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As the pressure to address the climate crisis builds, scientists must walk the line
between research and activism. This was apparent at the 2019 United Nations (UN)
Framework Convention on Climate Change – Conference of the Parties (UNFCCC –
COP), the largest annual meeting to address the climate crisis via supranational
policymaking. COP has convened annually since 1995 in effort to establish international
agreements for the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, and in 2015, was the
launch pad for the UN Paris Climate Agreement (PCA). Here, we present our collective
perspective as early-career researchers on COP, an institution that we believe plays a
critical role in the future of our oceans. Given the current pledges from signatories to
the PCA, Earth is expected to warm ∼3◦C by 2100, with the majority of anthropogenic
heat content stored throughout the ocean. For this reason, among others, we feel it
is crucial for ocean scientists to have a baseline understanding of the negotiations
unfolding at COP and within the UNFCCC. We also provide evidence that certain
features/structures of COP formalize colonial hierarchies, marginalize certain groups,
and threaten to perpetuate the drivers of the environmental crises we all face. Thus,
we urge that the future of such gatherings include purposeful and self-reflective acts
of restructuring the space they occupy, the solutions they advocate, and the ways in
which power is distributed amongst participants. We balance our critique with examples
of how this has already been successful at COP, particularly with respect to organizing
around ocean-climate issues.

Keywords: conservation, climate change, United Nations, climate justice, climate policy, ocean-climate action

INTRODUCTION

Describing climate change as a “crisis” is not hyperbole (IPCC, 2014, 2018, 2019). In addition to
higher mean temperatures, climate change means more frequent exposure to extreme weather
events (IPCC, 2014, 2018); a greater likelihood of heatwaves, both terrestrial and marine
(Frölicher and Laufkötter, 2018); desertification in some areas, inundation and drowning in others
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(Hirabayashi et al., 2013; Burrell et al., 2020). Climate change
is likely to alter the form and function of nearly every system
on Earth (IPCC, 2014, 2018), and it is imperative that all
people collaborate to abate the emissions trapping excess heat
in our atmosphere. For this reason, supranational dialog and
consensus building such as that of the United Nations (UN)
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) has a
valuable role to play.

Convened in 1994, the UNFCCC aims to “prevent dangerous
anthropogenic interference with Earth’s climate system,”1 in
coordination with other UN departments and affiliate agencies
working to accomplish relevant climate and humanitarian goals
(e.g., the “2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”). The
UNFCCC holds an annual state-of-the-science and climate policy
conference known colloquially as “COP” (i.e., the Conference
of the Parties; est. 1995). At COP21 (Paris, France; 2015),
the UN Paris Climate Agreement (PCA) was signed into
international law (UNFCCC, 2015). The PCA is a multinational
environmental treaty designed to limit anthropogenic warming
to 2◦C above the pre-industrial average through country-
specific pledges to decarbonize known as “NDCs” (Nationally
Determined Contributions). Countries are expected to re-up
their NDCs at the next COP (COP26) in Glasgow, Scotland –
which, as they are currently written, are likely to result in
2.9–3.4◦C warming by 2100 (IPCC, 2018). The majority of
anthropogenic heat content is or will be stored in the marine
environment (IPCC, 2019), yet, it was not until Paris that
negotiators with the UNFCCC began to substantively integrate
the ocean into plans for climate action (Gallo et al., 2017).
For these reasons, we feel it is critical for ocean scientists to
have a baseline understanding of the negotiations currently
unfolding at COP.

Since 2015, COP gatherings have largely focused on codifying
the Paris Rulebook, which tells countries precisely how they
should work together to respond to this existential threat. Major
technical decisions are negotiated in advance by the UNFCCC’s
Subsidiary Bodies (listed in Table 1) during intersessional and
pre-COP meetings (which function much like COP but with
fewer Observers). COP on the other hand is a highly visible
forum for the final stages of negotiations, during which voting
representatives from every one of the Framework’s 197 Parties
must reach consensus to advance any particular outcome.

Six authors of this piece attended COP25 in Madrid, Spain
(2019) as graduate student researchers at Scripps Institution of
Oceanography with the University of California delegation. Many
of us have additional experience from COPs 22 (Marrakesh,
Morocco), 23 (Bonn, Germany), and 24 (Katowice, Poland). Our
perspectives are informed by our professional experience and
education in Earth, Ocean, and Atmospheric Science, framed by
our own identities as individuals who are young, multi-ethnic,
mostly women, graduate degree-holding, and multinational. We
view the COP process as a critical vehicle for global dialog and
emphatically support unified action to reduce harm associated
with the climate crisis. However, as relative newcomers to the
UNFCCC process, we’ve experienced a felt-disconnect between

1http://unfccc.int/about-us/about-the-secretariat

the strategies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions embraced
within the formal COP negotiations and the more holistic,
justice-centered approaches advocated for outside of those
chambers (Goodman, 2019) (Figure 1). In an effort to lower
the barriers to entering and understanding the COP process,
we describe some of the lessons we’ve learned and present a
list of key terms to help orient readers to the intricacies of the
Conference itself and the Framework under which it’s come to
be (Table 1).

