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Executive Summary

introduction
The governments of the world will meet in Paris in December 2015 for the Twenty-First Conference 
of the Parties (COP-21) of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC). They will likely conclude there a major new multilateral agreement to address climate 
change—which would include emission mitigation contributions through 2030 and would be the 
most significant such accord since the Kyoto Protocol.

The most important difference between the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris agreement is that 
developing countries are submitting pledges under the Paris agreement to reduce emissions. They 
had no emissions-reduction (mitigation) obligations under Kyoto. In order to achieve broad 
participation in the global effort to mitigate emissions, the COP has allowed each government 
to choose for itself how—and how much—it will reduce greenhouse-gas emissions. This stands 
in contrast to the multilateral negotiation of targets—and concerns about diplomatic pressure 
on some countries to accept targets that they cannot achieve and for which they cannot secure 
domestic political support—that characterized the 1997 Kyoto negotiations.

As of November 25, 2015, 176 governments had submitted mitigation pledges, which are formally 
known as “intended nationally determined contributions” (INDCs), for inclusion in the Paris 
agreement. This is out of a total of 196 UNFCCC member governments—a remarkable and 
unprecedented rate of participation.

Given the substantial discretion afforded to individual countries in determining their mitigation 
efforts, it is not surprising that the INDCs submitted to date vary widely in the form and level of 
ambition that mitigation targets take. The author discusses why it is important to compare such 
heterogeneous mitigation targets (and actions), reviews potential tools for doing so, analyzes the 
importance of transparency in the review and comparison of pledges (and lessons we might learn 
from transparency regimes in other intergovernmental organizations), proposes “Living Mitigation 
Plans” as an approach to facilitating review and comparison of pledges, and finally examines 
approaches to assessing mitigation value as an aid to linking heterogeneous mitigation systems.
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the need for assessments of nationally determined 
mitigation effort
The ability to assess and compare disparate mitigation targets and policy efforts is important to 
the success of a new international climate agreement for several reasons. First, it is needed to 
estimate aggregate emissions impact and thereby assess the overall adequacy of the new regime 
in achieving the underlying environmental (climate-change) objective. Second, sustaining global 
cooperation and participation requires that governments have some confidence that other countries 
are following through on their commitments and are contributing their “fair share.” Pledges and 
actions must be compared to achieve that end. Third, stakeholders and publics will want to know 
how domestic efforts stack up against those of other countries—environmental groups to pressure 
governments they perceive to be lagging in mitigation effort; businesses—especially trade-exposed, 
carbon-intensive businesses—to assess competitiveness impacts and potentially lobby for less 
stringent policies and for trade adjustments. Finally, the assessment and comparison of mitigation 
efforts can play an important role in enabling linking domestic mitigation programs—that is, the 
exchange of “units of mitigation effort”—which can reduce the aggregate cost of mitigation across 
the linked systems.

Importantly, assessment and comparison of INDCs and related mitigation actions—pursued for 
any combination of the above motivations—can inspire increased mitigation ambition over time. 
Reduced cost (through linkage); increased perception of fairness of relative effort; and a sense that 
the system is effectively alleviating climate change—all of these could inspire governments to do 
more.

tools and institutional models for assessment
The heterogeneity in INDCs submitted to date presents substantial challenges for evaluation 
and assessment. Most industrialized countries have pledged absolute, quantified, economy-wide 
greenhouse-gas emissions reductions, but they differ in their choice of base years and target years. 
Some developing countries have opted for a peaking year; others for reductions relative to a 
business-as-usual emissions forecast; still others for an emissions-intensity-reduction target (that 
is, reduction in emissions per unit of GDP); or, finally, for a larger non-fossil share of energy 
consumption.

Converting these disparate types of targets to a common emissions metric—such as tons of carbon-
equivalent greenhouse-gas reductions—will be challenging, but assessments of mitigation effort 
can draw from a rich array of tools. Some of these tools are relatively simple, transparent, and 
easily replicable; others are built on sophisticated modeling platforms and could produce divergent 
results under different sets of assumptions. Comparing targets that are expressed as reductions 
from business-as-usual emissions, for example, requires the use of statistical or structural models 
to forecast the no-policy emissions trajectory. Targets framed as reductions in emissions intensity 
require models for projecting a country’s economic growth. Sophisticated analytical tools will also 
be required to assess the spillover effects of country-level climate policies on global energy markets 
and international trade and, hence, on emissions and cost outcomes of other countries’ climate 
policies.
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Every approach to assessing and comparing mitigation effort imposes important data needs. Thus, 
as a first step toward implementing a well-designed assessment mechanism, countries could begin 
planning now for the data collection necessary to assess the outcomes of INDC implementation. 
No single metric is likely to be ideal for assessing and comparing mitigation effort. Thus it may be 
most appropriate to use a suite of metrics.

