
 

COP26: How the world will measure progress on the Paris
climate agreement and keep countries accountable

Climate change is a global problem that knows no national borders. All countries will have to work together and take bold
actions to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and demonstrate that their emissions are declining if we are to meet the Paris
Agreement goal of keeping the global temperature rise to no more than 1.5 C above pre-industrial levels.
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Five-year submission cycle for nationally determined contributions and how the global stocktake influences them. | Source: (Authors, adapted
from UNFCCC 2016), Author provided

To achieve any goal, targets must be set and progress measured. When it comes to climate change, that assessment is
called the “global stocktake”. The stocktake, which will occur every five years beginning in 2023, takes a look at the
collective progress the world’s nations have made on climate action.

Several reports have found that countries’ climate pledges (called nationally determined contributions, or NDCs) aren’t
ambitious enough to meet the goals of the Paris Agreement.

Even if current pledges are achieved, there are few ways to further reduce emissions after 2030 quickly enough to limit
global warming to 1.5 C. The expert reviewers for the reports published by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
say strong, rapid and sustained emissions reductions would limit global warming and prevent the worst climate impacts.
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When country representatives gather at the United Nations climate conference (COP26) in Glasgow, Scotland in November
2021, they will finalise the plans for the global stocktake - how the parties to the agreement will measure and report their
climate actions - so they can then strengthen their own country’s climate pledges.

Where are we at?

Article 14 of the Paris Agreement offers some information about what the global stocktake might look like but falls short in
naming specific accountability and reporting mechanisms.

That’s a bit like working together on a community garden to grow healthy food without those involved agreeing upon some
clear ground rules such as how plots are assigned, which crops are appropriate and how to make the garden thrive.

Green roofs can reduce heat transfer through the building roof, improving comfort inside and reducing heat stress from heat waves. | Source:
Pexels

The 191 parties (190 countries plus the European Union) aren’t without some guidance, however. At the COP24 meeting in
Katowice, Poland, in 2019, they agreed on a three-phase process for the stocktake.
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1. Information collection and preparation.
2. Technical assessment.
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This process does not specify what data is needed and in what format. The absence of a harmonised approach to data
collection, and the fragmented evidence that comes with that, will constrain our ability to measure progress

How are we doing?

Some countries such as Germany and Canada are already producing progress reports on climate action. But it is unlikely
all these reports will be in a format that allows them to be compared, which is important for aggregating findings and
answering the question: How are we collectively doing?

Establishing reporting mechanisms is nothing new. Guidelines exist to help governments structure their nationally
determined contributions, which feed into the NDC Synthesis, a report that provides an overview of national climate
ambitions. Similar guidelines for reporting on national climate actions are essential to support the global stocktake.

For efforts to reduce emissions, also called mitigation, one way of determining success is by measuring the size of the
emission reductions. But it’s unclear if a comparable method exists to measure efforts to respond to and manage actual or
expected climate and its effects, called adaptation.

The global goal on adaptation, such as enhancing the capacity to adapt, strengthening resilience and reducing vulnerability
to climate change, is vague, leading to challenges in measuring its success.

When governments make decisions about addressing climate change, they often overlook how they will measure climate
progress. In his 2021 executive order on tackling the climate crisis, US President Joe Biden noted that agencies will
develop “climate action plans and data and information products to improve adaptation” without elaborating on how those
plans will be evaluated.

The limited attention to climate action measurement risks poorly understanding progress on climate action and designing
subsequent climate targets that miss the mark.

Collecting and preparing information

UN agencies often conduct evaluations to measure outcomes of their programmes. We recently reviewed UN evaluation
reports published from 2014 to 2019 to assess how climate change was accounted for in programmes intended to bolster
food security - the availability of food and access to it. Climate change - including increasing temperatures, changing
rainfall patterns and a greater risk of extreme weather - has strong negative effects on crop yields and livestock health.

Our review provided insights into how food security programmes are managed and how the results are measured in the
context of climate change. We identified three things countries can do now to prepare for the stocktake.

3. Communicating and acting on findings.
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1. Build strong monitoring and evaluation systems for climate action. Credible data systems need to be put in place,
developed and sustained. Monitoring and evaluation specialists require training. Training must also extend to decision
makers who use the information.
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Time to decide

Governments must provide dedicated resources for climate action. Doing so will not only support its measurement but also
improve the response of programmes to climate change.

Reliable data play a critical role in the global climate response. At the upcoming COP26 meeting in Glasgow, countries will
decide how to collectively evaluate their climate action. These decisions will go a long way in ensuring consistent data
collection and reporting, leading to a snapshot of global progress that can unite countries in their effort toward addressing
climate change.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Read the original article.
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2. Measure climate action. Although a programme may not have intentionally addressed climate change, some activities
may have contributed to unexpected outcomes. <One study of a rural development project in Morocco noted that while
nothing was specifically done to improve the climate resilience of farmers, efforts to protect water, soil and vegetation
cover did have that effect.
Concern for climate change may not be enough to catalyse support to implement more ambitious climate mitigation
and adaptation efforts. Documenting additional benefits for health, ecosystems and economy, also called co-benefits,
can increase interest in taking climate action.

3. Integrate climate measures into programmes that are at risk of the impacts of climate change such as planning for
climate impacts or incorporating climate resilience training. Unpacking the pathway by which climate change
influences programmes can help identify entry points for mitigating those climate impacts. For example, a study in El
Salvador that focused on the management of natural resources, including vegetation cover and soil quality, spelt out
how farmers could improve their management practices and how adaptation might support this goal.
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