At COP we’ve witnessed two related issues which we view as
obstacles to just international climate policy: the perpetuation of
structural/institutional barriers to equitable inclusion of diverse
constituents in decision-making; and a pronounced focus on
market-based climate solutions, while largely skirting issues
related to resource consumption. We explore these ideas in
sections ““Setting the Stage” – Consensus of the Powerful”
through “The Push for Representation at COP and Within the
UNFCCC” of this article, while attempting to balance our critique
with examples of COP actors working to solve many of the issues
we’ve observed. In sections “The Push for Representation at COP
and Within the UNFCCC” and “Power to the People Sees Direct
Ocean ‘wins,”’ we highlight aspects of COP that we feel are worthy
praise and outline how collective action and organizing have
effectively paved the way for supranational ocean-climate action.

“SETTING THE STAGE” – CONSENSUS
OF THE POWERFUL

Conference of the Parties itself is a massive enterprise, hosting
tens of thousands of attendees in convention centers that stretch
for multiple city blocks. Policymaking occurs in restricted-
access areas of the convention hall between UN negotiators. An
extensive, vibrant, Civil Society Zone is open to members of
the press and representatives of observer organizations, which
are entities that have been approved to attend (e.g., NGOs,
IGOs, and industry representatives). Many of the observer
organizations have self-organized around shared interests or
perspectives to form cooperative constituency organizations.
Nine constituencies are officially recognized by the UNFCCC
(Table 1), including the Research and Independent NGOs
constituency (RINGO) which hosted our participation.

The strength of COP is that, as an international body, it
has a mandate to address transnational impacts of climate
change mitigation and adaptation. Requiring consensus among
PCA Parties enhances this positive characteristic, however, post-
colonial political boundaries ensure that many communities
remain politically disenfranchised when it comes to voting
(e.g., Sealy-Higgins, 2017). For example, the de facto reliance
on recognized nation states as Parties to the PCA is poorly
aligned with the sentiments expressed in the UN Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous People (The United Nations General
Assembly, 2007). Groups who have and continue to benefit
most from the extraction and consumption of material goods
(and high emissions) appear to have the greatest representation
across negotiations, exacerbated by the fact that a country’s
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TABLE 1 | Definitions and reference materials for (i) Acronyms, (ii) Participants, (iii) Key terms, (iv) Relevant texts and entities invoked throughout the text.

Definition and/or brief explanation Historical context and general references

(i) Acronyms

UN United Nations The UN was founded in 1945, after the Second World War. As an organization, it work to maintain international peace
and security, develop friendly relations among nations, and to promote social progress, better living standards, and
human rights

To learn more, visit: https://www.un.org/en/

UNFCCC United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
It is also known, simply, as the “Convention.” Its objectives are outlined in the section “Introduction” of this article

In 1992, countries joined an international treaty, the UNFCCC, as a framework for international cooperation to combat
climate change and cope with its impacts

To learn more, visit: https://unfccc.int

IPCC The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
An independent scientific body under the UN tasked with assessing/summarizing the science related to climate
change. It provides regular scientific assessments on climate change, future risks, adaptation, and mitigation

The IPCC was established in 1988, to provide policymakers with regular scientific assessments on the current state of
knowledge about climate change

Visit: https://www.ipcc.ch

PCA (UN) Paris Climate Agreement, or simply “The Paris Agreement”
The PCA is a landmark agreement to combat climate change and to accelerate and intensify the actions and
investments needed for a sustainable low carbon future. It brings all nations to undertake ambitious efforts to
combat climate change and adapt to its effects

The language of the PCA was negotiated during COP 21 and adopted by consensus on December 12th, 2015. As of
March 2021, 191 out of 197 UNFCCC Parties have formally adopted the PCA

To learn more, visit: https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/what-is-the-paris-agreement

NDCs Nationally Determined Contributions
NDCs refer to countries’ commitments pledged under the PCA in an effort to reduce emissions and adapt to
climate change at a national level

The concept derives from the Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDC), which were reductions in
greenhouse gas emissions pledged under the UNFCCC. In 2015, with the adoption of the PCA, INDCs became the
NDCs for those countries that have ratified the PCA

To learn more, visit: https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement/nationally-
determined-contributions-ndcs

COP (UNFCCC) Conference of the Parties
The COP is the supreme decision-making body of the UNFCCC and is made up of all States that are Parties to
the Convention. One of the key tasks is to review the national communications and emission inventories by the
Parties

The COP has met every year since 1995, excluding 2020, to review the implementation of the UNFCCC. At COP3
(1997), the Kyoto Protocol was adopted. Eighteen years later, the PCA was adopted at COP21 (2015)

To learn more, visit: https://unfccc.int/process/bodies/supreme-bodies/conference-of-the-parties-cop

SBSTA (UNFCCC) Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice Established at the first COP (1995; Berlin, Germany), the SBSTA is mandated by Article 9 of the UNFCCC

