded and even if one put the rest of Southern participation in 
relation to their limited number of attendances, the amount to which they 
participated in scope seems low indeed. This further underline the already telling 
number of low southern participation. 
But before turning to all of this, the story has to be told up to the date of writing. It 
is also appropriate to brief on what took place in the COP arena during its eighth to 
tenth sessions. COP 8, in New Delhi in 2002, COP 9, in Milan in 2003, and COP 
10, in Buenos Aries in 2004 marked a phase of slow negotiations. A few issues left 
open by the Marrakech round of negotiations were discussed. Other than that, not 
much was done at the official negotiations. Instead, countries focused on 
                                                      

188  MATCH expert meeting (Reading, 2005) – Report, 2005, p. 5. 
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implementation and awaited ratification by enough parties for the Kyoto Protocol 
to enter into legal force. To do so, the Protocol needed ratification by 55 parties 
accounting for at least 55 percent of Annex I 1990’s carbon dioxide emissions.191 
Since the USA stood for about 25 percent of the world’s carbon dioxide emissions 
during 1990 and since the country, the senate and the George W Bush 
administration withdrew from the Protocol in 2001, the second criteria for 
ratification was hard to achieve.192 However, with a Russian ratification in 2004 the 
second trigger for the Protocol’s entry into force was achieved. This was a result of 
negotiations mainly outside the COP-forum, which further make the slow progress 
at COP 8 to 10 understandable. Negotiations continued but on other arenas than 
that of the COP.193 With this said it is time to turn the attention to the end of 2005 
and COP 11 as well as SBSTA 23.  

3.10 Nothing New in Montreal 
Even though discussions on historical responsibility will most likely continue, the 
story told in this report has almost reached an end. While so being, a little note of 
remembrance is in place. As stated above, during the negotiations leading to the 
Framework Convention, many loose and vague ethical principles were discussed. 
Southern states repeatedly rested their arguments on different versions of the 
Polluter Pay Principle as well as the statement that the North, due to its guilt in 
climate change, should take the lead in combating it. As mentioned before, taken 
together this reasoning constitutes the basis for the concept of historical 
responsibility. Economic professor Stephen DeCanio recalls the basis for Southern 
arguments: 

In opposition, the developing countries feared institutionalization of something 
like current emissions levels (or ratios) that would condemn them to permanent 
economic inferiority because of the advantages the rich countries had derived 
from their historic reliance on fossil fuels to power the industrial revolution.194

At least some of this reasoning also found its way into the UNFCCC under the 
collective phrase “common but differentiated responsibility”195, an important 
principle paving the way for the divide of the world into Annex I and non-Annex I 
Parties. But it has also been characterised as a principle that permits “all parties to 
enjoy equity […] while retaining quite different notions of what would actually be 
fair”196. Brazil concretised this principle by adding a calculation model that 
clarified individual parties’ responsibilities. What happened afterwards has been 
outlined above.  
What has not been mentioned is that parallel to the story of the Brazilian version of 
historical responsibility – in this report characterised as a coherent approach – the 
South continued to use arguments resting on the PPP, with an historic dimension, 
even after Kyoto. This story falls outside the empirical framings of this report but, 
referring to secondary sources, it is worth spending a few words on this topic as to 
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show that the backbone principles of historical responsibility has been and is at the 
core of international climate change negotiations.  
Although the South do not engage in the use of a coherent view on historical 
responsibility – doing so would probably not be suitable in overarching 
negotiations – they still use the concept’s principles while the North, at least large 
parts of the North, has resisted such interpretations of equity all along. This holds 
not least for COP 11 and the first meting of the Parties to the Protocol (COP/MOP 
1) held in Montreal in late 2005. In Montreal, G-77+China initially refused talks on 
future Southern commitments while demanding – resting on article 3.9 of the 
Kyoto protocol – that Annex I would take its full responsibility for combating 
climate change.197 Thus, even though the Brazilian proposal no longer is an agenda 
item at COP, the rationale behind it is very much alive in the negotiations. The 
negotiators at Montreal eventually agreed that talks on the future of the Kyoto 
Protocol, as well as the UNFCCC, were needed. As such, the Montreal meeting 
was in large, as Friends of the Earth Sweden puts it in its Climate News, “a meeting 
about future meetings”.198

COP 11 &  
COP/MOP 1,  
Nov-Dec 2005 

However, if one looks to UN negotiations in general, the identified divide between 
North and South in Montreal has been a reoccurring theme all since the UN 
Conference on the Human Environment (UNCHE) held in Stockholm in 1972.199 
The North, upholding a universalising perspective, has stressed that humanity has 
common interests and that it should work together in finding common solutions. 
The South on the other hand has upheld a differentiating view criticising the ‘one 
world’ perspective. Southern spokespersons have claimed that the world is unequal 
in many aspects and that interest and solutions are unequally distributed too.  
As the Indian based environmental organisation Centre for Science and 
Environment (CSE) proclaimed back in 1991 in a report written by Anil Agarwal 
and Sunita Narain:  

Given this new founded interest in the so-called Our Common Future and future 
generations, it is time for the Third World to ask the West, ‘whose future 
generations are we seeking to protect, the Western World’s or the Third 
World’s’?200  

Consequently, the North has focused on issues such as ozone depletion and global 
warming while the South has wanted to lift such problems as access to safe 
drinking water and local land use degradation. The climate change negotiations all 
too well reflect these tensions where the North has advocated common heritage 
while the South has recommended differentiating responsibilities.201 The 
much-quoted phrase from the Framework Convention, “common but differentiated 
responsibilities”202, encloses both the universalising and differentiating perspective 
but it does not solve the problem of different perceptions of equity creating the 
UNFCCC deadlock in the first place. 
As described above, the seventeenth session of the SBSTA decided that the Body 
should reassess the work on the scientific and methodological aspects of the 

SBSTA 23,  
Nov-Dec 2005 
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Brazilian proposal during its twenty-third session. This session, the twenty-third 
held in Montreal parallel to COP 11 and COP/MOP 1, was to listen to an oral 
report provided by the secretariat. The report should inform on the work done on 
the Brazilian proposal since the seventeenth session. And, also shown above, quite 
some work had been put in to this issue during this period (October 2002 till 
November/December 2005). Still, in the progress report on agenda item 11a (i.e. 
the agenda item regarding the proposal by Brazil), the chairperson’s conclusion, 
and thus the Body’s conclusion, was that “The SBSTA agreed to return to the 
consideration of scientific and methodological aspects of the proposal by Brazil at 
its twenty-fourth session (May 2006).”203 This lack of concern has been explained 
with a full agenda. SBSTA prioritised other issues forcing the Body to postpone its 
consideration on MATCH’s work to the next session. The deferment did not come 
as a surprise to the MATCH group. It knew that the issue would not likely be 
discussed in Montreal but rather at the twenty-fourth SBSTA session due in May 
2006. This left MATCH with another, due to delays, much-needed six months to 
finalise its work.204

A brief look at what happened after Montreal will round off the discussion on 
historical responsibility as presented in this report. 

