
 1 

 

 

HGCY WORKING PAPER SERIES 

 

 

 

 
 

The Power of Presidency in UN Climate Change Negotiations: Comparison 
between Denmark and Mexico 

 

 

Siwon Park,  

Korea Environment Institute 

 
Working Paper No. 12-01 

 

 

 

HILLS GOVERNANCE CENTER AT YONSEI 

262 Seongsanno, Seodaemoon-gu 

Seoul 120-749, Korea 

August 2011 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Siwon Park is a Research Fellow at the Division of Climate and Air Quality, the Korea 
Environment Institute, and a member of the State of New York Bar. 
 
 



 2 

Abstract 
 

In December 2010, the 16th Conference of Parties (COP) of the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change ended with adopting Cancun 

Agreements as official decisions under the UN process. The international community 

determined the meeting a success. This was a substantial change compared to the 

previous year’s Copenhagen climate conference, which failed to reach consensus at 

the official level, and thus having come under severe criticism as “diplomatic failure”.  

This paper aims to explain the stark contrast between the two consecutive COP 

meetings and argues that the leadership style of the president of the conference is 

one important factor propelling negotiations forward. While current literature scarcely 

addresses the role of the president, this paper explores multiple variables that 

condition the president’s effectiveness in moving negotiations forward.  

This paper concludes that the Mexican government successfully chaired the 

negotiations with excellent agenda management and process management 

capability, which the Danish government lacked. In particular, its transparent and 

embracing manner in handling sub-group meetings and the production of a single 

negotiation text facilitated trust among negotiators, which in turn made the parties 

tend to cooperate better. More importantly, the case study reveals that the Mexican 

government had a significant influence on given conditions of the negotiation 

process, such as the international environment surrounding the negotiation and the 

decision making rules.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

In December 2010, the 16th Conference of Parties (COP) of the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change, or “the Cancun climate conference,” 

ended with applause by its negotiators and observers for a successful result. The 

Cancun Agreements were adopted as official decisions under the UN process. Both 

the international community and the Mexican government determined the meeting a 

success, as it reignited climate talks and revived the legitimacy of UN-led multilateral 

negotiation process (IISD 2010). This was a substantial change compared to the 

previous year’s Copenhagen climate conference. The Copenhagen conference in 

2009 drew more than 110 heads of state and 40,000 participants, making it the 

largest summit meeting held outside the UN Headquarters in New York, yet it failed 

to produce any legally binding instrument (IISD 2009). The UN-led negotiation 

process with universal membership and consensus-basis decision making 

procedures has come under severe criticism for its inability to tackle complex, global 

issues like climate change.  

There are many ways to explain the stark contrast between the two consecutive 

COP meetings. This paper argues that the leadership style of the president of the 

conference is one important factor propelling negotiations forward. It aims to explain 

how the COP president’s leadership impacts the effectiveness of negotiations. 

Current literature scarcely addresses the role of the president, and lacks concrete 

analysis on tactics presidents can employ in the negotiation setting. This paper 

explores multiple potential variables that condition the president’s effectiveness in 

moving negotiations forward. After identifying a list of key variables, the paper 



 4 

examines the last two COP meetings and explains the role of each respective 

president’s leadership. 

This paper concludes that the Mexican government successfully chaired the 

negotiations with excellent agenda management and process management 

capability. In particular, its transparent and embracing manner in handling sub-group 

meetings and the production of a single negotiation text facilitated trust among 

negotiators, which in turn made the parties tend to cooperate better. More 

importantly, the case study reveals that the Mexican government had a significant 

influence on given conditions of the negotiation process, such as the international 

environment surrounding the negotiation and the decision making rules. The 

Mexican government’s skillful management tactics and leadership in shaping the 

context of the bargaining further helped the deadlocked negotiations to reach a 

global deal.  

 

II. Background of Climate Change Negotiations  

A. Climate Change Regime and Challenges 

To tackle the global challenge of climate change, international society has been 

focusing on the creation of a comprehensive treaty with binding commitments on 

greenhouse gas emission reduction and adaptation funding. This approach builds on 

an established model of environmental regime building. Since the 1970s, global 

environmental issues have been dealt with by creating various issue-specific 

international environmental treaties (Falkner 2010). A particularly successful 
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example was the international regime to combat the depletion of the ozone layer. In 

the ozone regime, the 1985 Vienna Convention created a framework for international 

cooperation and was followed by the 1987 Montreal Protocol, which enumerated a 

specific target for reducing emissions of ozone-depleting chemicals. By the late 

1990s, nearly all production and use of ozone-depleting substances ceased in most 

industrialized countries (Parson 1996). 

In many ways, the climate change regime resembles the ozone regime. The 

UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was established at the 

1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, which 

created the norm of global climate stabilization and the principle of ‘common but 

differentiated responsibilities’. The Convention entered into force in 1994 and has 

universal membership with 194 members. In 1997, the Kyoto Protocol was signed, 

which included differentiated commitments for industrialized countries, with the goal 

of to reducing their greenhouse gases emissions by, on average, 5.2 percent with 

1990 as the base year. 