The SBSTA’s area of work includes synthesizing the impacts, vulnerability and adaptation capabilities of
countries to climate change, while also promoting the transfer of IPCC scientific knowledge, development and
transfer of environmentally-sound technologies, and preparing/reviewing greenhouse gas emission inventories

To learn more, visit: https://unfccc.int/process/bodies/subsidiary-bodies/sbsta

SBI (UNFCCC) Subsidiary Body on Implementation Established at the first COP (1995; Berlin, Germany), the SBI is mandated by Article 10 of the UNFCCC

The SBI works at the heart of all implementation issues under the Convention, the Kyoto Protocol, and the PCA.
The SBI agenda to implement treaties and instruments are based on transparency, mitigation, adaptation,
finance, technology and capacity-building

To learn more, visit: https://unfccc.int/process/bodies/subsidiary-bodies/sbi

LDCs “Least Developed Countries” The concept originated in the late 1960s, and was adopted by the UN in 1971

In the UN context, this nomer is applied to 47 low-income countries confronting severe structural impediments
to sustainable development, highly vulnerable to economic and environmental shock. They have the lowest
indicators of socioeconomic development and the lowest Human Development Index

To learn more, visit: https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/least-developed-country-category.html

SIDS “Small Island Developing States”
This nomer applies to 38 member States (countries), whose islands are located in the Caribbean Sea and the
Atlantic, Indian and Pacific Oceans

The SIDS were recognized as a distinct group of developing countries in June 1992, at the UN Conference on
Environment and Development. The SIDS have demonstrated tremendous leadership in raising ambition to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions to limit global warming below 1.5◦C

To learn more, visit: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sids/partnershipframework
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TABLE 1 | Continued

Definition and/or brief explanation Historical context and general references

LCIP “Local Communities and Indigenous Peoples” To learn more about this term relative the LCIP Platform and Facilitative Working Group, visit: https://unfccc.int/LCIPP

A term used by the United Nations to describe local and Indigenous communities, whose perspectives have, historically,
been underrepresented in UNFCCC negotiations. We use the term relative to the LCIP Platform and Facilitative Working
Group discussed in section “The Push for Representation at Cop and Within the UNFCCC”

(ii) Participants

Parties Countries, territories and supranational entities that are signatories of the UNFCCC To learn more, visit: https://unfccc.int/process/parties-non-party-stakeholders/parties-convention-and-observer-states

Party Groupings* Party Groupings (e.g., SIDs or LDCs) allow Party negotiators to form political alliances along similar sociopolitical,
economic, and historical axes. These blocs can dramatically alter the cadence, tone, and success of COP negotiations

To learn more about officially-recognized Party Groupings, visit:
https://www.carbonbrief.org/interactive-the-negotiating-alliances-at-the-paris-climate-conference

Delegations Each Party to the Convention and the Kyoto Protocol are represented at sessions of the Convention by a national
delegation. Delegations consist of one or more officials (delegates) empowered to represent and negotiate on behalf of
their country’s (or constituents’) best interests

Contact information for all 193 Member States (name of their Ambassador, officials and staff members), is listed in the last “Blue
Book,” released in September 2020. To download the latest, visit:
https://bluebook.unmeetings.org/

To learn more about delegations, visit: https://www.un.org/en/sections/resources-different-audiences/delegates/index.html

Negotiators These are representatives of Party delegations that have access to the high-level negotiation processes and meetings.
Some negotiators vote on behalf of their Party

To learn more about COP negotiators, visit: https://www.un.org/en/model-united-nations/fundamentals-negotiation

Constituencies Loose groups of NGOs with diverse but broadly clustered interests or perspectives. At this point in time, Constituencies
do not have the power to vote but can “intervene” in COP negotiations

Groups that communicate systematically with the Secretariat and the Parties. They are currently nine formally-recognized
constituencies:

BINGO (Business and Industry NGOs)

ENGO (Environmental NGOs)

Farmers (Farmers and agricultural NGOs)

We discuss the importance of Constituencies within the main body of this text IPO (Indigenous Peoples Organizations)
LGMA (Local Government and Municipal Authorities)
RINGO (Research and Independent NGOs),
TUNGO (Trade Union NGOs)
WGC (Women and Gender Constituency), and
YOUNGO (Youth NGOs)
See https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/parties-non-party-stakeholders/non-party-stakeholders/information-by-category-
of-observer/admitted-ngos#eq-2

Observers Refers to a diverse range of non-governmental organizations (NGOs), intergovernmental organizations (IGOs), industry
representatives, relevant to the UN System and its Specialized Agencies. These groups have the status of “non-party
stakeholders,” meaning that they do not have the power to vote and may be barred from certain closed sessions or
negotiations. For example, we attended as Observers hosted by the RINGO constituency

To learn more about Observers, visit:
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/parties-non-party-stakeholders/non-party-stakeholders/overview

(iii) Key Terms

Equality (in
context)

To ensure that all individuals have equal opportunities to make the most of their lives and talents. In the COP context,
equality means that all Parties to the PCA have the right to vote or veto during the high-level negotiation process

