
Despite this rather grave context, the G20 meeting 
which immediately preceded the COP26 did not 
bode well. Apart from a common agreement to stop 
the financing of new coal power stations abroad, no 
concrete measure was announced to limit global 
warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius, a point on which 
the leaders of the world’s twenty most powerful 
countries had agreed. 

As the conference ends this Friday, 12th November, 
is it fair to say that COP 26 is a failure?

As a reminder, this annual event is held over two 
parts, each lasting a week. During the first seven 

days, over a hundred Heads of State will take turns 
to speak with the aim of reiterating the urgency of 
the climate crisis and the importance of reaching 
agreements to respect the Paris Agreement, 
which sets out the target of limiting global warming  
to 1.5°C. 

The Heads of State then conduct negotiations 
to begin to outline solutions, which in turn  
are discussed  with regard to their technical 
implementation during the second week. The 
objective of the second week is therefore to deal 
with concrete issues and outline suitable solutions 
so  that a majority of countries sign an agreement. 

COP 26: what if all of this effort finally 
didn’t amount to a hill of beans ?
 “The world is at one minute to midnight and we need to act now”, was the turn of phrase 
chosen by Boris Johnson in his opening speech before the Twenty-Sixth Conference of the 
Parties held in Glasgow. Whilst the Doomsday Clock is actually at 100 seconds to midnight, 
rather than one minute, the situation remains worrying, and as a result, the COP26 summit 
has been nicknamed the “last chance saloon”.



The first area of agreement is on the issue of 
methane emissions. This gas is released from 
the decomposition of organic materials and is the 
second highest greenhouse gas emission in the 
world, albeit far behind CO2. However, despite 
a shorter lifetime, its global warming potential is 
much more significant than that of carbon dioxide. 

Concrete measures to restrict emissions of this gas 
would have a rapid and measurable impact. Over 
100 countries therefore reached an agreement 
to reduce their emissions of this gas by 30% by 
the end of the decade, which is quite substantial. 
However, China, Russia and India failed to sign 
this agreement  despite being the three largest 
contributors of methane emissions (respectively 
1,200, 850 and 650 megatons of CO2 equivalent in 
comparison to 600 for the USA and 400 for the 27 

EU Member States combined), and the meat and 
dairy industries, responsible for 48% of methane 
emissions, are, for the time being, not concerned. 
However, this agreement - much vaunted by 
both the EU and the USA - is encouraging, as in 
September only six countries were in favour of the 
proposal, compared to 105 today. Furthermore, if 
this agreement is respected, the measure would 
avoid an increase of 0.2 degrees by 2050, which is 
quite significant. 

The second agreement, which was widely 
expected, concerns phasing out the use of coal. 
The UK’s hopes were clearly much more significant 
on this point because the organisers had hoped 
that this summit would mark a definitive end to the 
coal era. The wording initially stated that developed 
countries would make a pledge to phase out the 
use of coal entirely by 2030. However, the political 
agenda of the USA decided otherwise. 

The Biden Administration has avoided taking up 
any clear and firm stance on coal so as not to anger 
Senators from coal-producing States after the 
landslide defeat in Virginia in the Senate elections. 
This issue was of particular importance as the 
infrastructure plans had not been approved by the 

Several agreements have 
been reached since the first 
week of  this year’s event.



Senate and this formed the second most important 
item in the President’s manifesto. The wording 
which focused on phasing out coal, without any 
plans to capture coal by 2030, was finally amended 
so as to indicate a date to phase out coal by 2030 
“or as soon as possible after this date”. Once more, 
the agreement, ratified by 40 signatory countries, 
did not include China, India or Australia, with the 
latter stating that the country will not entirely do 
away with coal production.

The third agreement, concerning deforestation, was 
in contrast much more positive. For many years, 
many scientists and experts have been calling 
for protection of our forests to be at the forefront 
of measures aimed at combating global warming  
and at protecting biodiversity. The agreement, 
signed by over 100 leaders, promises to end 
and reverse deforestation by 2030, and some 30 
financial institutions have pledged to  exclude any 
companies contributing towards deforestation from 
their investments by 2025. This deal is a major first 
step, despite the lack of any concrete solutions to 
measure progress or any sanctions in case of the 
targets not being met. It is also encouraging to note 
that the signatory countries represent some 85% of 
our global forests. 

The fourth agreement concerns a coalition led by 
former Bank of England boss Mark Carney. This 
coalition is named the Glasgow Financial Alliance 
for Net Zero (GFANZ) and comprises 450 insurers 
and asset managers from over 45 countries. 
According to GFANZ, it will be able to provide up to 
100 trillion USD in funding to help economies reach 
net zero in the next three decades. 

So, although this first week is certainly not a failure, 
these agreements must be taken with a pinch of 
salt. If the commitments are met, global warming 
should remain between +1.8°C and +1.9°C 
(according to estimates published by Melbourne 
University and the International Energy Agency), 
still somewhat higher than the target of 1.5°C, and 
this would have a considerable number of negative 
effects on biodiversity and some populations.

For more information about our activities,  
please check our website:
www.telomere.ch