Despite the similar approach in creating a legal foundation and building 

institutions, the UNFCCC has yet to achieve the success the Vienna Convention 

enjoyed. The climate change challenge is a much more complex political problem 

than the ozone protection challenge in three ways. First, climate change is an 

international problem. If enough countries do not take sufficient action, any collective 

endeavors to mitigate the problem will be less effective or may even fail. Second, 

climate change is an intergenerational problem, so its impact is not immediate, but 

rather is expected to occur some years in the future. Third, because almost all 

human and industrial activities produce greenhouse gases, mitigating greenhouse 
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gas production  requires changes of an unprecedented scope and nature - 

behavioral, technological and institutional (Keohane 2011).   

Furthermore, as the series of climate change negotiations has progressed, 

negotiating issues have become more diverse and specific. The diversity of issues 

can be attributed to the diverse political interests of the more than 190 member 

countries, ranging from problems with mitigation targets, equitable distribution of 

burden, financial and technical assistance to developing countries, and the many 

other economic and social impacts of climate change. While securing strong 

international cooperation among independent countries is rarely easy, it is much 

harder when the problems are complex and long term in nature, the solutions are 

potentially costly in political and economic terms, the interests of key players diverge 

and there are competing views on the action required and how the burden of 

adjustment should be shared. As Pamela Chasek noted, this, in short, was the 

challenge facing climate negotiations (Chasek 2011). 

B.  Brief history of climate negotiations 

At the first conference of the parties (COP1) in 1995, the UNFCCC 

established a working group to negotiate a protocol to address greenhouse gas 

emissions beyond 2000. The successful result of the negotiations was the signing of 

the Kyoto Protocol in December 1997. Under the Protocol, 38 industrialized 

countries including OECD member countries and economies in transition as of 1992-

-now known as the Annex I Parties-- agreed to an aggregate 5.2 percent reduction in 

greenhouse gas emissions below 1990 levels in the first commitment period (2008-

2012). The precise target for each country was laid out in Annex B of the Protocol. 
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Non-Annex I Parties, mostly developing countries, were not required to reduce their 

emissions unless they received funding and technology from the developed 

countries specifically aimed at emissions reduction. The main reasoning behind the 

exemption was that it encouraged developing countries—whose high levels of 

industrial capacity are linked to higher emissions—to pursue reductions without the 

fear of added economic burden.  Also, developing countries successfully argued that 

they were not responsible for most of the world’s historic greenhouse gas emissions 

and that developed country parties should take the lead in combating climate change 

under the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities stipulated in Article 

4.2 of the UNFCCC. This split between Annex-I Parties and non-Annex I Parties has 

remained controversial ever since the Kyoto Protocol was signed. When the United 

States, a notorious non-Kyoto party, revoked its support for the Kyoto Protocol, it 

blamed the Protocol’s unfairness and the exclusion of developing countries. There 

are currently 192 parties to the Kyoto Protocol.  

Yet even before the Kyoto Protocol entered into force, international attention 

had already turned to the question of what would happen when the first commitment 

period ended in 2012, i.e., the post-2012 climate regime. Article 3.9 of the Protocol 

requires parties to set commitments for subsequent periods for Annex I parties. The 

eleventh Conference of Parties (COP11) to the UNFCCC and the first Meeting of 

Parties (MOP1) to the Kyoto Protocol, which were held in Montreal, Canada in 2005, 

established two parallel negotiation processes. The first is the Ad Hoc Working 

Group on further commitments for Annex I Parties under the Kyoto Protocol (AWG-

KP) on the basis of Article 3.9 of the Protocol. As the working group is to discuss the 

further commitment of the Kyoto Protocol, it did not discuss the commitment from 



 8 

developing countries (non-Annex I parties) and parties who have not ratified the 

Protocol (namely, the United States). The second was the Dialogue on Long-Term 

Cooperative Action to Address Climate Change by Enhancing Implementation of the 

Convention (Convention Dialogue). As the Dialogue was established to enhance 

cooperation under the Convention, the main objective was to promote meaningful 

participation by the developing countries and the United States to meet the long-term 

goal of the Convention – the stabilization of anthropogenic climate change (Chasek 

2011). 

The Bali climate change conference (COP13) in 2007 was an important 

milestone for the post-2012 climate regime. Negotiations resulted in the adoption of 

the Bali Action Plan (BAP), which formalized two negotiating tracks under the 

Convention and the Protocol. In addition to the AWG-KP launched at the Montreal 

conference, the Bali conference established the Ad Hoc Working Group on Long-

Term Cooperative Action (AWG-LCA) under the Convention with a mandate to focus 

on key elements of long-term cooperation identified during the Convention Dialogue: 

mitigation, adaptation, finance and technology transfer. The significance of the 

COP13 in Bali is that it set a deadline for concluding the negotiations under the two 

tracks at COP15 in Copenhagen, Denmark in two years (UNFCCC 2007). 

Under specific mandate to conclude the negotiation for the post-2012 climate 

regime, the Copenhagen climate change conference began with high expectations 

and pressure from global society. Despite unprecedented political support around 

the world, the conference was assessed as a historic failure and a huge 

disappointment, marked by disputes over transparency and process (Mehling 2010). 

