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A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY 

ecbi has examined future arrangements for intergovernmental meetings under 
the UNFCCC for several years under the Quo Vadis COP? series. The first paper, Quo 
Vadis COP?, published in 2021, argued that these meetings should become more 
“settled and fit for purpose” in the wake of the Paris Agreement—that is, based in 
Bonn and focused on implementation. Follow-up publications include the 2025 blog 
Good COP? Bad COP? Time to Reform COP!, an updated version of the 2021 paper, the 
blog Quo Vadis COP31?, and a discussion note on Reimagining COPs and Climate Weeks. 

This 2026 paper now highlights the need to update the terminology used in previous 
papers.  

In theory, “COP”—Conference of the Parties—refers to the governing body of the UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), just as “CMP” and “CMA” refer to 
the governing bodies of the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement, respectively. The 
UNFCCC system also includes the Subsidiary Body for Implementation (SBI) and the 
Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technical Advice (SBSTA), which serve all three 
governing bodies. 

In practice, however, “COP” is now used as an umbrella term to refer to all the annual 
climate events held under the authority of the COP and hosted by the COP Presidency. 
This includes the CMP, CMA, SBI, and SBSTA. 

The 2021 paper noted that, over time, COPs have evolved into mega-events, both in the 
rapidly growing number of participants and in the range of associated activities. It 
grouped these associated activities into three categories: Negotiations, Summits, and 
Expos. 

“Negotiations” referred broadly to the sessions of the governing and subsidiary bodies of 
the multilateral climate regime. These sessions originally focused on negotiating 
international agreements, but they always included mandated events and “side events” 
in the Blue Zone, managed by the UNFCCC Secretariat, and distinct from the host country-
controlled Green Zone.  

Over time, the number events in pavilions and in the Green Zone has expanded 
significantly. Now, only a small proportion of Blue Zone side events fall directly under 
Secretariat management. The 2021 paper classified the events in pavilions and the Green 
Zone as the “Expo”. 

https://ecbi.org/news/quo-vadis-cop-future-arrangements-intergovernmental-meetings-under-unfccc-%E2%80%93-settled-and-fit
https://blog.oxfordclimatepolicy.org/good-cop-bad-cop-time-to-reform-cop/
https://blog.oxfordclimatepolicy.org/good-cop-bad-cop-time-to-reform-cop/
https://ecbi.org/news/ecbi-publishes-2024-update-its-quo-vadis-cop-report
https://blog.oxfordclimatepolicy.org/quo-vadis-cop-31/
https://ecbi.org/news/ecbi-publishes-note-reimagining-cops-and-climate-weeks
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This paper now argues that annual sessions should focus less on negotiations, and more 
on exchanging implementation experience among government practitioners. The term 
“UNFCCC Sessions” is, therefore, now more accurate than “Negotiations” for the first 
element of the original triad. 

The terminology, therefore, needs to be updated as follows: 

• UNFCCC Sessions (“Sessions”): Activities organised by the UNFCCC Secretariat,
including negotiations, mandated events, and official side events in the Blue Zone.

• COP Presidency Summits (“COP Summits”): Meetings of Heads of State and
Government convened by the COP Presidency.

• COP Presidency Expos (“COP Expos”): All other activities not covered above,
including Green Zone and pavilion events.

Benito Müller 
OCP Managing Director and ecbi Director 
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PREFACE 

 
 
We have each spent decades working within the multilateral climate process and retain 
an unwavering belief in the indispensable power of multilateralism and international 
cooperation. The architectural achievements of the past thirty-five years—the UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Kyoto Protocol, and the Paris 
Agreement—have successfully established a universal system of shared norms, rigorous 
transparency frameworks, and long-term political signals that have fundamentally 
reshaped global policy and mobilised unprecedented capital. 
 
At the same time, we must confront a stark and widening disconnect: the current 
operational structure of the UNFCCC is no longer aligned with the compounding urgency 
of the climate crisis. While science warns that the window to secure a liveable future is 
rapidly closing, the pace of formal UN climate negotiations remains tethered to 
incremental diplomacy. Implementation gaps are widening, trust is fraying, and a 
structural mismatch has emerged. The system is currently under-equipped to drive the 
transformative, real-world climate action on the ground mandated by the post-Paris era. 
 
This assessment is not ours alone. It reflects years of candid exchanges with negotiators, 
ministers, and non-Party stakeholders across all regional groups, and mirrors an 
increasingly urgent public debate. There is a growing consensus that the formal process 
faces a disconnect between what is needed and what it is currently set up to deliver. Left 
unaddressed, this disconnect risks reducing the process to performative exercises, 
progressively eroding the political authority and public legitimacy of the entire regime. 
This risk is particularly acute at a time when the international community is navigating a 
period in which major global actors may choose to step back from multilateral 
cooperation. 
 
At a time of severe geopolitical fragmentation, defending and revitalising multilateralism 
is an existential imperative. It is precisely because we champion the UNFCCC that we 
believe it must urgently evolve. The process must continue to uphold the rules-based 
system, enforce transparency, and monitor collective progress—but it must do so with 
far greater efficiency. Crucially, it must pivot its structural default away from perpetual 
line-by-line text negotiation and toward supporting practical, expert-led problem-solving 
on the ground. 
 
The structural strains facing the regime are undeniable, but they also present a unique 
political window for reform. Periods of institutional strain often expose structural 
weaknesses, sharpen the urgency for reform, and create political space for changes that 
may otherwise be difficult to achieve. 
 