3.11 Nairobi and beyond 
The work within MATCH continued past its previous deadline. The next expert 
meeting was held in March 2006 (Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium). Discussions during 
the meeting centred on the need to finalise the group’s work, to stake out the road 
ahead and to investigate possibilities to extend MATCH’s mandate. This created a 
forum in which the ambivalence within MATCH became outspoken. Most 
Brazilian representatives argued that the work on paper number two, Attributing a 
fraction of climate change to a nation's historical emissions, clearly hid the 
original intention with the Brazilian proposal for example in that it only reached 
back to 1990 as basis for calculations. They suggested that the work within 
MATCH should, among other things, continue along the present road by extending 
the time scale, fine-tune historic datasets and openly address the concept of 
common but differentiated responsibilities outlined in Article 3 of the UNFCCC. 
Malte Meinshausen (Germany), on the other hand, suggested broadening the scope 
beyond the Brazilian proposal to include other models too and to provide 
policymakers with an apolitical analysis of these models. This was rejected by yet 
another Brazilian, Christiano Pires de Campos, on the grounds that MATCH 
should finalise its original aim before creating new ones.205 This debate, more than 
ever before, show the inborn discord of the discourse between biophysical science 
and political economy, where the last mentioned aspect had tried to gain legitimacy 
for a long period.  

Expert meeting 8,  
March 2006 
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It was agreed that the continuation of these discussions would depend on SBSTA’s 
reaction. A negative reaction would either see the dissolution of the Group, or a 
continuation independent of SBSTA. A positive reaction would create room for 
MATCH to continue discussions on its future.206

When the time had come for the twenty-fourth session of the SBSTA, MATCH had 
applied for and organised a public side event to SBSTA. At this event, held 17 
May, they presented the Group’s findings and discussed possible ways forward. 
The following day the SBSTA considered MATCH’s work in plenary. The Body 
took note of a submission from the governments of Brazil, Germany and the UK – 
the initiators of MATCH – containing a report prepared by Höhne at the MATCH 
secretariat.207 The report concluded, in line with den Elzen’s research team, that the 
scientific uncertainties are less significant in a policy context. However, MATCH 
still requested more time to continue fine-tuning the model and quantify 
uncertainties.208 The SBSTA, expressing appreciation of the work done thus far, 
agreed to this and set a new deadline to the end of October 2007. It was decided 
that the results should be presented at a side event to SBSTA 27 in December 2007. 
This, the Body concluded, would give UNFCCC parties enough time to consider 
the issue before SBSTA 28 (June 2008). It was also expected that this would allow 
enough time to be able to finalise the issue at SBSTA 28.209  

SBSTA 24,  
May 2006 

The response from SBSTA, thus, was somewhat positive. However, the future 
mandate was limited to mid 2008 or soon after. The MATCH-group discussed this 
in Cologne, November 2006. At this meeting the issue of equity or in other words, 
preferred by some on the initiative of scientists from the USA, the issue of how to 
interpret the quantitative results of the group, was discussed to some extent. The 
experts concluded that the new timeframe gave MATCH a possibility to finalise its 
work, but hardly to substantially redefine its scope, e.g. by including a paper on 
equity. However, this decision did not come easy. It is likely that the 
marginalization of equity and the accentuation of science as apolitical will 
continue. The group’s researchers from USA strongly rejected that MATCH should 
work on equity; a topic that they found too politicised and as such would risk their 
mandate of reporting to SBSTA on the subject of methodological and scientific 
aspects of the Brazilian proposal. The Brazilians, on the other hand, thought that 
the idea of writing a paper on how to interpret the findings of MATCH so that 
issues of equity are cared for was very interesting indeed. They noted that it would 
reintroduce the focus on equity, a focus that was the central in the original 
proposal. Eventually it was agreed that some bullet-points on equity were to be 
included in the final report to SBSTA27, however, the group should not cower the 
topic in a separate paper.210  

Expert meeting 9,  
Nov 2006 

Just previous to the meeting in Cologne, the COP held its twelfth session and the 
COP/MOP its second. This took place in November 2006 in the capital of Kenya, 
i.e. Nairobi. Kivutha Kibwana, Minister for the Environment and Natural 
Resources of Kenya, was elected president at COP 12. During a joint meeting of 
COP 12 and COP/MOP 2, Kibwana encouraged “the Parties to pull together as an 

COP 12, 
COP/MOP 2 & 
AWG 2,  
Nov 2006 
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international community and take responsibility for past and present environmental 
misdeeds”211. Even though this is far from discussing an operational version of 
historical responsibility, it is the first time since COP 5 that the issue has come into 
print in an official COP-report. It again shows that the rational behind the concept 
is still alive in negotiations.  
This is strengthened by statements in another important report, namely that of the 
Ad-Hoc Working Group on Further Commitments for Annex I Parties under the 
Kyoto Protocol (AWG). Considering the end of the Kyoto-commitment period is 
drawing nearer it was decided earlier, in Montreal, that this ad-hoc group should be 
founded to work on establishing an agreement on future commitments for Annex I. 
During AWG 2, Brazil and South-Africa respectively reintroduced the concept of 
historical responsibility. The Brazilian delegate José Domingos Gonzalez Miguez, 
author of the updated calculation model published as a technical note in 2000, held 
a presentation before AWG 2 using the original Brazilian proposal.212 The 
explanation for not using an updated version was that he did not intend to present 
any new quantitative results but rather intended to stress the qualitative results, i.e. 
the importance of accounting for historical responsibility.213 By presenting the 
original proposal he implies that it shows the rational behind historical 
responsibility just as good as any updated version.  
The South-African delegation used other sources; according to MATCH-experts 
some were clearly scientifically questionable.214 However, the South-African focus 
seems also to have been on principles rather than robust quantifications. The 
delegation, for example, claim that “Lack on full certainty on all issues [is] not a 
reason for postponing urgent action”215. 
The two presentations urged the AGW to include the principle of historical 
responsibility as an important one in the work to agree on new commitments for 
Annex I parties. In the text of the Group’s report from its second session: 

Equity, fairness and efficiency are key aspects that must guide the determination 
of future commitments. Reviewing historic responsibility and present as well as 
future capabilities can assist in allocating the required overall emission 
reductions to individuals Parties. The polluter-pays principle is also relevant in 
determining the burden sharing.216

AWG’s report again highlights that the rational behind historical responsibility is 
very much alive in the climate change negotiations. This situation leaves the 
history of the concept, as interpreted from UNFCCC documentation, hanging. 
 

