Bali: deal or deadlock?


SPECIFICITY is rarely the forte of organisations as large, unwieldy and ultimately toothless as the United Nations. The UN’s specialist committees, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change among them, do dig deep on occasion and come up with concrete proposals as to the course that might best be charted for the future. But when it comes to high-level summits, when national and vested interests take precedence over the collective good, the UN tends to flounder. The ‘landmark’ Bali conference on climate change, which concluded after much bickering on Saturday, was no exception. With negotiations entering an extra day, and with weary delegates probably desperate to somehow end it all and just go home, it was ultimately decided that nothing should be set in stone for the time being. This last-minute consensus ‘deal’ and the ‘flexibility’ shown by all concerned has been lauded by the UN and government officials across the globe. Others such as Friends of the Earth and Christian Aid have come away deeply disappointed with the end result — or at least the absence of targets and time frames for cutting emissions of the greenhouse gases that cause human-induced climate change. Still, the conference wasn’t a complete bust in the sense that no one stormed out vowing never to return to the negotiating table. Also all that prepaid time on the beaches of Bali. NGO delegates love their freebies.

The Bali conference was a classic case of a meeting called to discuss the agenda of the next meeting, and not quite managing to put the final touches on that either. The Bali road map, such as it is, offers a winding road full of standout landmarks but no final destination. It does, however, acknowledge that the evidence for global warming is “unequivocal” and that delays in reducing carbon emissions will hasten the onset of “severe climate-change impacts”. Developed nations are to commit themselves to “measurable, reportable and verifiable” processes that are “nationally appropriate”. (This last concession is open to wide interpretation and is an invitation to dithering.) Developing countries will meanwhile act in “measurable, reportable and verifiable” ways “in the context of sustainable development, supported by technology and enabled by financing and capacity-building” ostensibly provided by the West. Particularly noteworthy is the ‘agreement’ on thinking about removing obstacles in the way of transferring clean energy technology to developing countries, as well as the proposal that developed nations can earn carbon credits by funding the preservation of forests elsewhere in the world. But sadly there is no mention of time frames or mandatory emission caps. No one has committed to anything but a promise to ponder.

To be fair to the UN, it was caught between a rock and a hard place. There was the EU, already and admirably well on its way to meeting Kyoto Protocol targets, calling for a 25 to 40 per cent cut in emissions by 2020. Those in opposition included the US, Canada and Japan on one end of the spectrum and the rapidly developing countries on the other which argued that it is the West, and not the new players in the industrialisation push, which should take the lead in damage control. The silver lining is that Bali launched a two-year process that will hopefully culminate in a ‘binding’ agreement in Copenhagen in 2009. Or so we would like to think.