This paper, therefore, outlines a pragmatic “toolbox” for a strategic and procedural 
overhaul. We propose targeted reforms to improve the efficiency of the process and 
connect it with the frontline practitioners of climate action. 
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We hope this paper serves as an actionable catalyst for debate, offering a clear path to 
ensure the UNFCCC remains the resilient, effective instrument the planet requires. 

Stefan Ruchti-Crowley and Paul Watkinson 

June 2026 

Paul Watkinson, France’s former chief climate negotiator, a key architect of the 
Paris Agreement, and former SBSTA Chair, remains convinced that the multilateral 
climate process is vital—but also that it can do far more to support action on the 
ground. 

Stefan Ruchti-Crowley, former Head of Environment, Energy and Health at the 
Swiss Foreign Ministry, has spent more than two decades engaged in the multilateral 
climate process, witnessing both the strengths of the multilateral climate process 
and the frustrations of those seeking to translate its outcomes into action on the 
ground. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

A Multilateral System Under Strain 

The international community has built a climate governance system under the 
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) over the past 35 
years, establishing the institutional and legal foundations required to address the global 
climate crisis. With the adoption of the Paris Agreement and its implementation 
rulebook, the system is now in place and functioning and has driven significant 
progress; the world is no longer on a 4°C+ warming trajectory, clean technology 
costs have plummeted, and participation remains nearly universal. 

Yet, the climate crisis continues to deepen. Global warming is advancing at 
unprecedented levels, placing the world on a trajectory to overshoot the Paris 
Agreement’s temperature limits. Global temperatures break records annually, while the 
impacts of climate change are rising significantly. As warming approaches 1.5°C, 
every fraction of a degree rise results in the loss of life and livelihoods,  
disproportionately affecting the most vulnerable countries and communities. Relative 
to the urgency of the global crisis, the outcomes of the global process appear 
inadequate and incremental. 

While multilateralism remains vital and irreplaceable, the challenge is that the 
procedures, practices, and institutional arrangements for the UNFCCC were designed for 
an era of treaty-making. The UNFCCC Sessions are increasingly ill-suited to the new role 
urgently required of the global climate governance system: to accelerate 
implementation, foster cooperation, overcome practical barriers, and mobilise diverse 
national actors to deliver transformative climate action. They are constrained by 
four interrelated challenges. 

First, the process remains primarily geared towards negotiation, with consensus-
based decision-making consuming much of the available time and political 
attention, often producing lowest-common-denominator outcomes with 
limited impact on implementation. Second, increasingly crowded agendas leave 
little space to focus on implementation. Third, the formal process does not 
adequately engage the national actors responsible for delivering climate action on the 
ground. Fourth, while the UNFCCC has developed a range of formats that can foster 
cooperation and exchange beyond formal negotiations, these are not being used to 
their full potential, and opportunities remain to better connect the process with 
implementers and support implementation. 

The multilateral process is falling short of the impact it needs to achieve and, because of 
this structural mismatch, is experiencing a gradual loss of both relevance and 
legitimacy. An overhaul is critical and timely, to make it “fit for purpose” for 
an era of implementation. 
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Toolbox for Reform 

This paper proposes a toolbox of measures in four key reform areas to shift the climate 
regime towards an implementation-oriented operating model, while remaining 
consistent with the UNFCCC and Paris Agreement frameworks. They can be pursued 
individually or collectively. 

1. Improve Agendas

• Merge or group agenda items under broad thematic pillars, such as mitigation, 
adaptation, finance, and transparency, to enhance coherence.

• Develop good practices to limit procedural conflicts over agenda adoption 
and avoid fragmentation and duplication.

• Remove legacy or “ghost” agenda items.

• Conclude outstanding business on the Kyoto Protocol.

2. Organise Work Better

• Move towards a thematic Multi-Year Programme of Work instead of 
addressing all issues, every year.

• Coordinate reviews and timelines that have evolved incrementally and are, 
therefore, poorly aligned.

• Undertake a system-wide review of mandated events, constituted bodies, 
and work programmes to improve coherence, efficiency, and effectiveness.

• Optimise the use of intersessionals and presessionals for substantive 
work.

3. Expand Focus on Implementation

• Limit the format of negotiation only for issues that require negotiation.

Implementation-focused work can be noted, and does not systematically require

negotiated conclusions or decisions.

• Expand alternative and innovative modalities that drive implementation by

fostering cooperation, mutual learning, and problem-solving. These include

Facilitative Dialogue Formats like the Talanoa Dialogues, Majlis, roundtables, and

world cafe s that have already been tested.

• Ensure the Enhanced Transparency Framework becomes a mechanism for

mutual learning, not a compliance-oriented “box-ticking” exercise.

4. Improve Effectiveness Through Structural Changes

• Appoint Heads of Implementation alongside the traditional Head of Delegation

and broaden delegation composition to include national implementers.
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• Engage ministers of energy, finance, trade, housing, health, and other climate-

related sectors in problem-solving dialogues focused on removing systemic 
barriers.

• Improve integration of non-Party stakeholders in the process, to make them 
active partners rather than observers.

• Strengthen the connection between scientific insights, policy formulation, 
and implementation and ensure research priorities reflect real-world needs, 
particularly by revitalising SBSTA.

• Structure dialogue with finance and technology actors to address these 
important enablers of implementation and ensure stronger coordination with 
related international processes such as Financing for Development.

• Create a platform for key actors to come together to address systemic 
barriers, including high capital costs, debt burdens, limited fiscal space, and high 
transaction costs that constrain climate action, particularly in developing 
countries.