4. 
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Concluding Discussion 

This chapter is preoccupied with discussing the main findings of the analysis 
above, to reconnect them to a wider theoretical approach and to sketch what will be 
done in future research. Before turning to all of this, however, one discussion is 
indeed relevant. It connects to how historical responsibility has been defined by 
different commentators and, following this, weather the UNFCCC does or does not 
account for the concept. This is important since I have argued that operational 
versions of historical responsibility have only been discussed in the backwater of 
UNFCCC deliberations on climate change. As mentioned previously, others have 
argued that the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities embrace 
concerns for historical responsibility. It is true that this could be the case, 
depending on how the concept is filled with content in the discursive struggle over 
the preferential right of interpretation. Therefore, a comparison of the common 
definition of historical responsibility and the actual implementation of the principle 
of common but differentiated responsibilities is motivated. 

4.1 Common but Differentiated Responsibilities 
and Historical Responsibility: a Comparison 

One argument has been that the principle of common but differentiated 
responsibilities account for historical responsibility in that it is implemented in the 
divide of states into Annex I parties, which have to take on mitigation 
commitments, and non-Annex I parties that are basically freed from 
commitments.217 In large, the two categories align along what has, in this report, 
been called the global North and South. The springing point than would be how the 
responsibilities are calculated and distributed. 
Historical responsibility is usually defined as the impact of historical GHGs, 
counting since the onset of industrialization, on the current global mean surface air 
temperature (or any other indicator such as sea level rise or temperature increase 
rate). Responsibility for this impact should be distributed on grounds of the country 
specific share of historic contribution to climate change.218

One of the main arguments of the North against this has been that they cannot 
accept responsibility for actions done by their ancestors since they were unknowing 
about the climatic consequences of these actions. It is usually stated that 1990 is 
the crossover point where people or governments become fully aware of the 
climate change issue. The argument for not being responsible of actions previous to 
1990 is, however, gravely undercut by the fact that the North thrives in benefits 
ripened from the era of industrialization while simultaneously neglecting its 
negative effects. 
Nevertheless, even if the Northern argument is accepted and the timeframe for 
historical responsibility is set to 1990 (worth stressing again, such a short 
timeframe hides inequities in the world system created throughout history) the 
UNFCCC and its Protocol fail to operationalise the concept. This is so since the 
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Kyoto Protocol, that is aimed at in detail strengthening the commitments of the 
North regarding timetables and emission targets, make use of grandfathering. This 
means that distribution of commitments within the North is set on a more or less 
arbitrary basis. It is true that the Protocol states that the aggregated Northern 
mitigation should be a 5 percent reduction of GHGs as compared to the levels of 
1990. The reductions should be met during a commitment period stretching from 
2008 to 2012. Historical responsibility would distribute responsibility within 
Annex I (the North) on grounds of their relative effect on the climate in 2008-2012, 
counting from 1990. This is something totally different from grandfathering and 
measuring annual emissions levels as was agreed on during the Kyoto negotiations 
and currently implemented. 

4.2 Observed Symmetries throughout the Discussion Process 
Remembering the focus of this report – how historical responsibility was 
introduced into the negotiations and how it evolved thereafter – there are a few 
symmetries in this process worth observing when summing up the analysis. If one 
is to talk about a discourse on historical responsibility within the climate 
negotiations, these symmetries seem to be due to discursive rules regulating the 
content and discussion-form of the discourse. 

4.2.1 Northern Hegemony  

The fact that those in lead of discussions on historical responsibility within 
UNFCCC has been Northerners, both in numbers and scope, is obvious by the 
analysis above. The quantitative analysis has been complemented with a qualitative 
reading of the reports, many times making it possible to say something about 
inclusiveness both in numbers and in scope.  
Taking the framing of historical responsibility in climate change for granted has 
not been favoured in this report. It is, I think, appropriate to elaborate on what 
would have happened to Southern inclusiveness if the issue would have been 
framed differently in the first place. More research is clearly needed to say 
something more precisely, especially if one wants to quantify this with some 
certainty and within accepted probability ranges. Nevertheless, the framing of 
historical responsibility in the UNFCCC follows the general way of framing 
climate change, i.e. intensely technical, reductionistic and seemingly apolitical. 
Social sciences are, as Stewart Cohen and others claim, attached “virtually as an 
appendage, to a body of work that defines the problem in terms of natural scientific 
approaches. From this perspective, the social science contribution (the humanities 
are rarely invoked) is to analyze the ‘driving forces’, ‘impacts’ and ‘adaptive 
capabilities’ relative to the biophysical phenomenon of global climate change, 
largely divorced from their social context.”219 As discussed elsewhere, this does not 
fit well with the preferred Southern framing. 
However, this conclusion is based on a norm saying that the number of Northern 
and Southern participants should be equal; other axioms could very well have been 
set. For example, the degree of inclusiveness could be measured against 
participation within UNFCCC as a whole. If this is done the Southern inclusiveness 
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in the discussions on historical responsibility in UNFCCC seems to follow the 
general UNFCCC trend, however, the sources compared with are from 2002 and 
lots can have happened since then.220 Anyway, a more adequate question is rather: 
would the participation be the same if the framing would have been different? In 
the perspective of this report the answer is yes, but the question needs, as 
mentioned, more research to say something more valid.  
This report does not reconnect, in any comprehensive manner, to compare the 
participation in discussions on historical responsibility to participation on a more 
general level, such as the UNFCCC, IPCC and other international climate 
institutions. As mentioned, judging from the 2002 study the case fits a general 
trend. However, it is possible as Stewart Cohen suggests that most questions 
relating to climate change within leading international climate institutions are 
biophysically framed from the start. The case of historical responsibility is all the 
more interesting since it, when first discussed in an operational version, had clear 
reconnections to political economic concerns. During that time, the Southern 
participation in the discussion process, at a minimum in terms of numbers, was 
almost equal to that of the Northern. As the framing changed to become purely 
biophysical, this happened soon after the introduction of the Brazilian proposal in 
1997, Southern participation quickly declined. Discussions on political economic 
concerns were probably expected by many Southerners partaking in the first 
UNFCCC expert meeting on the subject. This meeting, however, made clear that 
the issue should be framed biophysically and the next meeting saw a dramatic loss 
in Southern participation. 
Besides, the persons involved in this process themselves indicate that it is not 
perceived as inclusive. As the analysis have shown, they over and over again 
emphasise the need to make the process more inclusive, e.g. by funding travel and 
accommodation for Southerners. This strengthens the idea that the norm of 
inclusiveness is not reached, no matter how fuzzy or distinct, explicit or implicit, 
that norm might be in the eyes of those involved in the process. 
The case of historical responsibility, I would suggest, shows that framing do play 
an important role in affecting participation. This report proposes that Southerners 
are, at a minimum, less involved as a consequence of the biophysical framing; the 
low number of Southerners that partake today can be judged as precisely that, i.e. 
low, if compared to the higher number partaking when the framing of the issue was 
still connected to political economic concerns. Historical responsibility was, after 
all, a proposal from a Southern state anchored in the Southern umbrella group and 
collective negotiating body, G77, but is now mostly discussed by Northerners in an 
expert group which with clear majority resides its meetings in the North.  