the importance of transparency
It is important for the process of assessing and comparing mitigation effort to be transparent. 
Transparency can legitimize domestic policies in the eyes of key publics and increase the costs 
to political leaders of failing to deliver on pledges. A robust and transparent review mechanism 
would promote reciprocity of effort and help address equity concerns by building confidence that 
others are also “doing their fair share.” Finally, neutral assessments of mitigation effort would be 
important in any future discussion of border tax adjustments or other measures to address trade 
and competitiveness impacts.

Experience with other multilateral regimes and institutions, such as the International Monetary 
Fund, World Trade Organization, and Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 
offers a number of useful lessons and models in this regard. These institutions and others have 
acted as neutral sources for credible information, provided a forum for member states to engage 
one another through peer review, promoted best policy practices, built capacity in developing 
countries, and empowered stakeholders and members of civil society by implementing credible and 
transparent policy review and surveillance mechanisms.

living mitigation plans
“Living Mitigation Plans”—continually updated compilations of information on countries’ 
mitigation efforts—could support independent and transparent expert evaluation, facilitate future 
efforts to link disparate domestic programs, and serve as a basis for increasing ambition over 
time. Such plans would include a country’s emission-mitigation goal, a description of domestic 
implementation efforts, interim progress reports and retrospective evaluations, frequent updates 
on emissions inventories, updates on emissions forecasts, details on the financing and results 
of supported mitigation activities, as well as data and analysis on the performance of domestic 
mitigation programs.

Living Mitigation Plans could also include regular updates on linked mitigation programs, reviews 
of actual or potential trade or exchanges of units of mitigation effort, and assessments of the 
efficacy and environmental integrity of linked regimes. Countries that employed Living Mitigation 
Plans could view their INDCs as effectively the first step in launching a Plan.

Living Mitigation Plans could also be designed to allow for contributions of data and analysis by 
other governments and by observers. This would significantly reduce the burden of conducting 
independent policy surveillance, enable stakeholders to conduct their own assessments, and 
facilitate comparisons of mitigation effort among countries.
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mitigation value and linkage
Once disparate mitigation actions are effectively compared, it may be possible in some cases to 
reduce these efforts to common mitigation units, which may then be traded (though this will 
always be more complex than linking two cap-and-trade systems through the interchangeability of 
allowances). Linkage, in turn, would enable countries to seek out and exploit least-cost opportunities 
for reducing greenhouse gas emissions, ultimately making it possible to build global support for 
more ambitious climate goals.

In a heterogeneous system such as the Paris regime, it may be desirable to explicitly assess and 
compare the degree to which jurisdictions achieve stated environmental objectives (or the 
“mitigation value” of these systems’ units). One approach to assessing mitigation value is to ensure 
that system differences are properly accounted for and, therefore, that the environmental integrity 
of a stronger program would remain even if it was linked to a weaker system.

Related approaches to linkage would identify exchange rates for units in two or more countries 
or assign discount rates to one or more units. Even with credible, independent, and transparent 
assessment processes, however, if systems are sufficiently different (for example, a technology 
standard and a cap-and-trade system), such identification might not be fully possible in advance. In 
such cases, exchange or discount rates might need to be set through an iterative discovery process.

With linkage among cap-and-trade systems or between a cap-and-trade system and a carbon tax, 
techniques for assessing mitigation value might not be required. But among the more disparate 
INDCs submitted under the Paris agreement, they might help enable exchanges of mitigation 
units—or at least serve as heuristics in advancing capacity to do so.

conclusion
The Paris process, in which countries determine the form and ambition of their own mitigation 
contributions, has already greatly broadened participation in the multilateral effort to address 
climate change. However, it has also created new challenges in assessing and comparing mitigation 
effort—and in advancing the transparency, credibility, and sense of equity needed to sustain 
international agreement on climate-change action in the long run. A rigorous and transparent 
review and evaluation mechanism is needed to meet these challenges and to build confidence in 
the multilateral climate regime.
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