• Develop an AI-enabled learning-by-doing platform to synthesise information 
into actionable insights.

• Strengthen links across the UN system, including with institutions such as the 
UN Development Programme, UN Environment Programme, and International 
Energy Agency.

• Support the UNFCCC Secretariat to manage expanding mandates, including by 
securing predictable core funding and freeing critical resources for it to support 
implementation.

A Pragmatic Path to Reform 

This report takes a pragmatic approach, focusing on operational improvements that can 
be executed within the existing consensus-based framework. Navigating this evolution 
will require careful diplomacy to reassure Parties that changes are intended to 
strengthen the regime’s effectiveness rather than weaken its governance. 

Leadership must drive this transition, with the COP Presidencies, SB Chairs, COP 
Bureau, and Secretariat stepping forward to take up the baton. Ultimately, the UNFCCC 
process is the central framework for safeguarding the planet from severe climate 
impacts, and its working methods must evolve to meet that imperative. 
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I. A MULTILATERAL SYSTEM UNDER STRAIN

It is now more than 35 years since the UN General Assembly launched the 
intergovernmental process that led to the adoption of the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 1992.1 During this time, the international 
community has built an unprecedented framework for collective climate action. Two 
further treaties were adopted: the Kyoto Protocol in 1997 and the Paris Agreement in 
2015.  

The UNFCCC, the Kyoto Protocol, the Paris Agreement, and their associated institutions 
and rulebooks have created the world’s central system for climate governance. Together, 
they have established shared norms, accountability frameworks, transparency 
mechanisms, financial arrangements, and long-term political signals that have shaped 
national policies and mobilised global action. 

This multilateral process has demonstrated remarkable resilience, despite setbacks such 
as The Hague and Copenhagen COPs and the departure or non-participation of major 
actors. Participation in the COP process continues to grow, reflecting the enduring 
centrality of the UNFCCC as the only universal forum capable of bringing nearly 200 
Parties together to address a common existential challenge.  

This global framework has driven increasingly significant domestic action. Nationally 
Determined Contributions (NDCs), climate laws, adaptation plans, and long-term 
strategies have been developed, while non-state actors have driven major cost reductions 
in clean technologies. 

As a result, climate action has advanced significantly in the past three decades. The world 
is no longer on a trajectory toward 4°C or higher warming relative to preindustrial 
levels, as was projected prior to 2015. Clean technologies, such as solar PV and 
batteries, have fallen dramatically in cost, climate impacts are better understood, and 
adaptation has become more mainstream. The Paris Agreement has enabled near 
universal participation through NDCs and related national planning instruments, 
while investment in clean energy is now twice the level of investment in fossil fuels.2  

Yet, the climate crisis is accelerating. 

Global temperatures continue to break records every year, and climate impacts are 
intensifying across all regions. Greenhouse gas emissions remain far from the trajectory 
required to meet the limits set by the Paris Agreement. Current policies still place the 
world on a trajectory of around 2.3-2.5°C of warming. Emissions have yet to peak globally, 
and both ambition and implementation gaps persist, including in finance, technology 
transfer, and capacity-building.  

As warming approaches 1.5°C, every fraction of a degree rise results in loss of life and 
livelihoods, with the harshest consequences falling on the poorest and least culpable 
people, communities, and countries. 
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Relative to the urgency of the climate crisis, the outcomes of the UNFCCC process often 
appear inadequate and incremental.    

The need to strengthen the effectiveness of the global response, specifically by 
strengthening implementation on the ground, has become urgent. Senior global leaders 
have warned that the widening gap between negotiated outcomes and real-world 
implementation risks undermining confidence in the process itself.  3 In its 2025 Advisory 
Opinion, the International Court of Justice also underscored this growing gap between 
existing action to address the “urgent and existential threat” of climate change, and the 
level of ambition and implementation required under international law.4  

At the same time, the context in which the regime operates has fundamentally changed. 
Geopolitical pressures are mounting. Governments are increasingly consumed by 
competing crises and fiscal constraints, while one major actor has withdrawn entirely 
from both climate action and multilateral cooperation.  

As a result, the effectiveness, legitimacy, and credibility of the multilateral climate 
process are under growing strain. If the process continues to operate as it does today, its 
capacity to deliver meaningful outcomes risks progressive erosion, together with its 
political authority and public legitimacy.  

Structural Mismatch 

The challenge is not that the multilateral climate regime has failed. Multilateralism under 
the UNFCCC has delivered and remains vital and central to solving the transboundary 
threat of climate change. It is the only level of governance capable of aligning incentives, 
rules, finance, and accountability across nearly 200 sovereign states, while ensuring that 
everyone has a seat at the table. 

The challenge, rather, is that the context has changed. The institutional arrangements, 
working methods, and procedures of the UNFCCC were designed for an era 
focused primarily on negotiations and treaty-making, not for the current imperative 
of driving transformative implementation and action on the ground.  

This has created a structural mismatch: a system designed primarily for treaty-making 
that has not yet adapted to the central challenge of implementation in the post-Paris era. 
Delegations still seek negotiations and consensus text, even where other modalities and 
outcomes may be more effective in driving action on the ground.  