4.2.2 Focus on the Brazilian Proposal – Exclusion of other Perspectives 

After the Brazilian proposal was introduced to the parties of the UNFCCC, the 
debate on historical responsibility has been held within its limits. More precise still, 
it has been held within certain parts of the proposal, i.e. those relating to the 
calculation model. On the other hand, the arguments behind historical 
responsibility have been used outside these discussions too, although in a less 
coherent manner and in ways that fall outside the empirical scope of this report. 
Yet, if one wants to discuss historical responsibility in the UNFCCC as more than 

                                                      
220  Cf. José Domingos Gonzales Miguez, 2002; and Donald Brown, undated. 
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principles, it seems impossible to avoid referring to the Brazilian proposal at the 
cost of other, in this context, peripheral approaches. 
Before the Brazilian proposal was introduced, loose discussions on the PPP and 
responsibility for past actions were held. The Brazilian proposal focused this 
discourse, added a chain of equivalence to the principles that gave historical 
responsibility well defined boarders.221 It might be that this was good in the eyes of 
many interested Northern actors since historical responsibility suddenly was more 
than equity; it was a simple climate model too. The politically controversial content 
enclosed by the discourse, i.e. controversial in the eyes of the North all along 
shying discussions related to equity other than in terms of ‘one world’ rhetoric, was 
pushed aside. Thus, the focus on the Brazilian proposal also made it hard to 
reintroduce discussions on equity in relation to historical responsibility. 
Besides all this, the story of the Brazilian proposal is also the story of a 
marginalised policy proposal. In the hands of the SBSTA, the issue turned 
technical. In fact, referring the issue to the SBSTA, as done by COP 3 at Kyoto, 
probably was the first major step in limiting the possibilities to discuss equity. 
Considering SBSTA’s function as advisor on scientific (in its traditional meaning) 
and methodological issues, debate on equity (traditionally seen as outside the scope 
of science) was marginalised. The scientific community followed the path cleared 
by the SBSTA and the UNFCCC secretariat.  
As of yet, the coherent approach dealing with equity, at the nerve of in North-South 
conflicts, in connection to climate modelling has been marginalised. 
Simultaneously, its content referring to equity has been totally excluded from the 
agenda. 
In sum, what is left is a marginalised climate model that everyone have had to refer 
to while discussing historical responsibility in a coherent manner within the 
UNFCCC. Equity, of course, fell behind because of this treatment and the status of 
the Brazilian proposal (being both central in UNFCCC discussions on coherent 
versions of historical responsibility while at the same time marginalised and 
technically framed within UNFCCC-discussions as a whole). 

4.2.3 Historical Responsibility, Biophysical Framing and Discursive Closure 

The overall aim with the technical focus seems to have been to present a model 
based on scientific principles. Objectivity being one of the most important 
corner-stones of the natural science excluded discussions on for example the 
benefit of deliberate simplifications or equity issues which are normally seen as 
more subjective matters. Technicality – in the sense technically professional – and 
objectivity, seemingly guaranteed by technical specialists, are corner-stones in the 
discussion on historical responsibility mirroring the classical perspective on 
science.  
This makes one believe that the norms in large parts of the scientific community 
took overhand over policy discussions. Maybe this was the policymakers’ intention 
when they referred the issue to the Subsidiary Body for Scientific and 
Technological Advice, maybe not. Nonetheless, it sure became the outcome. The 
politically controversial Brazilian proposal was more or less diminished to a 
technical issue, controversial only in the sense that its calculations were perceived 
as inaccurate in reflecting the factual state of things.  
                                                      

221  See Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, 2001, pp. 127-134. 
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It seems like, ever since the third Conference of the Parties referred the issue to the 
SBSTA, it became a technicality – in the sense a mere formality – to continue 
discussions on the matter. This especially holds after the Bonn and Bracknell 
meetings and the feeling is intensified by looking at the headings under which the 
proposal sorted throughout the negotiations. In 1997 the issue got the agenda-status 
as a proposed protocol to the convention. Today it has ended up as one of the 
methodological issues under the Convention, which still is an improvement as 
compared to the earlier reduction to any other matters. In between, the issue has 
had a few other labels. The headings have been as follows in chronological order: 
 
A proposed protocol to the Convention 
Scientific and methodological aspects 
Methodological issues 
Other matters 
Any other matters 
Other matters 
Methodological issues under the Convention 
 