See below

Equity (in context) The fair treatment, access, opportunity, and advancement for all people. In the COP context, equity means that all Parties
would have the same power and leverage during the high-level negotiation process

The first meanings of “equity” in English were a direct translation from the original Old French equité, a word whose Latin root
means “even,” “just,” and “equal”

To learn more about the difference between “equity” and “equality,” we suggest reading:
https://independentsector.org/resource/why-diversity-equity-and-inclusion-matter/

[Climate]
Reparations

Here, reparations are best understood within the context of “loss and damage,” articulated by Article 8 of the PCA. The
term “loss and damage” is used by the UNFCCC to refer to the harms caused by climate change. The appropriate
reparations/compensation for these harms is especially sought after and supported by vulnerable and “developing”
countries, e.g., LDCs. However, some “developed” countries have resisted the inclusion of reparations and compensation
as policy mechanisms to right climate wrongs

During the draft of the UNFCCC, in 1991, the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) proposed the creation of an international
insurance pool to “compensate the most vulnerable small islands and low-lying coastal developing countries for loss and damage
arising from sea level rise.” Countries most responsible for global emissions and higher GDPs would offer a larger contribution to
this pool of funding. The proposal was rejected when the UNFCCC was adopted in 1992, without mention of loss or damages to
it. The concepts of “loss and damage” and “reparations” were vividly debated during COP25

To learn more, we suggest reading The Case for Climate Reparations by Táíwò and Cibralic (2020)

Threat multiplier Climate change intersects with other factors to contribute to negative security problems. Climate change is currently
impeding and will continue to impede living standards in many countries, causing widespread political instability and a
greater likelihood of conflict (e.g., the Syrian civil war)

The 2007 CNA Military Advisory Board (MAB) report on climate security introduced this term to recognize that there is a link
between climate change and security:
https://www.cna.org/CNA_files/pdf/National%20Security%20and%20the%20Threat%20of%20Climate%20Change.pdf

See also: https://journals.ametsoc.org/wcas/article/6/3/331/970

Environmental
refugees

People who have been forced to leave their traditional homelands, temporarily or permanently, because of environmental
disruption that jeopardizes their existence and/or seriously infringes upon the quality of their lives

Defined by UNEP researcher Essam El-Hinnawi in 1985. See:
https://www.kcet.org/shows/earth-focus/1-billion-people-may-become-climate-refugees-by-2050

Hegemony Hegemony refers to the social, political, economic, and ecological dominance exerted by a dominant group or groups Depending on the context, the term “hegemony” frequently connotes cultural imperialism as well as the eradication/erasure of
non-dominant thinking, practices, and ways of life

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 | Continued

Definition and/or brief explanation Historical context and general references

“Degrowth” “Degrowth” as described by Hickel (2020) refers to the “planned reduction of energy and resource use designed to bring
the economy back into balance with the living world in a way that reduces inequality and improves human well-being.” It is
not synonymous with “recession”

There is a growing body of literature surrounding the idea of “degrowth,” including critique of the term itself. See article by Hickel
(2020) for a summary and clarification of this term/movement. Additionally, please see work by Rodríguez-Labajos et al. (2019) for
a thoughtful critique of “degrowth” and its relationship to environmental justice movements in territories affected by a
long-standing history of colonialism and imperialism, experiencing differential economic and social change

Frontline
communities*

Communities that are the first to be and are acutely affected by climate change. These communities are often composed
of people of color or people from low-income communities

To learn more, visit: https://ecotrust.org/centering-frontline-communities/

(iv) Relevant Texts and Entities

The Paris Rulebook Detailed rules and procedures to implement the PCA Adopted in 2018

Sometimes referred to, simply, as “the Rulebook” To download a Brief Guide to the Paris Agreement and ‘Rulebook’, visit:
https://www.c2es.org/site/assets/uploads/2019/06/paris-agreement-and-rulebook-guide.pdf

Article 6 (of the
PCA)

Part of the PCA informally referred to as the “market article.” It provides a framework for general cooperation in the
implementation of the PCA and NDCs. Currently, Article 6 lacks precise provisions to create a framework that will enable
the creation of an international carbon market

To review Article 8, consult the PCA available at: https://unfccc.int/process/the-paris-agreement/status-of-ratification#:$\sim$:
text=191%20Parties%20out%20of%20197,the%20Paris%20Agreement%20was%20achieved

Article 8
(of the PCA)

Article 8 of the PCA describes the provision for climate “loss and damages.” This article is not yet finalized and is seen as
highly contentious in some circles

To review Article 8, consult the PCA available at: https://unfccc.int/process/the-paris-agreement/status-of-ratification#:$\sim$:
text=191%20Parties%20out%20of%20197,the%20Paris%20Agreement%20was%20achieved

We also recommended this as further reading: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14693062.2020.1778885

The Green Climate
Fund (GCF)

The world’s largest fund to help “developing” countries to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions and enhance their ability
to respond to climate change
We touch on the pros and cons to the GCF Fund in section “Understanding How Proposed Climate “Solutions” May
Perpetuate Crises” of this article

