
 

‘Paris: Miracle or Disaster? What next?’  

Free University of Slawit (19/1/16), Red and Green Club (21/1/16)  

I’d like to give you a short presentation on the Paris climate deal that was concluded less than 

forty days ago. To have 195 nations sign up to a deal recognising the need to take action on 

climate change was certainly historic. Nevertheless, there’s widespread recognition, including 

among many of the signatories, that, as it stands, it’s inadequate.  

The day after the deal, George Monbiot wrote “By comparison to what it could have been, it’s a 

miracle. By comparison to what it should have been, it’s a disaster.”  In that spirit, I’d like to spend 

a few minutes looking at the ways in which it is a miracle, a few minutes looking at the ways in 

which it’s a disaster and then a few minutes on the question ‘What now?’ 

 “By comparison to what it could have been, it’s a miracle”. 

There are a number of positive points to be said about the deal.  

1. To succeed in getting 195 nations –including those with strong motivation to maintain the 

status quo- to recognise the urgency and scale of cuts in GHG emissions required to 

address climate change is an achievement. It contrasts with the total failure of the 

Copenhagen talks six years ago.  

2. The deal signals the end of the fossil fuel era. Countries have committed to a long term goal 

to bring emissions down to zero by 2100.  

3. It includes an ambition to keep temperature rises below 1.5 degrees Celsius, something 

which poorer nations have been demanding for years.  

4. It recognises that developed countries need to peak their emissions before developing 

countries.  

5. The deal acknowledges that it is first step in tackling climate change. It commits to a regular 

review of national commitments every five years from 2023.  

6. The deal commits finance to help developing countries address climate change and its 

impacts.  

“By comparison to what it could have been, it’s a miracle”. 
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“…By comparison to what it should have been, it’s a disaster.” 

Despite the important progress made by The Paris Agreement in aftermath of Copenhagen 2009, 

the deal – in the words of Naomi Klein – “crossed multiple redlines: scientific redlines, legal 

redlines, climate justice redlines.” 

Reading across a range of responses from NGOs, activists, academics and journalists, there are 

nine fundamental flaws. 

To begin with: The Paris Agreement’s 1.5 degree temperature target is ambitious but given 

current commitments even limiting warming to below 2 degrees is extremely unlikely.  

For all the soaring rhetoric, “the targets add up” - in Naomi Klein’s words - “to 3 to 4 degrees of 

warming which is incompatible with anything you could call organised civilised society.” 

The second flaw: There are no legally-binding targets to cut climate pollution.  

The new deal takes an “anything goes” approach. Countries are free to promise whatever they 
want. If they break these promises, there’s no penalty. 

In the review pencilled in for 2018, there is no obligation to actually increase contributions. 

Flaw number 3: There is no urgency.  

Despite early drafts specifying percentages and dates, the final text offers no clear pathway or 
timeline for climate action.  

We need to be racing out of carbon and aiming for full decarbonisation by 2050. 

In Article 4.1i, “Parties aim to reach global peaking of greenhouse gas emissions as soon as 
possible” with an undertaking to achieve “in the second half of this century” what experts 
understand to be net-zero emissions (more later on how this seems to be different to 
decarbonization!).  

Moving on to the fourth flaw: When is a carbon emission not a carbon emission? When it’s 

emitted by an international airline or an international shipping line.   

Carbon pollution from international shipping and flights are exempt from The Paris 

Agreement. This joke becomes worse when you discover that these international emissions 

already have as much climate impact as Germany’s national emissions. Worse still when these 

emissions are set for huge increases by 2050. 

Flaw number 5:  The Paris Agreement doesn’t tell oil, gas or coal producers to leave fossil 
fuels in the ground.  

Even meeting a two-degree climate target means leaving 80 percent of the world’s remaining 
proven fossil fuel reserves in the ground.  

The suggestion that countries should “decarbonize” over the course of the century and a call to 
“reduce international support for high-emissions investments” were struck out of the final text. 
Indeed, the words “fossil fuels” or “decarbonization” do not appear anywhere in The Paris 
Agreement. 

As George Monbiot has noted: 

“It leaves us with an almost comically lopsided agreement. …The UN climate process has focused 
entirely on the consumption of fossil fuels, while ignoring their production.” 



The next flaw: The Paris Agreement keeps the door wide open to false, corporate solutions 

instead of aiming for a fossil-free world by 2050. 