It is also reflected in the way the issue was more or less outsourced, though without 
as is usually done when outsourcing, financing the outsourced work. The 
secretariat basically said anyone who wants to conduct work for the UNFCCC and 
that wants to do it for free – help yourselves but do it our way! Of course, this 
might have been a way of keeping the issue alive within an organization with 
limited funds. Instead of giving up the issue by prioritising something else, it is 
referred to the scientific community in hope of saving it as an agenda item. Yet, if 
the Parties to the Convention wanted, they could of course just as well have 
prioritised the issue in front of other issues.  
The establishment of MATCH only strengthened the biophysical framing of the 
issue. The springing point in the North-South conflict – i.e. equity – was implicitly 
excluded by definition following SBSTA’s recommendations. By now it might be 
that MATCH is too established as an organisation to redefine their terms of 
reference, or that their new deadline constrains their manoeuvrability. However, as 
an active agent the organisation has real power resources to invest in changing 
relations in connection to the North-South divide, power that could start bridging 
this gap. The same, of course, goes for the SBSTA or the UNFCCC trough COP. 
Yet, these institutions might be even more unwieldy. However, they are no mere 
structures acting on governments’ initiatives; they are institutions active in framing 
issues and presenting conceptions of how the world functions.222 As such, they can 
do a difference in forming equitable policy, or at least in creating forums were 
discussions on equity can be aired. 
With this said, the overall conclusion is that the matter on historical responsibility 
was regarded more or less as a technicality, although with some scientific value, 
definitely without real policy value. At least that is how the Brazilian proposal was 
and is handled within the technically oriented and male dominated forum of the 
climate change negotiations. 

                                                      
222  Michael N Barnett and Martha Finnemore, 1999, p. 699. 
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4.2.4 Males Overrepresented 

It has not been the intention of this report to study inclusiveness among categories 
of males and females. But since one cannot avoid noticing the male dominance in 
the discussion process it opens up for discussions relating to equity, in this case 
procedural equity (just as the involvement of Southerners in the discussion process 
is connected to procedural equity). Since most reports from expert meetings on the 
subject contain lists of participants, it has been possible to track the sex-divide in 
numbers. 
 
1)  Informal meeting:  12 out of 12 participants are males.223 
2) Cachoeira Paulista:  12 out of 12 participants are males.224 
3)  Bonn:  13 out of 14 participants are males.225 
4)  Bracknell:  19 out of 22 conducting presentations are males.226 
5)  Berlin:  36 out of 43 participants are males.227 
6)  Cologne:  15 out of 21 participants are males.228 
7) Rio de Janeiro:  16 out of 21 participants are males.229 
8)  Reading: 16 out of 20 participants are males.230 
9)  Louvain-la-Neuve: 13 out of 16 participants are males.231 
10)  Cologne 14 out of 19 participants are males.232

 
This shows that it is men that discuss, women are gravely underrepresented. 
However, one should remember that this is based on a 50/50 norm, i.e. stipulating 
that women and men should participate equally as much in these discussions. This 
is not necessarily the best way of measuring inclusiveness but it could be argued 
that an ideal norm should be an equal share of influence based on the fact that the 
world is inhabited by an almost equal share of men and women. The divide 
between men and women could, however, be based on other rationales such as 
claiming that women should have a higher influence on negotiations in comparison 
to men due to the fact, according to some, that women suffer harder from 
environmental change then men.233

Besides, one should also remember that this is a quantitative analysis; it shows 
inclusiveness in numbers but could only, at the best, indicate inclusiveness in 
scope. However, at a minimum one can say that, in terms of numbers, women are 
underrepresented relative men and gravely so. 

                                                      
223  Report of the Informal Meeting on the Evaluation of the Brazilian proposal during COP-4 (Buenos Aries), 1998, p. 1. 
224  Report on the Expert Meeting on the Brazilian proposal – Scientific Aspects and Data Availability, 1999, in The Brazilian proposal 

and Other Options for International Burden Sharing – An Evaluation of Methodological and Policy Aspects using the FAIR Model 
edited by: Michel den Elzen et al., p. 5. 

225  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 14 (Bonn, 2001) – Information Document, 2001, pp. 11. 
226  Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 17 (New Delhi, 2002) – Methodological Issues, 2002, pp. 26. 
227  MATCH expert meeting (Berlin, 2003) – Report, 2003, pp. 22. 
228  MATCH expert meeting (Cologne, 2004) – Report, 2004, p. 11. 
229  MATCH expert meeting (Rio de Janeiro, 2005) – Report, 2005, p. 13. 
230  MATCH expert meeting (Reading, 2005) – Report, 2005, p. 8. 
231  MATCH expert meeting (Louvain-la-Neuve, 2006) – Report, 2006, Meeting report of the ad-hoc group for the modelling and 

assessment of contributions to climate change (MATCH) – 13 to 14 March 2006, p. 10. 
232  MATCH expert meeting (Cologne, 2006) – Report, 2006, Meeting report of the ad-hoc group for the modelling and assessment of 

contributions to climate change (MATCH) – 27 to 28 November 2006, p. 10. 
233  Cf. Carolyn Merchant, 1999. 
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What this means for the outcome of discussions on historical responsibility within 
the UNFCCC is hard to say, but being one telling feature of the discussion process 
it has been hard to ignore and it has certainly implications in relation to equity.  
Contextualised with a feminist angle of approach – for example the eco-feminist 
approach suggested by Carolyn Merchant, saying that males are more technically 
oriented and fragmenting and more inclined to dominate nature than women – 
these statistics could certainly be interpreted with interesting results in connection 
to how the issue of historical responsibility has been handled within UNFCCC as 
well as theoretical consequences on how nature is treated. Interestingly, the 
women/men divide line up against the South/North divide in that the South has 
preferred a framing with clear similarities to the framing preferred by women and 
vice versa. This could open up for cooperation between women seeking female 
empowerment in the climate regime and Southern interest groups and states 
seeking to put equity on the agenda. 
Interesting as it might be, the topic is left at this; the issue clearly needs more 
research to gain in validity. Though, the reader should keep in mind that the 
overrepresentation of males opens up for discussions on yet another equity issue. 
This one divided along the lines of male and female rather than North and South. 
The discourse on historical responsibility within UNFCCC (and for much of the 
UN negotiations in general) is equally successful in excluding women as in 
excluding Southern participation. It is also interesting to note that, at the UN level 
of the world system, the exclusion of women seem to cut across the North-South 
divide. It give the impression of being a global hegemony worthwhile studying to 
find ways to enhance the inclusiveness of women. While the South has organised 
itself around the G-77, although promising exceptions exists, women has of yet 
been unable to succeed in doing something of the like, on many issues of climate 
change possibly struggling against men rather then with them. 

