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Is the 1.5°C pledge dead?
Evaluating COP26

Climate conferences hardly have catchy titles. 
Major meetings of the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC) are called a Conference of the Parties, or 
‘COP’ for short. The ‘parties’ are the 197 countries that 
have signed up to the 1992 UNFCCC launched at that 
year’s Earth Summit in Rio. COP26, in Glasgow, was 
widely trailed as the ‘last-chance saloon’ to get a deal 
that would limit global warming to only 1.5°C. So now 
that COP26 is over, where are we?

Previous COPs
Some progress was made at earlier COPs. COP3 led to 
the 1997 Kyoto Protocol agreement between developed 
countries and its commitments to begin the process 
of stabilising, or reducing, some emissions. COP15 
in Copenhagen in 2009 was perhaps the first ‘global’ 
COP widely reported by mainstream media and raising 
the profile of global warming as an issue. COP21 in 
Paris in 2015 created a new mechanism — Nationally 
Determined Contributions (NDCs) — to encourage CL
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The COP26 climate conference in Glasgow was billed as the ‘last-chance saloon’ to 
reach an agreement on limiting global warming to 1.5°C. How successful were the 
discussions? Cameron Dunn takes a look

countries to set emissions reduction targets (pledges). 
Glasgow, it was hoped, would ‘ratchet-up’ these NDC 
pledges and move the world closer to the goal of 
limiting warming to only +1.5°C.
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Is everyone on the same page?
Disappointingly, some key players didn’t make it in 
person to COP26, notably Vladimir Putin and Xi 
Jinping. Russia and China collectively account for 35% 
of global annual carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions, 
and the absence of their leaders perhaps weakened 
the likelihood of a breakthrough agreement. India’s 
Narendra Modi pledged to make India carbon ‘net zero’ 
by 2070 — close to 50 years in the future (India’s CO2 
emissions have doubled, to 2.6 gigatonnes per year, 
in less than 15 years). Strikingly, only six countries 
accounted for 60% of global CO2 emissions in 2020 
(see Figure 1). Serious action on emissions reduction 
requires these nations to sign up. In the final COP26 
agreement pledges to phase out coal use were weakened, 
angering some delegations.

Questions
1 Should rich countries transfer money to 

developing and emerging countries to help those 
countries become low-carbon? Is this a rich 
country’s responsibility?

2 How important is it that world leaders attend 
COP meetings? Would more progress be made if 
only scientists and technocrats attended?

3 How helpful is it to ‘name and shame’ countries 
that don’t set ambitious targets? Does this just 
make agreement less likely?

Further research

The IPCC’s Sixth Assessment Report (AR6) published 
in parts across 2021–2022:  
www.tinyurl.com/9zbaz6rf

Climate Action Tracker allows you to compare the 
progress of selected countries in terms of emissions 
reduction targets:  
(https://climateactiontracker.org).

The 1.5°C warming limit?
COP26 did not take enough action to limit warming to 
only 1.5°C. However, some progress was made on the 
2015 Paris Agreement. In the next few years it may be 
possible to persuade countries to improve their NDCs 
— 1.5°C isn’t yet dead, but neither is it in good health. 
Figure 2 compares both the 2015 Paris Agreement and 
COP26 Glasgow agreement and shows that COP26 is 
closer to the 1.5°C but still some way short of it. Much 
more significant emissions reductions, especially in 
terms of coal use and a financial mechanism to help 
developing and emerging countries transition to a 
low-carbon future, will be needed quickly to keep 
+1.5°C alive.
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Figure 2 Comparison of emissions pathways and 
future temperatures
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