Although a compromise was reached by the high-level representatives of major 
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countries, the “Copenhagen Accord” was not acknowledged by the COP as a 

legitimate agreement. Delegates debated the adoption of the Accord at length due to 

the manner in which it was produced, and the fact that it was discussed by only 26 

countries. Although many countries supported the adoption of this political 

agreement, a few countries strongly disagreed. Ultimately, the COP agreed to simply 

“take note” of the Copenhagen Accord. On the last day of the Copenhagen 

conference, the COP decided to extend the mandates of the AWG-LCA and AWG-

KP until the COP 16 in Cancun, Mexico. Due to the substance and the manner in 

which the outcome was produced, the Copenhagen conference has been heavily 

criticized by negotiators and the public alike.   

One year later in Cancun, the negotiators decided to adopt the Cancun 

Agreements as the key outcomes from COP 16. There was progress in several key 

areas in Cancun, which enabled decisions on core issues. In particular, the Cancun 

Agreements bring countries’ greenhouse gas emissions reduction targets under the 

UNFCCC process, ensure greater transparency in emissions reporting by all 

countries, and establish a “Green Climate Fund” to facilitate financial support to 

developing countries (WRI 2010). Although the Cancun Agreements do not 

significantly exceed what the Copenhagen Accord laid out, it was still meaningful 

that the Cancun negotiations transformed the political agreement which was partially 

agreed in Copenhagen into a formal UNFCCC decision and more importantly, 

restored faith in the UN-led multilateral process.   
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C. Key Players1

In the climate negotiations, the two major negotiating blocks are Annex I 

Parties with reduction obligations under the Kyoto Protocol and non-Annex I Parties 

with no such obligations. A closer look into the negotiation process reveals that there 

are key sub-groups which present and voice the interests of the Parties, including 

the European Union (EU), the Umbrella Group, the Group of G-77 and China, the 

Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), and the Environmental Integrity Group 

(EIG).  

 

The EU consists of 27 member countries and represents the common 

negotiating position of the developed EU countries. In the climate negotiations, the 

official EU-voice is represented by the troika, comprising the current EU council 

presidency, the incoming presidency and the European Commission (Groen and 

Niemann 2010). Generally, the EU is active in the negotiation process and steers the 

discussion agendas by taking on a leadership role. Due to its ambitious internal 

climate policies combined with its interest in leadership, the EU has often been 

praised in academia for being the leader in the climate regime or at least for having 

the capability to lead (Gupta & Grubb 2000; Van Schaik 2009). 

The Umbrella Group is another coalition of developed countries that do not 

belong to the European Union. Most prominently, the United States, Australia, 

Canada, Japan, and New Zealand are part of the Umbrella Group. Compared to the 

EU, their national GHG emissions tend to be much higher than the Kyoto target, 

                                                        
1 For more information on key players and key issues of negotiations leading to the COP16 in 
Cancun, Mexico, see Park et.al (2010) Climate Change Negotiations for the Post-Kyoto Regime – 
Key Issues and Implication II, Korea Environment Institute (text in Korean).  
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leaving them highly unlikely to meet their Kyoto obligations. For an effective solution 

to climate change, the Umbrella Group emphasizes that the developing countries 

should also actively carry out mitigation actions, just as the developed countries 

would, with particular reference to China and India being the major greenhouse gas 

emitters in the world. For a post-2012 climate regime which ensures a broader 

participation, the Umbrella Group, particularly the United States and Japan, 

consistently argues that the Kyoto Protocol should be enhanced or replaced by a 

new agreement that reflects the commitments of all major emitters. This argument 

has been met with strong opposition by developing countries.  

The positions of developing countries are generally represented by the Group 

of G-77 and China. This negotiating group consists of over 130 members, including 

key developing countries such as China, India and Brazil. The G-77 and China 

strongly insists that the developed countries should take the lead in climate change 

actions by setting ambitious mitigation targets first. This is based on the argument 

that developed countries have the historic responsibility to account for their total 

GHG emissions to date. 

The Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) is a coalition of about 43 small 

island countries, which are particularly vulnerable to sea-level rise and the direct 

adverse impacts of climate change. Most of these developing countries, such as the 

Maldives and Grenada, also take part in the G-77 and China. As the consequences 

of climate change are linked to their survival, the Alliance of Small Island States 

strongly asserts the need for ambitious greenhouse gas emission reductions by the 

developed countries and substantial financial support for adaptation measures.  



 12 

The Environmental Integrity Group (EIG) is a unique group of parties, 

comprised of the Republic of Korea, Switzerland, Mexico, Morocco, and 

Liechtenstein. The mix of developed and developing countries within one negotiating 

group allows the EIG to play a bridging role between the developed and developing 

countries during the climate change negotiations. The EIG also seeks to contribute 

to forward the negotiations by being an active player in the negotiation scene, for 

example, Mexico’s hosting of COP16 in 2010, and Korea in the planning stages of 

hosting COP18 in 2012.  