Set up by the UNFCCC in 2010, the GCF is intended to play a critical role in achieving the Paris Agreement. It was designed to
support the goal of keeping average global temperatures well below + 2◦C by providing funds for improvements to low-carbon
infrastructure in “developing” countries
To learn more about the GCF, visit: https://www.greenclimate.fund/about

Fridays for Future This is an international movement of youth activists (mostly pre-college students) who forgo Friday classes to participate in
demonstrations to demand action from politicians. Fridays for Future demands climate action in accordance with the
1.5◦C target among other key climate goals

This movement originated in August, 2018, after Greta Thunberg, a youth activist, sat in front of the Swedish parliament to protest
against the lack of action on the climate change crisis. Since then, it’s grown into an international phenomenon, helping to unite
youth organizers from all around the world

To learn more about Fridays for Future, their demands, and organizing, visit: https://fridaysforfuture.org/

We mention the important role that Fridays for Future has played in altering COP negotiations in section “The Push for
Representation at Cop and Within the UNFCCC”

Local Communities
and Indigenous
Peoples Platform
(LCIPP)

This platform, which we introduce in section “The Push for Representation at Cop and Within the UNFCCC,” was
established with the purpose of sharing knowledge, exchange experiences and enhancing the engagement of local
communities and Indigenous peoples within the UNFCCC process

Established during COP 23 in Bonn in accordance with the Paris Agreement and Decision 1/CP.21, the LCIPP explicitly states
that the rights of local communities and Indigenous peoples need be respected, promoted and considered when taking action to
address climate change

To learn more about work from the LCIPP, visit: https://unfccc.int/LCIPP

UN Convention on
Biological Diversity
(CBD)

The (UN) CBD is a multilateral treaty, with three main goals: the conservation of biological diversity, the sustainable use of
its components, and the fair and equitable sharing of benefits arising from genetic sources

The CBD was inspired by the world community’s growing commitment to sustainable development. It opened for signatures on
June, 1992, at the UN conference on Environment and Development (a.k.a. the Rio “Earth Summit”), and entered into effect on
December 29, 1993

Visit: https://www.cbd.int

We touch on the role of the CBD in section “The Push for Representation at Cop and Within the UNFCCC.”

Friends of Ocean
Action

A coalition of over 50 ocean leaders who are fast-tracking solutions to the most pressing challenges facing the ocean. Its
members come from business, civil society, international organizations, science and technology sectors

To learn more about Friends of Ocean Action, visit: https://www.weforum.org/friends-of-ocean-action/who-we-are

We touch on the importance of this coalition in section “Conclusion” of this article

Intergovernmental
Science-Policy
Platform for
Biodiversity and
Ecosystem Services
(IPBES)*

The intergovernmental body that assesses the state of biodiversity and of the ecosystem services it provides to society, in
response to requests from decision makers. In some respects, IPBES generates and synthesizes knowledge surrounding
the status of global biodiversity and ecosystem services similarly to how the IPCC does for climate change

In June, 2010, States at a meeting on biodiversity and ecosystem services, adopted a document that stated, “an
intergovernmental science-policy platform for biodiversity and ecosystem services should be established.” In April, 2012, States
established IPBES as “an independent intergovernmental body,” with its Secretariat located in Bonn, Germany

To learn more, visit: https://ipbes.net

International
Indigenous
Peoples’ Forum on
Climate Change
(IIPFCC)*

Representative members of Indigenous peoples who attend COPs and SBSTA/SBI meetings. IIPFCC’s mandate is to
come into agreement specifically on what Indigenous peoples will negotiate for in specific UNFCCC arenas

The IIPFCC was established in 2008 as the formal space of constituents for the negotiating body of Indigenous peoples in the
UNFCCC

To learn more about the IPFCC, visit: http://www.iipfcc.org/

Terms or phrases marked with an asterisk (*) are not explicitly referred to in the article but are still relevant. We encourage readers to utilize this as an “orientation guide” for understanding the rather complex organizational
and intellectual networks within which COP is embedded.
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FIGURE 1 | The two realities of the Conference of Parties 25 (COP 25) inside the Baker Hall at Feria de Madrid, Spain. In the main plenary room, high-level
negotiations/meetings are held. Outside, Observers gather to make their voices heard, including representatives from Indigenous communities, youth organizations,
the Women and Gender Constituency among many others. COP participants frequently wear clothes or hold up signs that reflect their identity and core values.
Animals are also depicted here since they are indirectly represented at COP by various observer organizations. Original artwork by author Leticia Cavole.

Party does not necessarily represent the interests of all its
constituents/communities.

Despite the egalitarian objective of the UN to maintain
international peace, we have observed that COP functions
a bit like a microcosm of the world we live in, where
the worldviews of some have been notoriously excluded or
are systemically undervalued borne from intersecting forms
of oppression, such as racism, sexism, ageism, homophobia,
transphobia, and religious discrimination among others (e.g.,
see Soumaré, 2021). Communities (and countries) that have
been excluded from and/or explicitly targeted by dominant
socioeconomic structures may have a seat at the table, but at
this time, must use that platform to request alliance, compassion,
and financial support for adaptation, loss and damages (e.g.,
Sealy-Higgins, 2017; see PCA Article 8). This highlights the
distinction between equality and equity, and demonstrates
why the equality offered by consensus may be insufficient

to provoke meaningful change and reparations for climate
damage already done.