Negotiation and consensus-building remain essential for rule-setting, accountability, and 
defining shared political direction. But they should no longer be the default mode across 
all areas of work. This is now recognised and acknowledged by all Parties in the Global 
Mutirão, adopted at COP30 in 2025, which calls for a decisive transition from an 
emphasis on negotiations towards an urgent focus on implementation and delivery.5 

https://www.icj-cij.org/sites/default/files/case-related/187/187-20250723-pre-01-00-en.pdf
https://www.icj-cij.org/sites/default/files/case-related/187/187-20250723-pre-01-00-en.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/cma7_2c_Mutirao_auv.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/cma7_2c_Mutirao_auv.pdf
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Such a shift also aligns with the Brazilian COP30 Presidency’s proposal for a “two-tier 
multilateralism” approach to strengthening climate cooperation. According to the 
proposal, the first tier would continue to focus on formal intergovernmental negotiations, 
while the second tier would operate in a more flexible and action-oriented mode, 
enabling faster-moving implementation-focused processes involving coalitions of willing 
Parties and non-Party stakeholders, including cities, businesses, and financial 
institutions. Together, the two tiers would bridge the gap between slow-moving 
consensus negotiations and the urgent pace required for real-world implementation.6  
 
This paper, meanwhile, argues that the moment has come for procedural reform of the 
UNFCCC to do both: to negotiate better and to support implementation better. For the 
former, the negotiation process must be improved and rationalised to become more 
focused, strategic, and efficiently organised. For the latter, the UNFCCC process must 
expand the use of other modalities that are better suited to supporting implementation, 
mobilising cooperation, and overcoming practical barriers to action.  
 

Scope of this Paper 
 
The paper focuses on challenges within the formal multilateral process. It does not revisit 
broader institutional restructuring proposals explored elsewhere in this ecbi series, such 
as separating UNFCCC Sessions, COP Presidency Summits, and COP Presidency Expos 
(see opening note on terminology). Nor does it examine the expanding ecosystem of 
informal processes led by COP Presidencies—including leaders’ summits, high-level 
events, and the Global Climate Action Agenda—which exist outside the formal 
negotiations.  
 
It does, however, draw important lessons from informal processes. For instance, the 
success of the Global Climate Action Agenda in mobilising implementers and engaging 
businesses, subnational governments, and international organisations demonstrates the 
value of more action-oriented modalities to strengthen the UNFCCC process (while 
recognising the fundamental difference in the degree of accountability associated with 
commitments made in formal versus informal settings).7  
 
The paper does not claim to provide definitive answers; nor does it set out an exhaustive 
reform agenda. Reforming a consensus-based system that has evolved over decades is 
inherently complex, and views will inevitably differ on the best path forward.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://unfccc.int/climate-action
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II. TOOLBOX FOR REFORM

There are at least four key factors that constrain the effectiveness of the UNFCCC process 
in driving transformative action: 

• The process remains primarily geared towards negotiation rather than delivering 
impact on the ground. Almost every issue is treated as a matter for negotiation, 
and because decisions must be reached by consensus—an arrangement unlikely 
to change—this consumes the bulk of time and political attention. The result is 
often lowest-common-denominator outcomes with debatable impact on 
addressing the climate crisis.

• UNFCCC session agendas are already overloaded and difficult to manage, leaving 
no time to address implementation. Agendas have ballooned into long and 
complex lists of fragmented mandates, some outdated.

• National implementers (government and non-government) are not part of the 
formal UNFCCC process. They lack the space to make a substantive contribution. 
Delegations remain dominated by diplomats skilled in drafting text, but distant 
from the practicalities of implementation.

• While formats and processes that can encourage cooperation rather than 
confrontation have been tried and tested within the UNFCCC process, their use is 
not optimised. There is also further opportunity to innovate with formats that 
connect the process with implementers of climate action, and support 
implementation.

To address these four challenges, this paper proposes a toolbox of options for four areas 

of potential reform: 

1. Improve Agendas

2. Organise Work Better

3. Expand Focus on Implementation

4. Improve Effectiveness Through Structural Changes

These options can be implemented individually or in combination, ranging from targeted 

adjustments to more comprehensive reform. 

Many of these proposals are not new and have been raised repeatedly by Parties and 

groups of Parties, including under SBI discussions on intergovernmental arrangements. 

The challenge now is to move from long-standing recognition of problems to concrete 

and sustained reform.  
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II.1. Improve Agendas

Agenda-setting is fundamental to the effectiveness of any institutional process: it 
determines priorities, structures discussions, and shapes outcomes. Yet UNFCCC session 
agendas have become increasingly long, fragmented, and difficult to manage, reflecting 
the cumulative expansion of mandates under the UNFCCC, Kyoto Protocol, and Paris 
Agreement over more than three decades. 

At COP30 in Belém, Parties faced 149 agenda items and sub-items across the governing 
and subsidiary bodies. Years of compromise have dispersed closely related issues across 
multiple negotiating tracks, weakening strategic oversight and contributing to 
procedural overload. 

Time has consequently become one of the process’s most significant constraints. Most 
agenda items receive only brief negotiating slots, while delegates lose substantial time 
moving between parallel meetings spread across venues. This undermines the quality of 
engagement and outcomes, places particular strain on smaller delegations, and leaves 
insufficient space for implementation-focused discussions and cooperation. Some 
suggestions to improve the agendas are listed below. 

Streamline: Current agenda items could be streamlined under broader thematic pillars 
such as mitigation, adaptation, finance, and transparency. This would allow for more 
strategic and coherent organisation of work, without altering mandates. There are 
already precedents for such consolidation, including the establishment of the forum on 
the impact of the implementation of response measures following COP17 in 2011. 