D. Key Issues 

i. The Outcome of the Negotiations on Further Commitments for Annex I 

Parties under the Kyoto Protocol  

As the first commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol is coming to an end in 

2012, one of the key issues in the negotiations is whether the Kyoto Protocol itself 

and the legally binding nature of emission targets of the Annex I parties will continue 

to take effect. The developing countries, especially China, strongly asserted that the 

Kyoto Protocol and the binding reduction targets should be continued and extended 

to after 2012, with amendments to the second commitment period. By emphasizing 

the need for a “balanced outcome” between AWG-LCA and AWG-KP, the 

developing countries wished to maintain the Kyoto Protocol and derive an 

independent outcome for AWG-LCA.   
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On the other hand, the developed countries—the majority of which are Annex 

I Parties –  argued for a single legally binding agreement, which lists mitigation 

actions of both the Annex I Parties and non-Annex I parties alike. The developed 

countries asserted that the current AWG-LCA and AWG-KP tracks should be 

merged into one in order to establish a sole document, building on the previous 

works by the UNFCCC, the Kyoto Protocol and the Copenhagen Accord. Their 

argument is based on the assumption that the Kyoto Protocol with the current 

division of the Annex I and non-Annex I cannot be sustained to solve the global 

climate challenge due to the sheer volume of GHG emissions by fast growing non-

Annex I Parties.  

ii. Mitigation Commitments and Actions by Annex I Parties 

Although the Kyoto Protocol was seen as the mechanism by which the 

developed countries would reduce greenhouse gas emissions, in fact, statistics have 

shown that actual greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions have not been reduced, but 

have, in fact, increased. Furthermore, the current mitigation level is far less than the 

efforts recommended by the Fourth Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s 

(IPCC) Assessment Report. Based on these trends, the developing countries have 

emphasized that the Annex I Parties must take on the leadership role and make 

ambitious legally binding mitigation commitments. The developed countries have 

opposed these arguments and have argued that they alone cannot curb the global 

emission rates and will assume stronger mitigation commitments only under the 

condition of the participation by the developing countries (TWN 2011).  
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iii. Mitigation Actions by Non-Annex I Parties and MRV 

During the negotiations leading to the Copenhagen Conference, one of the key 

contentious issues was about international monitoring and reviewing of the 

developing countries’ emission trends. Among the fiercely debated issues involving 

measurement, reporting, and verification of mitigation actions (MRV) were the scope 

and frequency of “reporting,” and the manner (domestic or international) and result of 

“verification” methods. The developed countries, particularly the Umbrella Group, 

argued for a common MRV system for all parties, whether developed or developing. 

The developing countries, however, argued that two separate MRV systems for 

developed and developing countries should be maintained. For example, the 

mitigation commitment made by Annex I parties should be strictly reviewed for 

compliance, while the mitigation actions by developing countries should be relatively 

relaxed because they are voluntary in nature. Developing countries further argued 

that any MRV system should only be applied to the developing countries after the 

Annex I parties first implement their legally binding commitments under the Kyoto 

Protocol.   

iv. Finance 

The majority of countries agreed to mobilize funding in support of developing 

countries, up to USD 30 billion for fast-start funding from 2010 to 2012, and 

extending to USD 100 billion annually by 2020. However, diverse opinions exist 

regarding the source and method of mobilization of the finance mechanism. The 

developing countries are of the stance that the developed countries should devote a 

specific percentage of their GDP to the efforts, based on the argument that 
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developed countries have the historical responsibility to abate the current stock of 

GHG emissions. The developing countries further argue that the funding come from 

public sources, and private funds should remain supplementary. The developing 

countries argued that the establishment of new and additional funds should not take 

into account the preexisting official development assistance (ODA). Conversely, the 

developed countries pointed out the limitation of public funds in providing sufficient 

finance, and strongly asserted that private funding sources should be actively utilized.  

v. US-China Standoff 

In addition to conflict over key issues among key negotiating nations, the 

situation was further complicated by a “you first” standoff between the United States 

on one side and China and the developing world on the other. Although China and 

the United States are the two largest GHG emitters in the world, neither country 

bears emissions reduction obligations under the current Kyoto Protocol. Therefore, 

the timing and the manner in which the two countries engage in the international 

regime has been an important issue in the negotiation process. China was not 

expected to submit to the international regime unless the United States took on 

major commitments. Stressing that its per capita emissions of carbon dioxide were 

less than one-sixth of American per capita emissions, the Chinese argued that 

prematurely committing to mandatory cutbacks would stifle China’s economic and 

social development, leaving many in poverty. But the United States reasserted that 

no agreement is possible without the involvement of China and India (Chasek 2011).   
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E.  Institutions and Structure of UNFCCC Negotiations2

i. The Secretariat  

 

Under Article 8 of the Convention, the Secretariat is an impartial UN 

institution in charge of arranging the meetings and negotiations held under the 

Convention and Kyoto Protocol. It also carries out other functions, such as collecting 

GHG information and reviewing national reports.  The Secretariat is based in Bonn, 

Germany, and is headed by the Executive Secretary. The Executive Secretary plays 

a key role in managing the negotiations process throughout the year, supported by 

the Secretariat staff. During the annual COP meeting, the Executive Secretary works 

to provide support to the COP President. 

ii. The Conference of Parties (COP)  

The COP is the association of all countries who have ratified the Convention, 

and as outlined under Article 7 of the Convention, is the “supreme body” of the 

Convention and its highest decision-making authority. COP meetings are held every 

year, unless the Parties decide otherwise. The Convention established two 

permanent subsidiary bodies to give advice to the COP: the Subsidiary Body for 

Scientific and Technological Advice (SBSTA) and the Subsidiary Body for 

Implementation (SBI). 

