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Global politics 

How successful was COP26? 
Global warming and the subsequent environmental degradation that has resulted from industrialisation 
has become one of the most significant challenges to global security in the twenty-first century. Six 
years after the 2015 Paris Agreement, world leaders gathered in Glasgow for a 2-week conference to 
discuss the necessary steps required to address the challenges faced by climate change. In this 
article, the key successes and limitations of COP26 are assessed. 

International cooperation and shared commitments 
In the past, climate change summits were plagued with the ‘politics of blame’, as nation-states failed to 
grasp the urgency of keeping emissions low. Competing state development goals hampered further 
progress. COP26 has been heralded with ‘keeping the spirit alive’ of limiting global warming to a 
maximum of 1.5°C. 

The summit is evidence of the possibility of international cooperation on a global level. The two largest 
emitters of pollution, the USA and China, agreed to work together on climate matters, despite rising 
tension over Taiwan. It’s not just the hegemonic powers that have signalled their support for the goals 
of COP26. Over 190 nations agreed to the Glasgow Climate Pact, which includes slashing emissions 
to 45% by 2030 in order to achieve the 1.5°C target. In addition, further pledges were made to reduce 
the rate of methane emissions by 30% and to halt and reverse deforestation by 2030.  

The north–south divide 
While such pledges were welcomed, COP26 also highlighted divisions between the global north and 
south. China and Russia only managed to tweak their 2030 targets, while others, such as Brazil and 
Mexico, weakened earlier promises. The president of COP26, Alok Sharma, asked attendees to 
‘consign coal power to history’, yet — despite recognition of over-reliance on coal — some developing 
nations claimed they would continue to use fossil fuels until the 2040s. The pact ended up watering 
down the original goal of ‘phasing out’ fossil fuels, amending the wording to ‘phasing down’. Even so, 
COP26 is the first time that specific reference has been made to reducing the use of coal power, and 
this should be seen as an important achievement. 

The role of finance 
Among the successes of the summit was the promise by over 450 financial institutions to align their 
goals with net-zero emissions by 2050. This, however, was overshadowed by the shortage of money 
required for such adaptation measures. The question of the required $100 billion is delayed until 2023. 
The United Nations Environment Programme puts the estimated figure for adaptation at $70 billion per 
year, with the expectation that this will rise in the next decade. 
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The biggest disappointment from the perspective of poorer developing nations was the failed proposal 
to set up a loss-and-damage fund, in which developed countries would financially assist and 
compensate developing nations. Poorer nations have called on richer nations to facilitate funding for 
successful adaptation but such calls, including the loss-and-damage fund, have been blocked by 
wealthier, more powerful nations. 

Enforcement measures 
Realists would argue that international institutions such as the UN lack enforcement powers and that 
most nation-states will continue to place their self-interest above the common good. This is highlighted 
best in the ‘tragedy of the commons’. Critics argue that authority for legislation and enforcement is 
dispersed among some 190 sovereign states, none of which are legally obliged to commit to promises 
made in Glasgow. Though some dispute of interest is expected at these summits, without an authority 
capable of making decisions and enforcing them on dissenting groups, it is difficult to see how states 
will remain accountable for their emission levels. 

Attempts at transparency 
COP26 has highlighted the increasing importance of dialogue and transparency between nation-states 
but also within the private sector, which has come under scrutiny from consumers and investors alike. 
They too are expected to show commitment to net-zero targets in an attempt to increase their 
legitimacy. Part of the proposed measures include frequent publication of timetables and emission 
levels that would be accessible to all, yet this may not be enough to push reluctant states to ramp up 
efforts at cutting emissions by 2030. 

Inclusivity 
On the final morning of the summit, hundreds of global civil society representatives walked out in 
protest, joined by those that had gathered outside the conference, demanding ‘a voice for the people’. 
One of those present, Ta’Kaiya Blaney, favoured a more radical approach to tackling climate change 
which moves away from the shallow ecology that is designed to work alongside free-market liberal 
capitalism. Such voices have largely been left out of the political dialogue. 

COP26 has been criticised for marginalising the voices of women, young people and those that are 
most vulnerable to the effects of climate change across the world. Their exclusion has been 
contrasted to the inclusion of a sizeable number of lobbyists representing the fossil fuel industry. 
Charities working with local communities have highlighted the fact that minority ethnic groups are 
much more likely to live in areas with high air pollution and will be hardest hit by climate policies. 
Excluding their stories may prevent a more holistic and innovative approach to tackling climate change 
from emerging. 

A call to action 
UN Secretary-General Guterres’s closing conference speech called on world leaders to ‘keep pushing 
forward’, but the reality is that the terms of the pact are anything but solid. Only time will tell if the 
commitment to mitigation, adaptation and finance will reflect the spirit of COP26, or if environmental 
global governance will be doomed to failure, as power politics takes to the stage once more. 



 

Hodder & Stoughton © 2022 www.hoddereducation.co.uk/politicsreview 

 

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/politicsreview 

Student activity 
1. Research one civil society group that campaigns for climate change. What successes and/or 

failures have they had? 

2. In your opinion, what is the biggest challenge faced by nation-states in tackling climate 
change? What does this tell us about the prospects of environmental global governance? 
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