Such streamlining would allow the Secretariat, COP Presidency, and SB Chairs greater 
flexibility to organise work more coherently. It would allow for longer and more focused 
discussions, reduce disruptive room changes, improve coordination across related 
issues, and help avoid recurring agenda fights by accommodating emerging issues within 
existing thematic pillars. 

Such reform would require careful preparation and confidence-building among Parties. 
Revised agenda structures should, therefore, be proposed well in advance, accompanied 
by detailed mapping of existing mandates to demonstrate clearly that no issues are being 
removed, expanded, or introduced beyond agreed mandates. Clear annotations to 
provisional agendas would also help facilitate smoother agenda adoption and more 
efficient organisation of work. 

Develop Good Practice for Agenda Adoption: Agenda adoption has increasingly become a 
source of procedural confrontation, consuming valuable time and political capital and, in 
some cases, jeopardising the success of entire sessions. Formal agreement on rules of 
procedure or voting rules remains unlikely. While substantive disagreements are, 
therefore, inevitable in a consensus-based process, the following pragmatic practices 
could help reduce unnecessary procedural conflict: 
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• Integration: Encourage new issues to be addressed under existing agenda items
or within planned reviews where possible, rather than through ad hoc additions.

• Mandate clarity: Discourage substantively new issues from being introduced
directly under SB agendas without prior guidance from the governing bodies.

• Advance submissions: Encourage proposals for new agenda items to be
submitted well in advance of sessions—at least one month before sessions—to
avoid last-minute surprises and disputes.

• Safe spaces: Use informal consultations, led by the SB Chairs or the COP
Presidency, to explore sensitive issues without immediate pressure to negotiate
formal outcomes. Such settings can help Parties test ideas, clarify intentions, and
build confidence before positions harden in formal negotiations, thereby
reducing the risk of procedural deadlock driven more by negotiating dynamics
than substantive disagreement.

Remove Legacy Agenda Items: A growing number of outdated or inactive agenda items 
remain formally open long after their practical relevance has diminished. These “ghost 
items” contribute to agenda congestion, dilute focus, and undermine institutional 
credibility. 

The Secretariat, supported by presiding officers, should identify such items in agenda 
annotations and propose their closure or removal where appropriate. Scenario notes by 
the COP Presidency or SB Chairs could further support this process by clarifying 
pathways for concluding legacy workstreams. 

Conclude Kyoto Protocol Work: With the completion of the Kyoto Protocol’s second 
commitment period (2013–2020), its operational phase is effectively over. Attention has 
shifted to orderly closure of its remaining institutions, ensuring continuity where 
necessary under the Paris Agreement and preserving access to archives and records.  

Outcomes from COP30/CMP20 in Belém clarified several remaining issues, including 
closure of the International Transaction Log and Kyoto registry system, winding down of 
the Clean Development Mechanism as the Paris Agreement’s Crediting Mechanism 
becomes operational, completion of the work of the Compliance Committee, and 
transition of the Adaptation Fund to serve exclusively under the Paris Agreement. 

COP31/CMP21 should, therefore, formally conclude all remaining Kyoto Protocol work, 
agree on outstanding issues relating to the transition to the Paris Agreement, set up any 
necessary archival arrangements, and discontinue CMP meetings and associated SB 
agenda items. This will free institutional capacity, negotiating time, and Secretariat 
resources for implementation-focused work under the Paris Agreement. 

II.2. Organise Work Better

The organisation of work under the UNFCCC needs to evolve to support stronger 
outcomes and more effective implementation. 

Develop Multi-Year Work Programmes: The current practice of addressing nearly every 
agenda item at every session is increasingly unsustainable. A more strategic, multi-year 
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cycle guided by multi-year programmes, would allow issues to be considered in greater 
depth over several sessions, rather than superficially at each meeting. 

This would not remove issues from the agenda; rather, substantive work could continue 
intersessionally through work programmes and constituted bodies, without requiring 
negotiated conclusions at every session. Such an approach would provide Parties with 
greater predictability while allowing technical work to progress between meetings. 
Similar models already exist under the Gender Action Plan and the SBSTA agenda item 
on Research and Systematic Observation, where thematic focus alternates across 
sessions. 

A structured multi-year cycle would reduce time pressure, improve deliberations, 
and strengthen outcomes. This is particularly important in areas such as finance, 
where numerous agenda items currently compete for limited negotiating time. 

Implementing such an approach would require careful planning by the Secretariat, SB 
Chairs, and COP Presidencies, while retaining flexibility for issues requiring more regular 
consideration. 

Coordinate Reviews and Timelines: A multi-year approach will require better 
coordination of review cycles and timelines across workstreams, agenda items, and 
constituted bodies. Many existing review processes have evolved incrementally and 
remain poorly aligned. 

Better coordination will improve coherence and efficiency, while also making the UNFCCC 
process more transparent and accessible. The Secretariat should, therefore, map existing 
review cycles and identify opportunities to align and streamline them. 

Review Mandated Events, Work Programmes, and Constituted Bodies: 
Workshops, dialogues, roundtables, work programmes, and constituted bodies have 
proliferated under the UNFCCC. Many, like the High-Level Ministerial Roundtables, 
provide valuable spaces to mobilise leaders, and offer critical opportunities for 
technical exchange and cooperation between Party and non-Party actors, 
demonstrating the usefulness of formats other than negotiation.  

However, the proliferation of such processes also places growing demands on 
delegations and Secretariat resources. In some cases, outputs intended to support 
implementation are drawn back into formal negotiations rather than directly informing 
action on the ground. 