4.2.5 Some Points in Summary 

From this discussion follows some concluding points that can be summarised as 
follows: 
The Brazilian proposal was central in discussions on historical responsibility but 
marginalised within UNFCCC as a whole and framed in a biophysical manner. 
Since all discussions on coherent versions of historical responsibility have to refer 
to the Brazilian proposal, they too become marginalised because there simply has 
not been any other forum to discuss coherent versions of historical responsibility 
than that connected to the Brazilian proposal and the SBSTA.  
Since the discursive rules in this forum framed the issue in a biophysical manner, 
all discussions on coherent versions of historical responsibility automatically 
became technical too. Discussions on equity were simply suffocated. But it is also 
true that those engaged in elaborations on coherent versions of historical 
responsibility, with the exclusion of Brazil and to a lesser degree a few other 
Southern countries (most notably China), came from Northern countries and that 
they seemingly did not do much to redefine the issue to include a political 
economic framing. The biophysical framing was strong indeed, and it successfully 
excluded peripheral critique. 
From all of this follows that the main argument for disregarding the Brazilian 
proposal as a serious alternative to a burden-sharing mechanism seems to have 
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been that it is too technically complex and scientifically uncertain. The biophysical 
framing of Brazil’s version of historical responsibility – as of yet the only coherent 
version openly discussed by the international climate change negotiators – has been 
and is indeed very strong. 
Ironically, the technological focus – biophysical framing in form of a focus on 
accurate calculation models – is in it self a technology, a design of discussion or 
discursive feature, that confines talks on equity. This feature of the discourse on 
historical responsibility in UNFCCC has, as shown, been repeatedly reproduced all 
since 1997, i.e. ever since the time when the concept was introduced by the 
government of Brazil.  
The perspective that technologies confine equity, thus, can refer to both the 
discussed matters within the discourse as well as the design of the discussion 
process as such. A powerful combination – the focus on technologies being a 
technology in it self – that increased in power when institutionalised in the 
incarnation of MATCH.  

4.3 Historical Responsibility and World System and Dependency 
As environmental historian Björn-Ola Linnér and policy researcher Merle Jacob 
states: “through the use of an analytical framework one can select a small number 
of significant observations to illustrate a broader point”234. However subjective the 
choice of an analytical framework might be, in practice it can function as a way of 
enhancing the understanding of an issue. As discussed by so many discursive 
theorists, the impossible task of reaching the objective truth – to present a 
simulacrum or copy – opens up for the production of the object. In other words, the 
researcher cannot produce perfect copies since they simply do not exist. The object 
is beyond reach. What we see is in fact different productions of the object making 
the object simultaneously become many subjects constantly discursively 
reproduced. As a result thereof the researcher can only present subjective truths 
that, however, still hold explanatory keys of great value when trying to understand 
an object of study. Even if presented in different guise, according to these theories, 
it is after all the only method available to us.  
One way of extending the analysis of historical responsibility in UNFCCC is, 
therefore, to connect it to different theoretical approaches. One such will be 
explored in what follows, namely the World System and Dependency (WSD) 
approach. In the future research, other approaches will be applied and developed 
too. 
The WSD approach was chosen due to the match between the subjective story, as 
represented by the narrative above – ideally equal to the object of study –, and the 
theoretical approach. The fit, of course, can be explained by the choice of 
analytical categories in focus of this report but this fact does not concern the 
illuminative gains with reconnecting the findings with the chosen context. The 
choice of analytical categories rather connects to the angle of presentation which, 
in perspective of this report, constitutes the basis of all research (including 
science). Again worth stressing; subjective stories do not present the truth but one 
explanatory truth. 
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4.3.1 World System and Dependency and ‘Environmental Colonialism’ 

WSD theory is a nuanced perspective with many different approaches. However, 
the different approaches have some common ground. WSD, thus, can be 
characterised by some core assumptions. In what follows they are outlined in brief. 
The present world economy makes up a hierarchy with a core and periphery. The 
periphery is dependent upon the core through what has been described as 
neo-colonial world trade and financial relations, and neo-imperialistic geopolitics. 
The foundations of this world system arose during the 16th and 17th century, 
particularly in the European expansion and creation of an international market 
oriented world trade. Countries can belong to either the core or periphery, and 
grades of these, and they can move up and down in the world system hierarchy. 
Through use of the capitalistic system – especially strategies maximising benefits 
from enticing transnational corporations to perform preferred actions – developing 
countries can achieve metropolitan status while others might decay to dependent 
positions. However, the actual system – the stratified hierarchy of core and 
periphery – relates to the capitalistic world-market system and it will not change 
unless radical restructurings of the economic system take place.235  
The postmodern critique has redefined some of these assumptions. The geographic 
divide of countries achieving structural positions in the world system hierarchy has 
been described as too simple a categorisation. The core-periphery relation cuts 
across geographical boundaries and instead manifests itself in international social 
divisions. However, if generalised, countries still reflect some notions of a core and 
periphery in the world system. Economically rich countries of the global North 
generally inhabit more people belonging to the social stratification described as 
metropolitan or core. What further is, although the countries of the global South 
generally contain metropolitan elites, they inhabit much more dependent people 
than do countries of the North. The use of geographical North/South categories 
holds even more for climate change negotiations. Even though some countries 
might be more or less dependent, the global South has formed coalitions that 
underline their position in the world system, a position that to a large degree form 
arguments and possibilities in the negotiations. The same holds for the global 
North. Since the core-periphery relation is perceived as inequitable by the South it 
has, to a large part, also created North-South distrust in climate change 
negotiations.236

Therefore, the WSD approach can very well be integrated to climate change 
negotiations and the issue of historical responsibility. In 1991 the Southern based 
environmental pressure group Centre of Science and Environment (CSE) 
commented on the report World Resources 1990-91 – A Guide to the Global 
Environment prepared by the US based “environmental think tank”237 called World 
Resource Institute (WRI): 

Its main intention seems to be to blame developing countries for global warming 
and perpetuate the current global inequality in the use of the earth’s environment 
and its resources238  

                                                      
235  Ankie Hoogvelt, 2001, pp. 56-60; B C Smith, 2003, Understanding Third World Politics – Theories of Political Change and 