UNDERSTANDING HOW PROPOSED
CLIMATE “SOLUTIONS” MAY
PERPETUATE CRISES

To achieve a “good life for all within planetary boundaries,”
it is essential that we reduce the level of resources associated
with a high standard of living (O’Neill et al., 2018). This
includes a more equitable per capita consumption of
resources (Giljum et al., 2009) as well as protections for
communities and ecosystems that have been historically
exploited. This knowledge permeates the negotiations at COP,
however, it is not politically popular to discuss the fact that
economic growth – while a primary need in many parts of
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the world (Rodríguez-Labajos et al., 2019; Hickel, 2020) –
is counterbalanced by a need for “degrowth” (Table 1) in
places where resource consumption is disproportionately high
(Rodríguez-Labajos et al., 2019; Hickel, 2020). For reasons we
suspect are related to the financial interests of a minority of
wealthy/powerful people, lobbies, and Parties (who have no
intention of advocating for decreased material consumption
or “degrowth”), market-driven and technocratic solutions
to climate change are heavily favored in COP negotiations
overall (Bachram, 2004; Fernandes and Girard, 2011; Sealey-
Huggins, 2017). We feel that it is important to contextualize
these proposals and their actual potential to mitigate
climate change.

Regarding market-driven solutions, the lynchpin of COP25
was in deciding the outcomes of specific subpoints in PCA –
Article 6 (Table 1), dealing with the regulation of carbon-
trading markets. These schemas (e.g., carbon offsets) are highly
contentious, present a false substitute for decarbonization,
and have been criticized as a modern-day extension of
colonialism and imperialism (Bachram, 2004; Sealey-Huggins,
2017). Another utilization of “the market” within the UNFCCC
that we find to be more appropriate is the Green Climate
Fund (GCF), which is intended to redistribute monies from
high-emission countries to low-emission countries that are
least responsible for climate change but also highly vulnerable
to its effects (Táíwò and Cibralic, 2020). While the GCF
increasingly relies of private sector financial mechanisms and
has, unfortunately, achieved < 10% of its 2020 $100 billion goal
(Táíwò and Cibralic, 2020), we feel that the ideas behind the
project, such as monetary redistribution and reparations, are
worthy of full consideration at COP.

Under the umbrella of technocratic climate solutions is the
push for a “green energy revolution.” This movement bears
potential for deep decarbonization but is not without its own
set of problems. Renewable energy technologies require the
raw materials for batteries used in grid storage and electric
vehicles, i.e., rare earths and other precious metals. In the span
of just 10 years (2018–2028), demand for lithium-ion batteries is
forecasted to grow seven-fold (Bibienne et al., 2020), with just a
few “developed” countries driving ∼ 90% of the import-market
in international trade (Sun et al., 2017). Similar to preceding
generations of energy revolution, the current loci of extraction are
often Indigenous or colonized lands (Estes, 2018; Whyte, 2020).
Lithium is often sourced from the Andean highlands of South
America, using a highly destructive process of extraction that
threatens access to water and land among local and Indigenous
communities. On the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, in Central
Africa (mainly in the Democratic Republic of the Congo), people
mine for the metallic supplements to lithium batteries (e.g.,
cobalt) (Banza Lubaba Nkulu et al., 2018). The byproducts of
this extraction are toxic (e.g., uranium), jeopardizing the health
and wellbeing of people who work in these oft-mismanaged
mines as well as the function of local riparian/forest ecosystems
(Banza Lubaba Nkulu et al., 2018).

While it may not be immediately obvious, the push for
“green” energy is of particular relevance to those who study the
ocean. Conflicts and environmental concerns around terrestrial

mining may move exploration and exploitation for precious
metals offshore via deep-seabed mining, where the impacts of
human activity are not well understood and the regulations of
mining yet to be defined (Levin et al., 2020). The ornate tapestry
of life we’ve observed in the deep sea represents hundreds of
years’ worth of development, and huge gaps in information plus
challenges in data collection and monitoring exist for deep-sea
and midwater environments (Drazen et al., 2020; Levin et al.,
2020). This makes it difficult to establish an environmental
baseline or to even understand what constitutes serious impacts
to these ecosystems (Mengerink et al., 2000; Levin et al., 2016,
2020; Drazen et al., 2020).

Similar to terrestrial mining, seabed mining threatens “non-
human” life as well as the communities of people whose
culture and subsistence are dependent on healthy oceans (Levin
et al., 2016, 2020). These were themes explored during COP25
at the Moana Blue Pacific Pavilion, sponsored by Fiji in
combination with other Pacific Island nations. Without political
measures to empower Local Communities and Indigenous
Peoples (“LCIPs”), the market-driven extraction of metals for
green-energy technologies, whether on or off shore, threatens
to create populations of environmental refugees, migrating from
homelands damaged in the name of climate “solutions” (Isenberg,
2010; Brito-Millan et al., 2019).