Instead of getting out of fossil fuels, The Paris Agreement seems to aim to achieve net-zero 
emissions – that is human emissions being cancelled out by natural, agricultural or technological 
sinks which remove or absorb the carbon. The language relating to sinks is so loosely defined that 
it suggests this balancing act relies on a range of contested policies and controversial or unproven 
technologies.  

Continuing to the seventh flaw: The Paris Agreement opens the same carbon trading 

loopholes that undermined The Kyoto Protocol  

The Kyoto Protocol (which The Paris Agreement is intended to replace) included a now discredited  
carbon “offsetting” scheme called the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) that allowed rich 
countries to buy “carbon credits” from poorer countries instead of reducing their own emissions. 
Despite the use of different language in The Paris Agreement, similar loopholes are written in to 
the text. 

Moving on to flaw 8: Historical responsibility has been erased, climate reparations are off 
the table. 

Erasing the phrase ‘historical responsibility’ weakens the obligations of developed countries to 
take actions due to their past emissions.  

Although the text does include a mechanism to respond to the impacts of climate change that can 
no longer be avoided (called loss and damage), this is weakened by the phrase “does not involve 
or provide a basis for any liability or compensation”ii.  

One final flaw: No new money is promised to address climate change in developing 

countries. 

3 key numbers to chew over: 

$400 billion per year: that’s the estimated need for climate finance, according to the Climate 
Fairshares tool. 

$100 billion per year: Developed countries “intend to continue”iii efforts first “mobilized” in 
Copenhagen 2009 to provide $100 billion in climate finance per year until 2025. 

$20 billion per year: Even if a generously broad definition of climate finance is used, only a 
maximum $20 billion per year of climate finance is currently flowing. 

Actionaid’s response to the finance section of The Paris Agreement reads: 

“There are nods in the right direction in many places in the text – nice words, but carefully placed 
to have no legal meaning…  Much like the rest of the agreement, the finance section lets the 
world’s biggest historical polluters off the hook and fails to deliver for the poorest and most 
vulnerable. 

* * * 

Despite the progress made in Paris, these nine fundamental flaws give firm foundations to George 
Monbiot’s closing sentence in his response to the Paris Agreement: 

“So yes, let the delegates congratulate themselves on a better agreement than might have been 

expected. And let them temper it with an apology to all those it will betray.” 

The Paris Agreement http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2015/cop21/eng/l09r01.pdf 

i: pg 22 Article 4.1  

ii: pg 8 paragraph 52  

Iii: pg 8 paragraph 54 

http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2015/cop21/eng/l09r01.pdf
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governments-fossil-fuels 
 

  X  X     
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euphoria 
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What next?  

Finally, I’d like to speak for a few moments on the question of ‘What next?’ How do we, as ordinary 

citizens, proceed from here? 

The writer and activist Bill McKibben last month used metaphor to describe the situation we’re in; 

that of a marathon.  The world leaders who signed up to a deal in Paris are like people who signed 

up to run a marathon.  The fact that they’ve signed up is great but, in itself, it does not represent 

success. They need to finish that marathon fast. He sees the role of people, like you, as being like 

running coaches, keeping them to speed, not allowing them too many days off training, watching 

their diet not just to ensure that they complete the marathon, but that they do so in time. i It’s a 

strong metaphor because the climate crisis is so defined by time and speed of action. We’re not 

able to negotiate with the laws of physics and so we need to ensure that the climate action that 

takes place is appropriate and fast.  

There are many different things that people can do to act as one of these coaches and we’re not 

interested in persuading you to share our priorities. What you choose to do will be based on your 

own skills, interests and temperament and that’s great because there are so many different things 

that need to be done.  

This could be applying pressure on politicians to support the green economy, showing leadership 

by creating community energy solutions, pushing for a greener local council or campaigning for 

your pension fund to divest from fossil fuels.  

We’d like to hear your thoughts on where we are and where we should go from here. I’d like to get 

the ball rolling with two questions.  

Question 1: Can we relax, because world leaders have solved the climate crisis for us?   

And 

Question 2: If the answer to question 1 is ‘No’, what should we be doing – or what do you plan to 

do yourself-  to help to solve the climate crisis?  

 

 

                                                           
i http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/dec/13/paris-climate-talks-15c-marathon-negotiating-physics 
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