Development, pp. 75-107; and Björn-Ola Linnér and Merle Jacob, 2005, p. 404. 
236  Ankie Hoogvelt, 2001, pp. 56-60; and Björn-Ola Linnér and Merle Jacob, 2005, p. 404 
237  Website: World Resource Institute, www.wri.org, 17 03 2006 
238  Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain, 1991, p. 1. 
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The CSE stress that the WRI have overemphasised emissions from deforestation 
and rice production while downplaying emissions from burning of fossil fuels.239 
They also stress that no separation of “survival emissions” as compared to “luxury 
emissions” have been done.240 Even further, that calculating per capita emissions 
show that, for example India with 16.2 per cent of the world’s population in 1990, 
used six per cent of the world’s capacity to absorb CO2 while the same figures for 
the USA was 4.7 and 26. According to CSE, these figures are heightened by the 
“historical inequity”241 of consumption patterns and GHG emissions making 
North’s proportion of responsibility even higher, in fact much higher.242

With this in mind, stressing the importance of global action – which is one of the  
reoccurring demands from USA – could easily be interpreted as extending the old 
imperial relationship between the North and South only cast in a new disguise. This 
is exactly how many Southern commentators, including CSE, have understood 
Northern ‘one world’ rhetoric. They label these Northern demands on Southern 
action environmental colonialism.243 Heidi Bachram notes that on “almost all levels 
of emissions trading, colonial and imperialistic dimensions exist. […] The 
dynamics of emissions trading […] is a modern incarnation of a dark colonial 
past.”244 The CSE in particular claims that this form of neo-colonialism in large 
part can continue unimpeded due to a lack of knowledge producing capacity in the 
South, which again leads to a discussion on the importance of framing.245

4.3.2 Disparities in Knowledge Production 

This led the CSE to request Southern based climate change research. Anil Agarwal 
and Sunita Narain at CSE write that the emergence of carbon colonialism 
“emphasises the fact that Third World nations must undertake their own research in 
this area. They cannot depend on Western institutions to present a true picture of 
the global situation and safeguard their interests.”246   
Agarwal and Narain are backed by many others247, not least Linnér and Jacob. 
They have pointed out that the South possesses neither scientific infrastructure nor 
capacity to be able to participate in negotiations with a successful outcome. This 
holds for international negotiations in general and the climate change negotiations 
in particular. In the global warming context, Linnér and Jacob identify two reasons 
for this being the case: Firstly, the expensive investment in equipment and skilled 
labour needed to be able to conduct research on global warming and, secondly, the 
biophysical framing upheld by the North on expense of a political economic 
framing preferred by the South.248

If the problem is presented in this manner, both sides need to notice that the 
discussion is on values and power relations – politics – not facts. Facts are a fraud 
in international negotiations, heavily invested with power-relations. Facts are 
                                                      

239  Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain, 1991, p. 3. 
240  Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain, 1991, p. 5. 
241  Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain, 1991, p. 22. 
242  Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain, 1991, p. 22. 
243  Michael Grubb, 1999, p. 99; Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain, 1991, p. 1 and passim; and Heidi Bachram, 2004, “Climate Fraud and 

Carbon Colonialism – The New Trade in Greenhouse Gases” Capitalism Nature Socialism: 15(4), (pp. 2-16), p. 1 and passim. 
244  Heidi Bachram, 2004, p. 16. 
245  Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain, 1991, pp. 23-24. 
246  Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain, 1991, pp. 23-24. 
247  See for example Herrmann Ott et al., 2004, South-North Dialogue on Equity in the Greenhouse – A proposal for an Adequate and 

Equitable Global Climate Agreement, pp. 35; and MATCH expert meeting (Cologne, 2004) – Report, 2004, p. 5. 
248  Björn-Ola Linnér and Merle Jacob, 2005, p. 410. 
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carefully produced and selected, giving political arguments an aura of objectivity. 
The capacity to produce such facts mostly lies in the hands of the North, giving 
Northern countries advantageous bargaining power resources that reproduce 
material North-South inequalities in the climate change negotiations’ discursive 
struggle on historical responsibility. In other words, the world system of peripheral 
(Southern) states that depend economically on core (Northern) states reproduces 
itself in climate change negotiations.  
Maria Silvia Muylaert de Araujo with colleagues at the University of Rio de 
Janeiro concludes that in connection to historical responsibility it is “necessary to 
show which gases are really important not only in terms of the climate system but 
also in terms of development patterns.”249 This fits very well into the above 
discussions. Researchers from the South highlight the development dimension of 
environmental issues trying to introduce equity into the biophysical framing 
favoured by the North. Muylaert de Araujo with colleagues proceed to say: 
“although a tCeq [ton carbon dioxide equivalent] is not different for the global 
warming, it can be associated to different consumption patterns.” In short, 
emissions of CO2 from, to use Carolyn Merchant’s categories, subsistence-oriented 
economies should be weighted less than market-oriented emissions’ sources.250 The 
discussion is highly simplified but the point is clear: if one wants to move beyond 
the North-South divide in discussions on historical responsibility, or in climate 
change more generally, there is a need for a political economic framing besides the 
biophysical ditto. As Micahel Grubb puts it: the Kyoto “Protocol’s biggest failings 
simply reflect the basic North-South divide in the UN system itself.”251 Grubb goes 
on to say that it is not easy to formulate any credible alternatives. “One principle 
has, however, succeeded in at least engaging the attention of many developing 
countries, though outside the negotiating process. In its general form, this is the 
idea that allocations should be ‘equitable’.”252 It is this kind of framing that is 
sought after by Southern researchers: a framing that reaches beyond the 
biophysical and focuses on underlying scientific assumptions with implications for 
equity, and a perspective that highlights the world system and its inborn 
dependencies.253