Resource extraction driven by the push to mitigate climate
change is a territory-crosscutting vulnerability which threatens
to perpetuate the environmental crises we face. Instead, we
should work thoughtfully to address what we view as one of
the root causes of climate change: rapid, inefficient, and highly
inequitable consumption of resources (O’Neill et al., 2018; Hickel,
2020). As a “threat multiplier” (Huntjens and Nachbar, 2015),
climate change will affect everyone, but for some, it’s a matter
of home or homelessness, “a matter of life or death” (Head of
State Hilda Heine of the Republic of Marshall Islands comm.,
September 2016) (Figure 2). To this end, climate “solutions”
should be carefully considered and scrutinized based on their
social and ecological impacts, including violations to sovereignty
and health. We, as authors of this piece but also beneficiaries of
tremendous privilege, feel united in a desire to sacrifice material
excess and political hegemony for the health and longevity of
the planet and each other. We assert that this trade-off is valid,
not naive, and should be part of political climate negotiations at
the largest scale.

THE PUSH FOR REPRESENTATION AT
COP AND WITHIN THE UNFCCC

Despite an ongoing push to represent alternative perspectives
within the UNFCCC, COP participants who do not conform
to the zeitgeist of proposed climate solutions are frequently
marginalized. At COP25, for example, 200 + Observers were
temporarily banned from the convention center after staging a
sit-in demonstration advocating increased attention to climate
justice, and solutions beyond carbon markets (McGrath, 2019).
This demonstration came on the heels of an earlier protest staged
by the organization Fridays for Future (Table 1), where youth
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FIGURE 2 | Linocut by author Simona Clausnitzer that depicts the lived experience of hurricanes, in particular Hurricane María. The image can be interpreted literally,
as a hurricane and its numerous impacts, or more symbolically: watching ourselves twist in a storm system of inequities that caused people living in Puerto Rico to
be without power for as much as 328 days following María, largely due to a lack of support from the United States’ federal government. As severe weather events
worsen in frequency and intensity, it is crucial to have meaningful justice-oriented climate legislation, much of which is being developed at COP.

activists occupied the center stage of the negotiation chamber
to demand climate justice in accordance with the IPCC’s Special
Report on 1.5◦C Warming (2018). No doubt, the organizers of
these protests will continue to make their voices heard at COP26,
and in our opinion, they are successfully altering the tone of
climate negotiations.

During the final plenary of the convention, 2 min were
allocated to the constituency group for Indigenous Peoples’
Organizations (IPOs). IPOs had pushed fruitlessly for negotiators
to elaborate on the protection of human rights and Indigenous
peoples’ rights within the PCA – Article 6, arguing that carbon
market approaches directly harm Indigenous communities
(Webb and Wentz, 2018). When the time came for the plenary,
the President delivering the address attempted to omit their
statement, asking instead that they upload it to the website
due to a two-day delay in closing the negotiations. In contrast
to this act and the history of Indigenous exclusion within the
UNFCCC (Sherpa, 2019), negotiators formally constituted the
Facilitative Working Group of the LCIP Platform (LCIPP) at
COP25. The LCIPP is composed of 14 members: one Party
representative from each of the UN’s five regional groups;
one Party representative from a Small Island Developing State
(SIDS); one Party representative from a “Least Developed
Country” (LDC); and seven IPO representatives. The core

functions of this working group are to: (1) protect and apply
traditional knowledge, (2) build capacity for UNFCCC LCIP
engagement, and (3) to facilitate strong climate change policy that
respects LCIP rights.

Similar efforts to build political representation and power
for other historically marginalized groups exist within the
UNFCCC, including the Women and Gender Constituency.
A UN Environmental Program report (2020) makes clear that
climate change has gendered impacts on society, stemming
from patriarchal social conditions under which women and girls
have less control over resources, wealth, and power – and are
exposed to disproportionately high levels of physical and sexual
violence resulting from climate instability (Nellemann et al.,
2012; UNDP, 2020). Yet, just one-third to two-fifths of UNFCCC
leadership roles, Party, or subsidiary delegations, are occupied by
women (Greene, 2019; UNFCCC WEDO, 2020). Furthermore,
the intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989) of gender discrimination
with (for example) race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, or
disability may heighten vulnerabilities (Nellemann et al., 2012;
Vinyeta et al., 2015; UNDP, 2020), especially among groups
of people who do not see their experiences reflected by Party
representatives.

