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Copenhagen was a significant milestone in a longer journey.  The global transition to a 
low-carbon economy has already begun and is gathering pace.  Copenhagen highlighted 
that progressive businesses are positioning themselves ahead of the curve – these 
businesses are asking how future carbon constraints will impact their market and how 
they can maximise the opportunities of new emerging markets. 

Copenhagen didn’t produce the full agreement the world needs to address the collective 
climate challenge; however there are significant positive outcomes.  For the first time, 
climate change was raised to the highest level of government; it reached a political 
agreement on a long-term response to climate change and was signed for the first time 
by the world’s two largest emitters – China and the US moved the world one step closer 
to a global agreement at the next large UN Climate Change meeting Mexico in 2010. 

Background to the Kyoto Protocol and the Copenhagen Meeting 
Before I discuss the outcomes and implications for business, let me give a quick 
summary of the negotiations. In 1997, the Kyoto Protocol outlined that developed 
countries would reduce their emissions by 5% by 2012.  The world is currently 
implementing this target through both domestic policies and international carbon trading. 
Every year, the world meets to discuss the progress and details of the rules of the Kyoto 
Protocol.  In December 2009, the 15th meeting of the UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change occurred in Copenhagen.  One of the goals of the meeting was to agree 
to the next steps beyond 2012. 

When evaluating the success of the recent UN meeting in Copenhagen, it’s important to 
keep the complexity of global negotiations in context.  The challenge of achieving 
consensus across 194 countries on an issue that has complex economic, structural, 
social and technical components and profound implications for security, trade, economics 
and the environment – should not be underestimated.  The extent of this challenge is 
highlighted by the fact that the world still hasn’t agreed on a treaty for nuclear 
proliferation, human rights, free trade or arms trade - these issues have obvious global 
benefits and are less complex than climate change. 

Keep in mind that the Kyoto Protocol took 5 years to negotiate after the UN Climate 
Change Convention was signed in 1992, and another 4 years before the details of the 
Kyoto Protocol were agreed in Marrakech in 2001 – and this was one of the fastest 
treaties ever signed.  In other words, we need to be patient and realise that real progress 
is being made.  The Kyoto Protocol First Commitment period ends in 2012 – hence the 
new market will not commence until 2013. Therefore, if we have to wait 6 -12 months to 
finalise the details, business will still have the certainty it needs to invest for post 2012. As 
one participant said “this is a marathon not a sprint”. 



 

 

The Copenhagen Accord recognised the need to limit global warming to 2 degrees above 
pre-industrial levels, which is the level widely recognised to avoid dangerous climate 
change.  This was the first time such a global target was formally recognised in the UN 
discussions. To date, any reference to even global reductions in global emissions had 
been blocked in official UN papers. 

Forestry and carbon markets 

There is now broad global consensus that we need to place a price on forests. The world 
agrees that we need forests such as the Amazon, but until now there has been no 
incentive for local forest owners to keep the trees when they are paid to chop them down. 
A new economic mechanism is in the process of been established where the world will 
pay locals to keep the forests. The money will come from those who pollute.   

The same concept applies to carbon emissions. Through the framework of emissions 
trading, polluters are charged to pollute and the money goes to clean technology and 
industries that save emissions. Hence, there is an economic incentive to pollute less... 

The Clean Development Mechanism provides the rules and framework to allow 
investment in developing countries. This originated in the Kyoto Protocol and is a 
significant driver in the global carbon market, including the $16 billion assets under 
management by carbon funds which grew by 26% last year.  Copenhagen agreed to 
make the process better - quicker, fairer and more effective at taking tonnes of carbon out 
of the atmosphere.  

The legally binding Kyoto Protocol lives on, which means there is scope for further 
investment in reducing emissions in developing countries, and the big economies, have 
made commitments to support investments in the areas that will produce good returns in 
both environmental and financial terms.  

12 years ago in Kyoto, the world agreed to test the concept of emissions trading. 
Copenhagen confirmed that the world has accepted the role of market mechanisms which 
places a dollar value on environmental externalities, and allows the market to find the 
cheapest solution. This is a profound economic shift which shouldn’t be underestimated.  

 

Commitment to private and public financing  

Collectively, developed countries pledged $30 billion in new and additional sources to the 
developing world for the period 2010-2012. The developed countries also agreed to 
provide up to $100 billion annually to the developing countries by 2020. The $100 billion 
is to come from public and private sources and be delivered both bilaterally and 
multilaterally. Inclusion of public sector financing highlights a shift away from aid to 
market based approaches.  

The use of the term in the Copenhagen Accord “areas most in need” – suggests that the 
aid money will focus on Africa, whilst India and China will move to market based 
approaches.  