 

 

                                                        
2 UNFCCC Essential Background at UNFCCC web site 

http://unfccc.int/essential_background/items/2877.php 
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iii. The COP Presidency  

The presidency rotates among the five recognized UN regions (Africa, Asia, 

Latin America and the Caribbean, Central and Eastern Europe and Western Europe 

and Others) and the president’s country hosts the COP meeting. 

The COP President is formally elected at the opening of the COP session 

that she or he will preside over. In practice, the process of election is a formality 

as the identity of the president is typically known long before the COP session 

opens. The president remains in place until the next COP meeting, presiding over 

any intersessional meetings. He or she then hands over duties to the following 

COP President at the opening of the next session (Depledge 2005). It is 

customary that either the head of the ministry of environment or ministry of foreign 

affairs of the hosting country assumes the role of President.  

The COP President plays a critical role in shepherding discussions among 

the thousands of negotiators in attendance, teaming with the working group chairs 

to steer the process to a successful outcome. The president’s main duties are 

to provide political leadership, to consult on issues and to chair meetings of the 

Bureau3 and the COP plenary meeting. The president is officially elected at the 

beginning of each COP, and when the COP is held outside of Bonn, the custom is 

to elect an official from the host country.  The president works in consultation with 

the rest of the COP Bureau, and with the support of the Secretariat. The 

president’s power and mandates are expressed in Rule 23 of the draft Rule of 

                                                        
3 The Bureau is comprised of a President, seven vice-presidents, the chairs of the subsidiary 
bodies established by Articles 9 and 10 of the Convention, and a rapporteur, which serves as the 
Bureau of the session.  

http://unfccc.int/essential_background/convention/convention_bodies/bureau/items/3431.php�
http://unfccc.int/essential_background/convention/convention_bodies/bureau/items/3431.php�
http://unfccc.int/essential_background/convention/convention_bodies/bureau/items/3431.php�
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Procedures.4

iv. Negotiation Tracks 

 According to the Rule, the President shall declare the opening and 

closing of the session, preside at the meetings of the session, ensure the 

observance of these rules, accord the right to speak, put questions to a vote and 

announce decisions. The president rules on points of order and has complete 

control of the proceedings, and over the maintenance of order.  

The Conference of Parties (COP) under the UNFCCC and the Meeting of the 

Parties (MOP) under the Kyoto Protocol are annual meetings for decision making. 

Both conferences are presided over by a hosting country, which includes a presiding 

officer (the President) receiving technical help from the Secretariat. According to the 

Bali Action Plan, adopted at COP13 in Bali, Indonesia, two negotiating tracks were 

created, one under the Convention and the other under the Kyoto Protocol. These 

two negotiation tracks (AWG-LCA and AWG-KP) were held four to five times per 

year in 2009 and 2010. Each track has a chair who manages a series of group 

meetings on each agenda. These small group meetings have a chair and a co-chair, 

or a facilitator and a co-facilitator to preside over meetings. That is, there are layers 

of negotiation meetings, all of which have a chair.  

This paper focuses on the leadership of the presidency, not that of the 

individual chairperson of each smaller group meeting. 

v. Decision making process 

 

                                                        
4 http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/cop2/02.pdf 
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In global institutions based on broad consensus such as the UN decisions are 

made through universal voting rules that also often yield inaction. The UNFCCC has 

never adopted formal procedures for voting because the decision to adopt those 

procedures required unanimous consent and there were some member countries 

who strongly refused to agree. After 15 years of entering into force, the UNFCCC still 

works with provisional rules for procedure and makes all significant decisions by 

consensus (Koehane 2011).  

 

Ⅲ. The Presidency of Negotiations – Key Factors and Indicators  

The power of the formal leaders in multilateral negotiations – those state or 

supranational representatives that chair and direct negotiations – so far has received 

limited systematic attention by international relations theorists (Tallberg 2010). As 

Tallberg indicates, it is uncontroversial among negotiators that the chair plays an 

important role. All major international negotiations are chaired by member state 

representatives or supranational officials. Moreover, the chair plays distinct roles that 

are inherently different from the negotiating parties, including manager of the agenda, 

controller of the process, and agreement broker. Yet, only few studies have 

considered the power of the chair an independent variable to the negotiating 

outcomes. 5

                                                        
5 Metcalf (1998), Ordell (2005), Blavoukos, Bourantonis, and Tsakonas (2006), and Tallberg 
(2002, 2010). 

 This neglect may be explained by the fact that traditional study of 

international relations focuses on structural power-based account for leadership. 

Their research questions center on why countries with hegemony are willing to 
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provide public goods (Kanie 2003). On a different spectrum of international relations 

theories, rational-choice models of bargaining analyze the strategic interaction of 

international negotiations. Although they offer effective tools to understand 

bargaining power and its impact on the results of the negotiations, rational-choice 

models tend to analyze negotiations as having decentralized bargaining dynamics 

among actors, who are functionally equivalent, while varying in preferences and 

strategies (Tallberg 2002). The dynamics among actors in such situations cannot 

adequately explain the role of the chair.  