A comprehensive review is, therefore, needed to assess the purpose, effectiveness, 
overlaps, and interactions of mandated events, work programmes, and constituted 
bodies, with a view to improving coherence and strengthening support for 
implementation. 
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Optimise Use of Intersessionals: Formal sessions under the UNFCCC have fixed durations 
and cannot be easily extended. However, better use can be made of events that take place 
between formal sessions.  
 
Regional Climate Weeks, for instance, provide important opportunities to engage 
implementers and non-Party stakeholders, including sectoral ministries, local 
authorities, businesses, and financial actors that may not participate actively in formal 
negotiations. They offer opportunities to convene mandated events and dialogues. They 
also enable smaller countries that may not host a COP to convene major international 
climate events.8  
 
Similarly, the weeks before formal sessions, when pre-sessional meetings and mandated 
events already take place, could be used more strategically for substantive work, while 
balancing the coordination needs of Parties and negotiating groups.  
 

Although these changes would have budgetary implications, they could also improve the 
efficiency and impact of the time and resources invested by both the Secretariat and 
national delegations.  
 

Strengthen Coherence and Synergies: At present, reviews, mandated events, constituted 
bodies, work programmes, and intersessional events often operate in isolation from one 
another. Greater attention should be given to how these different elements interact and 
reinforce each other. 
 
Enhancing coherence and synergies across the system would improve the overall 
effectiveness of the global climate response, make processes more accessible and easier 
to understand both within and beyond the UNFCCC community, and enable more strategic 
and efficient use of limited resources. 

II.3. Expand the Focus on Implementation 

Negotiation remains essential for rule-setting, adopting guidelines, and managing critical 
processes like the Global Stocktake. However, with the Paris rulebook established, formal 
negotiation is no longer the sole pathway to impactful delivery. In fact, negotiating one-
size-fits-all policy guidance for implementation can hinder effective action in diverse 
national circumstances. 
 
Alternative modalities that foster cooperation, encourage mutual learning, and address 
barriers will be more effective for driving implementation. These modalities must be 
guided by a “form follows function” principle, ensuring an effective and impactful 
UNFCCC process. 
 
Table 1 identifies existing modalities, and proposes alternatives, for different activities 
based on their primary objectives. The table is neither exhaustive nor prescriptive, and 
the proposed modalities are not mutually exclusive. Some of them are explored in greater 
detail in this and the following section. 
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Table 1: Existing and Potential Modalities for More Effective Outcomes 

FUNCTION/GOAL  PRIMARY MODALITY EXAMPLES RATIONALE FOR MODALITY  

Rule-Setting & 

Finalising 

Implementation 

Guidance 

Negotiation leading to 

conclusions and decisions 

Modalities for follow-up to the GST 

ETF Review  

Article 6.4 Supervisory Body Guidance 

Requires intergovernmental consensus 

and political guidance for legal rule-

setting  

Science-Policy 

Interface 

Interactive dialogue 

Non-negotiated 

outcomes, noted to 

inform further work of 

the UNFCCC process and 

action by Parties and non-

Party stakeholders 

Research Dialogues 

Earth Information Day 

SBSTA-IPCC dialogues 

Interactive exchanges on IPCC reports and 

progress 

PA GST Technical Dialogue Phase 

UNFCCC Periodic Review Structured 

Expert Dialogue 

Brings scientific rigour and evidence into 

the process while linking 

implementation challenges to practical 

solutions 

Identifies research needs that can 

support implementation, address gaps, 

and help overcome barriers to action 

Technical & Factual 

Assessment  

Expert Assessment 

Factual Report by Co-

facilitators/Secretariat 

Non-negotiated 

outcomes, noted to 

inform further work of 

the UNFCCC process and 

action by Parties and non-

Party stakeholders 

GST Technical Dialogue Phase 

UNFCCC Periodic Review Structured 

Expert Dialogue 

BTR submission reports  

Fact-based assessment and provision of 

latest insights requiring factual, technical 

and scientific inputs  

Implementation 

Support & Peer 

Learning 

Facilitative Peer Dialogue 

Non-negotiated 

outcomes, noted to 

inform further work of 

the UNFCCC process and 

action by Parties and non-

Party stakeholders 

Transparency learning process 

Facilitative dialogues (Talanoa, Majlis, etc) 

NAP Assessment Dialogue 

Durban Forum on Capacity-Building 

Interaction with the Global Climate Action 

Agenda, the work of the High-Level 

Champions and the Yearbook 

Supports implementation by sharing 

experience, transferring capacity, and 

showcasing successful projects 

across the UNFCCC and other 

international platforms  

Discourages lowest common 

denominator outcomes 

Strategic & 

Systemic Problem-

Solving 

High-level implementation 

platforms 

Dialogues with ministers and heads of 

implementation 

Platform with financial actors and 

multilateral development banks 

Shifts from prepared statements to 

collaborative solution-seeking to 

overcome barriers to action 

Engages non-Party stakeholders and 

financial institutions 

Institutional 

Oversight 

Report by UNFCCC 

Secretariat 

Acknowledgment 

Annual Reports on Status of NDCs, NAPs, 

LTSs 

Annual Report of Constituted Bodies 

BTR Factual Submission Reports  

Ensures transparency and procedural 

continuity 

No undertaking of non-substantive 

negotiations 

Promoting 

Implementation 

Hybrid efforts and 

approaches aligned with 

the UNFCCC, but 

formally separate 

Restructured Action Agenda from Belém 

Global Implementation Accelerator 

Belém Mission to 1.5 

COP30 Presidency Roadmaps 

Transitioning Away from Fossil Fuels 

Forest & Climate Leaders’ Partnership 

Uniting Parties, and possibly Heads of 

State, in securing targeted 

implementation 

Engaging non-Party stakeholders 

Expand the Use of Facilitative Dialogue Formats: The process requires formats designed 
for cooperation rather than confrontation because the consensus principle can constrain 
focused exchanges on implementation. Useful lessons can be drawn from the 2018 
Talanoa Dialogue, which fostered trust, encouraged non-Party stakeholder participation, 
and inspired events beyond the UNFCCC process. This story-based format could be 
adapted to support specific implementation topics. 

