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Climate’s last-chance saloon?
From the 31 October to 11 November 2021, Glasgow will host the 26th United Nations 
Climate Change Conference, which includes the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change Conference of the Parties (UNFCCC, COP26). The Covid-19 pandemic 
delayed this crucial international conference for a year. What should we expect from the 
Glasgow gathering? Cameron Dunn shares his thoughts

COP26

IPCC Sixth Assessment Report
COP26 is happening during the period when the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is 
due to publish its sixth assessment report (AR6). The 
first report, AR1, was published in 1990. The first part 
of AR6, ‘Climate Change 2021: The Physical Science 
Basis’, gave a stark warning about the impacts of global 
warming and the chances of limiting warming to only 
1.5°C. The UN secretary general described the report 
as ‘a code red for humanity’. AR6, and the earlier IPCC 
special report SR15, provide the widely respected 
scientific consensus for the deliberations in Glasgow.

COP25 and the ‘ratchet 
mechanism’
The 2015 Paris Agreement introduced the concept 
of nationally determined contributions (NDCs), 
i.e. intended national plans for emissions which 

One or two extreme weather events over time do 
not ‘prove’ that global warming and climate 
change is happening. However, in the last decade 

extreme weather events do seem to be happening more 
often and there is an increased willingness by scientists 
and the media to link these, directly, to the impacts of 
global warming:
• In July 2021, 150–200 mm of rain fell in parts 

of Germany and Belgium, causing catastrophic 
flooding that resulted in at least 240 deaths and 
caused over €10 billion of damage.

• In June and July 2021, a crippling ‘heat dome’ 
brought record high temperatures to the Pacific 
northwest of Canada and the USA, described by 
some as a 1-in-1,000 year event.
Wildfires, recording-breaking tropical cyclones, 

heatwaves and floods in the last few years combine to 
give a sense that the world’s climate is changing.
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contribute to an overall global reduction in emissions. 
COP26 is the first chance to review these NDCs 
and submit enhanced ones, to ‘rachet-up’ emissions 
reductions with the aim of mitigating more warming. 
Consequently, the key metric to watch is how much 
further countries are prepared to go compared to their 
2015 Paris emissions reduction pledges. 

Danger of derailment?
There is a significant danger that different global 
concerns could derail climate change action. COP26 
was planned long before the pandemic. Many 
governments may feel their priority should be post-
pandemic economic recovery as well as building 
resilience to the future, largely unknown, course of the 
pandemic. This — and other future global or national 
crises — could easily force climate change action down 
the agenda for governments and policymakers. Many 
would argue that having ‘kicked the can down the 
road’ on climate so many times in the past, that there 
is a high risk this will simply happen again.

1.5°C limit
COP25, hosted by Paris in 2015, led to an agreement 
to limit global warming to 1.5°C above pre-industrial 
levels. Figure 1 shows that this target looks unlikely to 
be met, even with drastic action to reduce methane and 
carbon dioxide emissions. Warming since 1960 has not 

Questions
1 As the UK is hosting COP26, does it have a 

responsibility to set an ambitious NDC and set an 
example to other nations?

2 To what extent do less economically developed 
nations need financial and technical support 
from rich nations to help achieve both emissions 
reductions and human development?

Further research

The COP26 website, where you can explore 
proposals and evaluate outcomes:  
https://ukcop26.org/ 

The IPCC SR15 report, which is important in framing 
the desire to keep global warming to +1.5°C or less: 
https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/ 

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

been consistent. There was an unfortunate ‘pause’ in 
the decade 2000–10, perhaps leading to a false sense of 
security and inaction.

Warming since 2010 has been rapid, so that 
temperatures are now +1.0°C above the 1900–2000 
average. Existing actions to reduce emissions, agreed in 
Paris, are likely to limit warming to between +2.1°C and 
+2.9°C — some way short of the 1.5°C target. COP26 
in Glasgow needs to persuade nations of the need to 
make more drastic and rapid emissions reductions.

COP26 is crucial for geographers because global 
warming has the potential to affect water supply, food 
supply, biodiversity, natural hazards and so many other 
aspects of our subject. So prepare yourself to track the 
progress of the conference in the autumn.
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you thinkFigure 1 Global land and ocean surface 

temperature anomaly 1960–2020 (°C)
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