Overall few studies discuss the impacts of the chair in climate negotiations. As 

discussed in an earlier chapter, the UNFCCC negotiations have a multi-layered 

negotiation structure and diverse types of formal leaders, including the Secretary 

Executive of the Secretariat, the President of the Conference of Parties, and chairs 

and co-chairs of official negotiation tracks. The focus of this study is to create a list of 

variables that condition the impact of the COP Presidency. To achieve the goal, this 

chapter discusses merits and demerits of existing studies on leadership in 

multilateral negotiations generally, as well as a few pioneering studies on factors and 

variables that affect the influence of formal leaders more specifically.  

A. Studies on Leadership Typologies in Multilateral Negotiations 

  Before analyzing what leadership strategies are effective, it is useful to 

explore existing theories related to multilateral negotiations. Leadership can be 

defined as: “an asymmetrical relationship of influence in which one actor guides or 

directs the behavior of others toward a certain goal over a certain period of time” 

(Underdal 1994). Studies on leadership have revolved around the different types of 
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leadership based on distinct elements of leadership. In his draft paper in 2003, 

Norichika Kanie provides a good summary of the academic development of the 

study on the role of leadership (Kanie 2003). According to Kanie’s review, 

comprehensive conceptual analysis on a role of leadership in multilateral negotiation 

is rooted in Underdal’s 1994 study, after Young pioneered the subject of leadership 

(Underdal 1994, Young 1991). Both of them crafted three modes in leadership, 

which were modified and elaborated by Raino Malnes (Malnes 1995). Grugg & 

Gupta proposed another typology in order to further operationalize a leadership 

typology in the context of the climate negotiations (Table 1). These four different 

typologies have much more commonality than distinction, according to Kanie’s 

analysis.  

<Table 1> Various typologies of leadership modes 

Young Underdal Malnes 
Grubb & 

Gupta 
Description 

Structural Coercive 
Stick and 

Carrot 
Structural 

Use incentives 

based on 

political and 

economic 

power 

Intellectual Unilateral Directional Directional 

Use of ideas 

and domestic 

implementation 
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to influence the 

perception of 

other countries 

as to what is 

desirable and 

possible 

Entrepreneurial Instrumental 
Problem-

solving 
Instrumental 

Craft structures 

and apply 

diplomatic skill 

Source: Kanie (2003) 

Young’s structural leadership, which corresponds to the coercive (Underdal 

1994) and stick and carrot (Malnes 1995) types of leadership, is relevant to power 

derived from political strength in the global order and the weight of an actor with 

respect to the negotiating issue. While hegemony can be an extreme example of 

structural leadership in other negotiations, Grubb & Gupta argued that pure 

hegemony is not relevant to climate change because the issue is global and long-

term in nature, therefore no single country can impose a long-lasting solution or bear 

the full cost (Grubb & Gupta 2000). In the climate negotiation setting, therefore, 

structural elements of leadership are related to the size of present and potential 

future emissions as well as the economic resources that a country is willing to bring 

to bear on the global regime.  

The directional element of leadership, as Manes and Grubb & Gupta 

categorized, comes from domestic policy actions and relevant institutional building. 
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These directional elements relate to Underdal’s argument that a government can 

strengthen demand within society for international environmental regulations by 

imposing or threatening to impose unilateral environmental protection measures 

(Underdal 1994). Intellectual capability is important to make use of this type of 

leadership as a form of social persuasion. (Young 1991). Grubb & Gupta explain that 

the country exercises leadership by combining internal and external initiatives that 

seek to influence the perception of other countries as to what is desirable and what 

is possible (Grubb & Gubta 2000). In the climate change regime, intellectual 

leadership develops substantive solutions on the basis of knowledge and information, 

and this type of leadership is used not just by member countries but also by 

“epistemic communities” such as the IPCC or the Secretariat’s expert groups (Kanie 

2003). In this sense, small or middle power countries can demonstrate impactful 

intellectual and directional leadership because of the persuasiveness of creating new 

ideas and policy initiatives without overwhelming economic and political power. In 

climate change negotiations, therefore, countries with forward-looking, innovative 

climate policies with intellectual capability to persuade domestic and international 

opinion will maximize directional leadership.  

Lastly, instrumental leadership directly relates to multilateral diplomacy in 

negotiations, as it is a tactical and technical instrument in negotiations, and is 

“essentially a matter of finding means to achieve common ends” (Underdral 1994). 

With the instrumental element, a leader expands and deepens the consensual 

knowledge among negotiators through diagnosing the problem and creating, 

investigating and developing possible options to problem solving. Negotiation skills 

that instrumental leaders can employ are issue-linkage, issue-based coalitions and 
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interactive bargaining (Gupta and Ringuis 2001). It is also noted that instrumental 

leadership is a type of leadership that middle power countries can exert, because the 

leadership “is based partly on individual skills, status, and effort” (Underdral 1994). 