https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement/2018-talanoa-dialogue-platform
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement/2018-talanoa-dialogue-platform
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Other formats—including the COP28 “Majlis”, roundtables, and world cafés—also offer 
significant potential. Already proven effective in the GST and scientific events, these 
methods shift the focus from line-by-line text editing to solving systemic problems. They 
also offer a more effective way to engage other independent intergovernmental 
processes that support domestic climate action. 
 

Make the ETF a Learning Process: The Enhanced Transparency Framework (ETF) sits at 
the heart of the Paris Agreement. It will require increasing time and resources as it 
expands through technical expert reviews of Biennial Transparency Reports (BTRs) and 
Multilateral Facilitative Consideration of Progress (MFCP) sessions.  
 
The ETF should evolve into a mechanism for mutual learning rather than a compliance-
oriented “box-ticking” exercise. Its success should be determined by the extent to which 
it supports peer learning, particularly during the BTR reviews, when the focus should 
remain on policy impact, implementation barriers, and pathways from targets to delivery.  
 
Innovative approaches should be introduced to ensure participation by the government 
actors directly responsible for domestic policy, rather than just traditional negotiators 
who tend to be less familiar with practical challenges on the ground.  
 
Holding the ETF, particularly MFCP sessions, outside the twice-yearly formal meetings 
would reduce scheduling pressure while improving expert participation. Similarly, the 
second GST could utilise structured expert dialogues to bring scientists and 
implementers together outside traditional negotiation settings to identify successes and 
support delivery. 

II.4. Improve Effectiveness Through Structural Changes  

Integrating implementers, finance experts, and other key actors through structural 
reforms can strengthen the UNFCCC process and improve its ability to promote and 
support climate action. 
 
Appoint Heads of Implementation and Broaden the Composition of Delegations: 
Professional diplomats and climate negotiators have been essential in building the 
UNFCCC system. However, delegations still largely reflect a historical emphasis on 
negotiated text. Senior officials and heads of delegation are typically focused on formal 
negotiations and may be only marginally engaged in practical implementation 
challenges. They are “geared to negotiate”. 
 
Although participation has broadened in recent years, with more implementation actors 
attending events in pavilions and under the Global Climate Action Agenda, this has not 
substantially changed the composition of most core delegations. As a result, 
implementation experts often remain peripheral to formal processes and may find few 
opportunities to contribute meaningfully or gain practical insights relevant to domestic 
implementation.  
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To elevate implementation within the process, the composition of delegations must 
evolve. The UNFCCC Secretariat could create a formal designation for a “Head 
of Implementation” within Party delegations, matching the rank of the traditional 
Head of Delegation that oversees the negotiations. Furthermore, expanding the 
participation of line ministries, public agencies, subnational authorities, and private 
sector actors would inject practical experience directly into the process, strengthening 
the facilitative formats proposed in this paper. 

Engage Ministers in Implementation-Focused Settings: Ministers already engage in 
implementation-related activities, but current formats require them to devote 
substantial time to overseeing negotiations on unresolved text.  Their participation is 
frequently dominated by prepared national statements rather than focused discussions 
on practical implementation challenges and solutions.  

A stronger implementation focus could also encourage greater participation by ministers 
responsible for energy, agriculture, finance, trade, and other portfolios directly linked to 
planning, funding, and delivering on climate action. Effective implementation depends on 
having the right actors engaged in the discussion. 

Improve Integration of Non-Party Stakeholders: Non-Party stakeholders—including civil 
society, Indigenous Peoples, youth, and the private sector—play essential roles in 
funding, innovation, and advocacy. As the UNFCCC shifts toward delivery, these actors 
must be treated as active partners rather than observers. New opportunities should be 
created for them to participate directly in technical dialogues and implementation 
agenda items, replacing brief, end-of-meeting interventions, when many delegations may 
already have left the meeting room, with meaningful, structured exchange. 

Strengthen Science-Policy Links: SBSTA serves as the UNFCCC’s science-policy interface, 
but its potential is constrained by a heavy negotiating agenda. Revitalising this link 
requires stronger, more interactive ties with scientific institutions like the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the World Meteorological 
Organization. Attention must expand beyond climate science alone to encompass the 
enabling conditions for successful action, including emission reductions, resilience 
building, finance mobilisation, and the social dimensions of the transition. 

Existing initiatives, such as the Structured Expert Dialogue, the Research Dialogue, 
and Earth Observation Day, provide a foundation for more interactive and 
facilitative exchanges where scientists inform policy and delegates identify research 
gaps. These exchanges must be valued in their own right, not merely as inputs for 
subsequent text. Regular dialogues between SBSTA and the IPCC should become 
more transparent and targeted, featuring published agendas and clear links to 
the immediate needs of constituted bodies. Dedicated workshops and technical 
papers, guided by the SB Chairs, could further support this practical exchange. 