The political outcomes of COP negotiations also have
major impacts on Earth’s flora and fauna (IPBES, 2019;
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Duarte et al., 2020), but the PCA fails to operationalize their
inherent rights to exist and thrive. Countries such as Bolivia
have lobbied hard to codify these rights at COP (see PCA
Introduction – item 13) and in parallel proceedings (e.g., The
World People’s Conference on Climate Change and the Rights
of Mother Earth, 2010); but it’s been difficult to garner political
support for the “rights of nature” (see Republic of Ecuador, 2008)
as a matter of international law. In this respect, the Rulebook
does a poor job at honoring nature’s intrinsic value as well as
the lives and cultural practices of people for whom human
and “non-human” life is spiritually intertwined (McCauley,
2006; Whyte, 2020). It also undervalues the many impending
climate consequences associated with mass extinction and
biosphere collapse (Anderson-Teixeira et al., 2013; IPBES,
2019). Technically, the UN’s Convention on Biodiversity
(CBD) is tasked with stemming the contemporaneous
crisis of biodiversity loss, but their work is increasingly
recognized as inextricably tied to UNFCCC negotiations.
And, in a somewhat hopeful turn of events, the Presidency
of COP26 will center “Nature” as one of its five “Presidential
Campaigns.”

As we’ve described, the politics of climate change adaptation
and mitigation have the potential to exploit and amplify pre-
existing and intersecting social vulnerabilities. Moreover, a
wide breadth of social-ecological knowledge/perspectives will
be required to tackle the complex governance challenges
and biogeochemical consequences associated with climate
change (e.g., IPBES, 2019). For these reasons, equitable
representation of historically marginalized groups is paramount
in political arenas such as COP, and we propose that the pre-
existing infrastructure for official constituencies be leveraged to
enfranchise communities that are not well-represented by Parties.

Constituency groups already have enhanced representative
power at COP, including access to the Floor in the form of
interventions and facilitated exchange with the UNFCCC
Secretariat. Their current status as “non-party organizations,”
however, means that they cannot vote on nor veto official
Rulebook language. Constituencies do not represent a single
country or territory, rather, they encompass politically
cross-cutting groups with common interests, perspectives,
and struggles. Thus, developing mechanisms to give
constituencies official Party status could bring voting
representation for explicitly marginalized groups into the
negotiation chambers with enhanced power to advocate for the
communities they represent.

We recognize, however, that representation (even within
leadership positions) may be insufficient to counteract
foundational legacies of exclusion; that formal representation
is often met with pressure to conform; and that negotiators
are people, and no one person can “fix” everything. Thus,
without systemic accountability practices, the dominant culture
may continue to control chambers of power. Additional
mechanisms/metrics should be developed to track progress
toward meaningful inclusion of diverse perspectives and to
promote organizational practices that counteract the long-held
influence of power, money, and political hegemony. We contend
that these mechanisms must address the multifaceted effects of

hierarchy by ensuring inclusion and actively combating prejudice
(e.g., practicing anti-racism) within the organization.

POWER TO THE PEOPLE SEES DIRECT
OCEAN “WINS”

Culminating at COP25, we’ve seen how the political organization
of communities from historically marginalized groups can
fundamentally change the outcome of negotiations, whereby
Fiji and its many allies through the “Friends of the Ocean”
coalition (Table 1) secured attention for ocean-climate action
in future UNFCCC negotiations. Specifically, the coalition
laid the groundwork for future SBSTA discussions related
to ocean-climate action and ocean-based solutions (Decision
1/CP.25)2. This represents an important step because, until
COP21, the ocean had been largely excluded from negotiations
altogether; this oversight is at odds with the incredible role
that the ocean plays in regulating Earth’s climate as well as
the numerous manifestations of climate change in the marine
environment (IPCC, 2019).

In the COPs following COP23 (spearheaded by Fiji), we
noticed increases in Indigenous representation and a concerted
focus on the ocean-climate nexus. We also observed an increase
in both the span and depth of conversations centered on
SIDS, the unequal effects of climate change, and the key
role that local and Indigenous knowledge/leadership plays in
successfully implementing the PCA. This gave way to the ideas
behind the LCIPP Facilitative Working Group, and beginning in
January 2018, Parties adopted a new facilitative dialog publicly
introduced by COP23’s President and Fijian Prime Minister
(Frank Bainimarama).

This traditional dialog, known as the Talanoa dialog, is
a solutions-oriented style of decision-making which places
emphasis on collective action. It involves storytelling and
skill-sharing to build trust and improve negotiations through
empathy (Informal Note by COP Presidencies). We support
Parties fully integrating and convening through the Talanoa or
similar dialogs, emphasizing inclusivity and transparency to enact
decisions both for and by all. Moreover, leadership emanating
from LCIPs, SIDs, and Pacific Islander communities on issues
related to the ocean exemplifies why alternate epistemologies
must be integrated into UNFCCC negotiations.

CONCLUSION

Despite the sheer magnitude of the climate crisis, we believe that
a better world is possible, and that purposeful restructuring of
the UNFCCC/COP process will aid in our shared goal to abate
emissions and overcome the negative effects of warming. We
have seen how increased representation from diverse constituents
and delegations at COP has successfully shifted the narrative on
climate change, generating increased attention to intersectional
climate justice as well as political interest in our coasts, islands,

2https://unfccc.int/documents/210471
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and oceans. In writing this piece, we directly address our fellow
early-career researchers who find themselves driven to push for
climate action beyond their role in science, and hope that our
experiences motivate an increased attention to the global climate
negotiations that will undoubtedly shape the future of our lives
and the oceans we love.
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