Such cases include the bridge-building efforts by a group of middle powers in the 

Uruguay Round negotiations of the GATT including Australia and Canada, and the 

Dutch Minister for the Environment Jan Pronk’s leadership as the President of COP6 

and the follow-up meeting known as COP6-bis leading up to the Bonn Agreements 

(Cooper et al. 1990 and Kanie 2003). To enhance instrumental leadership, 

interactive or network building capacity is also an important element. In climate 

negotiations, therefore, a close relationship with non-governmental actors as well as 

other like-minded negotiating partners is critical for a leader to make great impact 

mobilizing opinion within and outside of the conference venue, and then use it to 

influence the negotiation outcome (Kanie 2003).  

This section examined existing literatures on the modes of leadership in 

multilateral negotiation. It also introduced the application of these leadership 

typologies to the current international climate regime, which was done by Grubb & 

Gupta and Kanie (Grubb & Gubta 2000, Kanie 2003). The merits of these studies 

are their usefulness in understanding the nature and role of leadership in multilateral 

negotiations, i.e., specific elements and characteristics of typical leading countries. 

The demerits of these studies are, however, that they do not answer how and when 

a country emerges as a leader and under what conditions the country successfully 

carries out leadership. More importantly, with regard to the question of this paper, 

these studies do not answer whether the president or chair country in negotiations 

have any distinct qualities from that of typical leader countries, and under what 
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conditions the president’s leadership is successful and maximized. A few articles 

touch upon the subject of the role of chairman. Based on the general studies on 

leadership typologies pioneered by Young and Underdral, the following studies give 

a helpful direction to extract a comprehensive list of variables that affect the 

leadership of the climate change negotiations presidency.  

B. Studies on the Chair’s Leadership in Multilateral Negotiations 

There are a few significant studies analyzing the chair’s leadership in 

multilateral negotiations including Metcalfe (1998), Tallberg (2002, 2010), Odell 

(2005), and Blavoukos et al (2006). Tallberg’s studies in 2002 and 2010 are 

meaningful contributions to the field as they attempt to provide a systematic theory 

on the creation and effectiveness of a chairman’s leadership based on a demand 

and supply conceptualization of leadership. Tallberg essentially suggests that the 

chair’s asymmetric access to information and control over negotiation procedures 

are two major sources of the chair’s leadership. Given this, the chair’s influence over 

the negotiation outcome can be constrained by dual means: decision rules (noting 

that influence is greater under majority voting than under unanimity requirements ) 

and selection methods (finding that selecting a chair by rotation system makes 

leaders more capable of influencing the negotiated outcome than elected or 

appointed chairs) (Tallberg 2010).  

Based on his study of the WTO, Odell argued that chairs have a limited but 

significant capacity to influence the efficiency of consensus building and the resulting 

distribution of gains and losses. Odell lays out three mediation tactics a chair can 

employ to maximize its impact including: 1) observation, diagnosis and 
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communication tactics (such as information collection); 2) formation tactics (including 

group formation and agenda management); and 3) manipulative tactics (i.e. threats 

to abandon negotiation) on a spectrum of activeness, from passive to aggressive 

(Odell 2005). As an earlier study on the chair’s leadership, Metcalfe lists six 

leadership resources which enhance leadership’s effectiveness. These are: (1) 

reward, (2) coercion, (3) socialization, (4) legitimacy, (5) expertise and (6) 

information (Metcalfe 1998). 

Both Odell and Metcalfe’s leadership tactics and resources seem to relate to 

the classic work on leadership by Underdal (1994) as discussed in the previous 

section. Underdal classified leadership into three types: (1) unilateral, (2) coercive, 

and (3) instrumental. Odell and Metcalfe’s studies relate to the elaboration of 

resources and tactics of instrumental leadership. In addition to leadership sources, 

Metcalfe concluded that leadership context (decision making rules and chair 

country’s position on issues) plays an important role in influencing the effectiveness 

of leadership tactics, i.e., unanimity rules and minority position of the chair in certain 

negotiating issues weakens the leadership, while a voting system and chair’s 

position that aligns with the majority position among parties strengthens the 

leadership. This division of contexts and strategies are interesting to further consider, 

and could be a useful tool in comparing leadership effectiveness under different 

negotiation settings. However, it might not be so useful in analyzing different leaders 

within the same negotiation context, as it does not explain why one chair is more 

effective than others under the same negotiation setting, which is our goal for 

analyzing the climate negotiations.  
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Blavoukos et al (2006) focuses on the UN Security Council case and includes 

a set of parameters that condition the chair’s ability to successfully encompass the 

role of agenda manager and broker. Three conditional factors are laid out: 1) 

international environment & nature of issue; 2) organization-specific features; and 3) 

personal skills and country-of-origin attributes of the chair. Blavoukos concluded that, 

in the case of the UN Security Council, the chair’s effectiveness has improved in the 

post-Cold War environment and as the UN’s prestige has grown. The Council’s 

features such as its narrow mandate on the chair’s role, monthly rotation, and veto 

power in decision making negatively affect the chair’s leadership. Personal skills and 

country-of-origin attributes (both legitimacy and authority) emerge as the most 

important parameters in an effective chair’s role.  

These series of studies give a good start to synthesize a comprehensive list of 

key factors and variables that influence the impact of the presidency in the climate 

negotiations.  