Structure Dialogue with Finance and Technology Actors: Finance, capacity building, and 
technology transfer remain essential enablers of climate action. Given the persistent 
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shortfall in climate finance, initiatives such as the Veredas Dialogue on Article 2.1(c) and 
the Baku to Belém Roadmap to 1.3T already seek to address these issues.  

A critical next step is establishing a high-level, implementation-focused platform that 
brings together multilateral development banks, financial institutions, and technology 
actors with a focus on accountability. The Circle of Finance Ministers convened by the 
COP30 Presidency and led by the Brazilian Minister of Finance offers a useful precedent 
for engaging international organisations, civil society, academia, and the private sector. 
Stronger coordination with related international processes—especially Financing for 
Development—would clarify roles, allowing the COP to focus on climate priorities while 
broader financing issues are managed elsewhere in the UN system.  

Similar approaches could support progress on technology development and transfer. 

Create a Platform to Address Systemic Barriers: Systemic barriers, including high capital 
costs, debt burdens, limited fiscal space, and high transaction costs, continue to constrain 
climate action, particularly in developing countries.  

A dedicated platform is necessary to address these “disenablers” by bringing together 
national implementers, multilateral and national development banks, the Green Climate 
Fund, the Fund for Responding to Loss and Damage, and other international financial 
institutions and relevant intergovernmental processes. The goal of the platform would be 
the development and dissemination of practical solutions, not negotiated text. 

This platform will provide a space to share experiences, identify obstacles, deploy 
practical solutions, and strengthen links with processes, such as the Global Climate Action 
Agenda and the work of the High-Level Climate Champions. Investment-focused events 
linked to the Mitigation Work Programme already demonstrate the potential of such a 
format to engage implementation actors and shift attention toward delivery. 

Use AI to Support Learning by Doing: The UNFCCC process generates vast amounts of 
information through NDCs, National Adaptation Plans, BTRs, submissions, technical 
reports, work programmes, and constituted bodies. Yet much of this knowledge remains 
difficult to access and use effectively. 

An AI-enabled “learning-by-doing” platform could synthesise this information into 
actionable insights, highlighting successful policies, implementation and financing 
models, and solutions to common barriers.  

By suggesting policy and technological options based on international experience, 
providing reliable translation into national languages, and improving access to analysis, 
such a tool would level the playing field for smaller delegations. 

Strengthen Links Across the UN System: Partnerships with other UN agencies must be 
strengthened to support implementation. The UN Development Programme, with its 
strong country presence and extensive work supporting NDC implementation, is 
particularly well placed to contribute. Other vital partners include the UN Environment 

https://unfccc.int/topics/climate-finance/workstreams/veredas-dialogue
https://unfccc.int/topics/climate-finance/workstreams/baku-to-belem-roadmap-to-13t
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Programme and the International Energy Agency.9 There is significant scope to better 
align implementation support across the Rio Conventions, strengthening synergies while 
managing trade-offs between climate action, biodiversity protection, and 
land degradation. These efforts also align with the UN80 Initiative, a system-wide 
reform agenda to improve coherence, efficiency, and effectiveness across the UN 
system. 

Improve the Efficiency of the UNFCCC Secretariat: Although the UNFCCC Secretariat 
is not an implementing agency, it plays a critical role in supporting an 
implementation-focused process. While the Secretariat continues to streamline 
operations to manage expanding mandates, growing budgetary pressures constrain 
its capacity at a pivotal moment for global climate action. 

To overcome these constraints, securing predictable core funding is essential, alongside 
proactive efforts to diversify funding sources. Furthermore, continuous process 
optimisation will ensure the timely delivery of technical reports and 
documentation, freeing critical resources to support country-level implementation. 

III. A PRAGMATIC PATH TO REFORM

Participants in the UNFCCC process frequently call for a shift “from negotiation 
to implementation”. Yet while the underlying challenges are widely recognised, 
views diverge on how to operationalise reform—particularly regarding agenda 
rationalisation and institutional change. The limited progress under the SBI 
agenda item on Arrangements for Intergovernmental Meetings illustrates this 
difficulty. Despite numerous valuable proposals, few concrete institutional adjustments 
have been adopted. 

Because consensus requirements can constrain progress, voting mechanisms are 
often suggested as an alternative. However, pursuing such structural overhauls would 
likely consume significant political capital with little prospect of success. This report 
therefore takes a pragmatic approach, focusing on operational improvements that can 
be executed within the existing consensus-based framework. Navigating this evolution 
will require careful diplomacy to reassure Parties that changes are intended to 
strengthen the regime's effectiveness rather than weaken its governance. 

Leadership must drive this transition. The COP Presidency, the Bureau, and the SBI and 
STSTA Chairs can guide Parties toward implementation-oriented approaches 
through effective agenda-setting, multi-year work programmes, and facilitative formats. 
Involving representative non-Party stakeholders can further provide a vital 
sounding board to support innovation and build momentum. Many of these practices 
are not entirely new; the current challenge is driving systemic change by scaling up 
successful models while phasing out processes ill-suited to future delivery. 

Ultimately, the UNFCCC process is the primary multilateral framework for safeguarding 
the planet against severe climate impacts and securing a liveable world for present and 
future generations. Its working methods must therefore evolve to match the scale and 
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urgency of this responsibility. This is not just a matter of efficiency and efficacy, but a 
direct obligation to those who will bear its consequences—our children and 
grandchildren. 
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