 



 

Geopolitical shift  

On a global level, Copenhagen has seen a massive global geopolitical shift. The US is 
less dominant – and China knows this.  The voice of Africa and small island states is loud 
and the world is listening to the fact that if we agree on 450 parts per million – we are 
ensuring that our neighbours in the Pacific & Indian Ocean will be inundated with water.  

The science is not in dispute. Although the media suggests otherwise, the fact that every 
Government is responding to the issue and we still don’t have a single peer reviewed 
paper disputing the science highlights that the sceptics are marginalized.    

The Copenhagen Accord reveals that some major developing countries -- notably China 
and perhaps India -- have decided that they are better off engaging on the basis of 
commerce than on the basis of direct foreign aid -- thus their agreement to adopt some 
sort of carbon price/market-impacting emissions target. Considering that 85% of global 
financial flows to developing countries are private sector flows, it is now possible that we 
will see more developing nations aspire to be in the "commerce" camp and not the "aid" 
camp when it comes to climate 

What Copenhagen means to Business 
The meeting was attended by business leaders including Coca-cola, Google, Microsoft, 
Nike, Dow Chemical and Pinpoint Earth– all supporting a global price on carbon and 
responsible green business models.  

An overarching message in Copenhagen driven by business leaders was the economic 
opportunities of moving to a “Bright Green Future”.   Six key trends identified in the 
margins of the UN meetings in Copenhagen are identified below: 

1. The green race is on 

The “Green market” in Europe is now larger than pharmaceuticals and aviation. The 
green race will determine which countries and companies are going to be the leading 
suppliers of the green solutions for a future sustainable world.  Currently Japan, the EU, 
the US and China have already entered this race and so have many companies.  
Australia is lagging behind.   

2. Changes in consumer lifestyles and consumption patterns 

Individuals who feel disempowered by the lack of a global agreement will look to take 
responsibility for their own actions. Consumer power will focus on products and services 
which help consumers reduce their own footprint. Businesses which provide these 
products and services will grow. 

3. Active role of progressive businesses in climate policy discussion 

For the first time in the history of UN Climate Change discussions, business 
representation was dominated by businesses that are actively seeking opportunities in 
the new low carbon economy.  No longer is the fossil fuel industry dominating the 
discussions.  

Businesses repeatedly said that “Responsible business supports the need for action and 
are not standing in the way of Government action.” 
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4. Corporate Social Responsibility 

There is a movement away from soft CSR policies to consumers demanding measurable 
action and demanding that corporates look beyond their own footprint to ensuring their 
products and services address the issues of water, climate, health and poverty. 

A key element of this is transparency. Consumers are demanding data to make 
decisions; governments need data; and businesses have it. Using the web and other 
communication methods to share expertise and information would help win back the 
public’s trust. 

5. Intelligent design and innovation  

Intelligent design and innovation are being rewarded in the market. With increasing 
energy prices, consumers are demanded smarter IT and communication solutions. In 
many cases, this technology already exists.  

6. Sustainable Supply Chains 

Corporates are increasingly looking upstream at their supply chain, which generate 80% 
of a corporation’s greenhouse gasses.  Since many supply chain providers are often 
based in the emerging world, this presents an opportunity to share knowledge and 
technology, and find solutions tailored to their needs and price. 

7. Insurance Companies lead the call for Action 

When an organisation like Munich Re with global investments amounting to $287 billion, 
makes such assertions that “Global warming is real” there is something going on.  Such 
warnings have been repeated by Swiss Re, Allianz and global broking houses.  

Insurance companies are leading the call for action, such as  
Munich Re’s which insured losses rose to more than US$110 billion in 2006, where it had 
been rolling along between $10 billion and $25 billion for most of the two decades to the 
early 2000s.  This cost is driven by weather-related catastrophes. Geophysical events, 
earthquakes and tsunamis only took a slight rising trend from 1980 to 2008. Yet, weather 
related events soared from about 60 in the 1980s to 440 in 2008. 

Personal Observations 

Having attended the UN Climate Change meetings since 1996, it is clear to me there is 
no turning back on our path to a low carbon economy. At the largest gathering of world 
leaders since World War II, it was evident that the debate on climate science is behind us 
and we know what we need to do – the challenge is who will do it.  

The lessons learnt here apply to everyone, we need to step up and take big steps which 
require compromise, commitment and delivery. 

 

 

“This defining moment in history” is forcing countries to “forge a new economic path”.  
Ban Ki Moon  

“The opportunity if we succeed is a stable economy and environment”  
Prince of Wales 