This ought to be valuable knowledge considering the struggle for inclusiveness 
across the North-South divide, inclusiveness that was lost in discussions on 
historical responsibility after the first UNFCCC expert meeting on the Brazilian 
proposal (the Bonn meeting). If the North seeks inclusiveness as well as Southern 
participation in the struggle to combat climate change, they need to acknowledge 
Southern demands on equity. Otherwise the divide will most likely continue 
unabridged. In fact, if the reasoning of WSD is taken for real, there ought to be a 
need to restructure the whole world system to achieve well-founded equity. In 
other words, radical changes of the world system are needed to undermine 
disparities in capacity between North and South that accumulate power resources 
in the North at the expense of the South, generating dependency and creating 
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distrust across the divide.254 The climate change negotiations could very well 
constitute a start towards a more equitable world system. 
In short, concerning the case of historical responsibility, the world system and 
dependency approach highlights connections between the following: a) the world 
system; b) disparities in capacity between North and South; c) a biophysical 
framing; d) ever more need for expertise and equipment; and e) Northern 
dominance in the discussion process. 
Using the metaphor of a viscous circle visualises how a circle ranging from ‘a’ to 
‘e’ promote non-inclusiveness across the North-South divide. Although the 
circle-metaphor admittedly is simplified, given that it hides dialectics behind logic 
of cause-effect, it can help in illustrating some of the identified problems. The 
picture is probably more complicated. The need for equipment and expensive 
expertise, for example, also seems to produce possibilities for disparities to exist in 
this matter as well as reaffirms the biophysical framing favoured by Northerners in 
the world system; the same system that gives the North means to invest in capacity 
enhancing additional disparities in ditto. In fact it seems like all the pieces of the 
circle are more or less interchangeable, i.e. could be put in almost any order while 
the viscous effect on inclusiveness still holds true.   
Nevertheless, the metaphor highlights some sectors of real importance to the 
inclusiveness of international negotiations. It also implies very strong 
power-relations in need of being dismantled. Although I shy using the concept of a 
‘last instance’, if matters are brought to a head the ‘world system’ seems like one 
such. The present inequalities in capacity and the Northern rhetorical advantage 
seem inherent in the world system even though they also constitute the like. This 
might not be surprising considering the ‘world system’ is a very inclusive concept 
yet one of the main merits with the approach, one thinks, is that it highlights global 
power relations and hierarchies allowing some to explore others. If this seemingly 
endemic exploration should be abolished the world system much change. Historical 
responsibility could constitute one step in the direction of changing this prevailing 
order. In any case, the order of the world system can help explain why the framing 
preferred by the North is successful in gaining legitimacy in UNFCCC discussions 
on historical responsibility; the world system is simply mirrored in the UNFCCC. 

4.4 Future research 
The future research on historical responsibility in the UNFCCC will be part of a 
project that investigate what role, if any, science plays in determining who gets 
what and when in climate policy. The title of the project is “Who gets what, how 
and when: the biography of historical responsibility and emissions trade in climate 
policy” and is funded by Formas, the Swedish Research Council for Environment, 
Agricultural Sciences and Spatial Planning. Climate policy is considered to be one 
of the most science driven policy areas because of the indispensability of science to 
the identification and definition of as well as solution to the problem. The project 
studies how science has been used to forward or impede parties’ interests in the 
negations, and the consequences of this usage for current and future agreements. 
The empirical referents of the study are two cases which have had radically 
different levels of success in climate policy negotiations: carbon trading and the 
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case focused on in this report, i.e. historical responsibility. The cases are analyzed 
as examples of instantiations two environmental discourses: ecological 
modernisation and sustainable development.  
Extant trading schemes may work differently but they all embody a general 
polluter pay principle. Historical responsibility rests on the argument that Annex I 
countries are historically liable for a greater portion of the emissions that 
contributed to the present situation and should therefore take on greater 
commitments. Carbon trading and historical responsibility are two significant cases 
for understanding the politics of climate policy and the way in which science 
figures as a resource in this political discussion. 
Comments on this, and on the rest of the report, are of immense value.  
 
 

5. 
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Summary of Conclusions 

Although historical responsibility has a longer history in climate change 
negotiations, the 1997 Brazilian proposal to the Kyoto negotiations was the first 
time an operational version of the concept received substantial attention by the 
UNFCCC. Since then, the biophysical aspects of the proposal have been discussed 
within UNFCCC at the expense of aspects relating to equity. Technologies 
confining discussions on equity have blocked dialogue that could constitute the 
base for effective global and sustainable governance. This is not saying that the 
work done by scientists in acknowledging that climate change is problematic and, 
in this case, enhancing climate models is unimportant. However, it is to say that in 
the case of historical responsibility, excluding discussions on equity by 
concentrating on technical issues and efficiency is appalling. The climate change 
negotiations stall precisely on antagonisms around equity, not technical 
uncertainties.255

Technical complexity could possibly have been a justifiable argument for shying 
policy decisions based on historical responsibility. However, this argument does 
not hold in comparison to the Kyoto protocol. The ‘too-technically-complex’ 
argument falls with the complexity of the Kyoto protocol. If the intergovernmental 
community had sought a very simple agreement – if a simple agreement is at all 
possible to achieve in the climate change regime – the Brazilian proposal could 
have been rejected on the grounds of being too complex. As it is, a simple protocol 
has simply not been negotiated. As shown in action, by agreeing on the Kyoto 
protocol, the rhetoric of marginalising historical responsibility within the UNFCCC 
is inappropriate. Still, concerning the UNFCCC discourse on historical 
responsibility this rhetoric was and is successful in confining equity behind a fog of 
technology. The approach of world system and dependency gives one possible 
explanation as to why this was and is possible. 
The world system and dependency approach highlights connections between a) the 
world system; b) disparities in capacity between North and South; c) a biophysical 
framing; d) ever more need for expertise and equipment; and e) Northern 
dominance in the discussion process. This circle of knowledge disparities in a 
world system dominated by the global North is indeed vicious to the issue of equity 
and to inclusiveness. 
If Northern negotiators recognise the lack of addressing equity as a central issue 
that has to be resolved, historical responsibility constitutes a good foundation in 
considering equity in the climate change regime since it lifts many aspects of 
equity in an open and transparent manner. Giving historical responsibility a fresh 
start in the climate change regime would constitute a firm base for further 
discussions on the concept and on equity principles in general. However, all 
involved would have to agree to the fact that it is different views on equity that is at 
the centre of the conflicts. Equity will have to be weighted at least as equally 
important as the technical discussions; total accuracy will not be achieved in, for 
example, relation to historical datasets so tradeoffs between equity and accuracy 
are necessary. Arriving at this conclusion in the climate change negotiations would 
probably mean that historical responsibility would start becoming perceived as a 
more pragmatic concept than it is today. Since historical responsibility can 
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combine a biophysical approach with that of a political economic ditto, it ought to 
have a high potential both as a node for creating dialogue across the North-South 
divide and as a basis for an inclusive and equitable agreement. However, to begin 
with this presupposes fresh discussions on equity, something that motivates 
creation of new forums in the UNFCCC where discussions can start anew. As such, 
historical responsibility can very well play the role in bridging the North-South 
conflict and to further climate change negotiations beyond 2012. 
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