C. Synthesis of a new list of key factors that influence the impact of 

presidency  

I would like to suggest a new comprehensive list of key variables that 

influence the effectiveness of the president’s leadership in international climate 

bargaining. This list is a result of synthesis and modification of four earlier studies 

explained in the previous section. The principle purpose of the synthesis is to 

maintain Blavoukos’s basic frame of parameters. Here five parameters have been 

combined into three for the purpose of simplicity. The three key parameters are: (1) 

international environment and nature of issue; (2) organizational features; and (3) 
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leadership skills. I maintained Blavoukos’s basic frame because it allows the listing 

of both leadership strategies and leadership contexts. This is different from 

Metcalfe’s approach, which differentiates strategies and conditioning contexts. Since 

this paper’s key focus is different leadership within the UNFCCC negotiations (only 

one context) the division of contexts and strategies are not meaningful. Furthermore, 

I assume that sometimes the context itself can serve as a variable for leadership. In 

this sense, Blavoukos’s basic frame that lists all the factors as variables makes more 

sense. In addition, I merit the categorization of international, organizational, and 

tactical elements, in order to diversify the spectrum of conditions and factors.  

With the same basic frame, I modified Blavoukos’s original sub-categories for 

organizational features and limit them to only two factors: method of selection of the 

chair, and constraining rules. Decision making rule is one example of a constraining 

rule, as unanimity requirement is known to weaken the chair’s leadership. These first 

two factors are external factors, outside the negotiation process, and they are 

considered as given factors within an international bargaining circumstance.  

The third factors, however, are internal factors of negotiations affecting the 

effectiveness of leadership, i.e., leadership skills.  Modifying Blavoukos’s basic frame 

of factors, I based my new categorization mainly on Odell (2005) which divided 

leadership tactics into three types: observation/communication, formational tactics, 

and reward and coercion tactics. For more detailed examples of leadership tactics 

and skills, I refer Metcalfe’s work. This third set of factors also relate to the classical 

work on leadership typologies done by Young (1990), Undardel (1994) and Grubb & 

Gupta (2002).   
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<Table 2 Factors affecting the Chair’s Leadership in International Climate 

Negotiations> 

Factors Operationalization 
Leadership 

Impact 

Reference    

International 

environment, 

Nature of 

Issue 

Conditions of amity + 
Blavoukos 

(2006) Polarization & enmity － 

Organizationa

l features 

Method of 

Selection 

Rotation + 

Blavoukos 

(2006) & 

Tallberg 

(2010) 

Election, 

Appointment 
+ 

Constraining rules 

Forma

l 

Mandate 

Narrow and 

specific 

mandate: - 

Decision-

making 

rules 

Special 

majority or 

unanimity: 

－ 

Informal: 

behavioral norms 
－ 

Leadership 

skills  

Observation/com

munication tactics 

Information 

collection 
+ 

Three types 

of tactics: 
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Network building modification 

from 

Odell(2005) 

 

Examples 

of tactics: 

Metcalfe 

(1998) & 

Odell(2005)  

 

Personal 

Skills: 

Blavoukos 

(2006) 

Formational 

tactics 

(Agenda 

management, 

structural and 

procedural 

control, expertise) 

Confidence 

building 

(transparency) 

+ Legitimacy 

(impartiality ,disint

erest in particular 

position) 

Reward and 

coercion tactics 

Use of unilateral 

concession and 

threat 
+ 

Personal Skills 

Skilled and 

experienced 

diplomacy 

 

The third column of the table shows each variable’s positive or negative impact 

on leadership. There are four key findings. First, when the international environment 

is amicable and the nature of the issue is less polarized, the president has greater 

freedom to exercise its leadership. Second, in terms of organizational features, a 

rotating selection of the president and vote-based decision making rules give more 

room for the chair’s leadership. Third, during the negotiation process, the chair can 

employ a diverse set of leadership skills to increase its influence and effectiveness 

which include information collection, network building, agenda management and 

procedural control under the condition that it observes the norm of transparency and 
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impartiality. An aggressive chair can use reward or coercion tactics as well. Finally, 

personal and diplomatic skills are helpful to improve the chair’s effectiveness to 

move negotiations forward.  

Ⅳ. Case Studies  

This chapter examines two UNFCCC Conferences of Parties (COP) held in 2009 

and 2010, hosted by Denmark and Mexico, respectively, focusing on the leadership 

skills played by the COP presidents. Based on the variables that affect the 

president’s leadership discussed in the previous chapter, the two presidents’ 

leadership and effectiveness will be analyzed and compared. These case studies will 

also test the adequacy of the listed factors and identify the most influential factors 

that led to successful leadership of the COP president. The comparison of these two 

presidents is meaningful not only because they are most recent but also because 

both leaders are known to have been actively involved before and during the 

conferences, compared to previous COP leaders, who only played ceremonial 

hosting roles.  

In the previous chapter, the main leadership factors were divided into three 

categories: (1) the international environment and nature of issue, (2) organizational 

features, and (3) the leadership factor. Before performing a close analysis, it was 

presumed that Denmark and Mexico faced rather similar external factors 

(international environment and nature issue and organizational features). Thus, it 

was expected that the third factor (leadership factor) was the key element to explain 

the contrast result of both presidencies. However, the following analysis reveals that 
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the Mexican government, in fact, had significant influence on the effects of external 

factors in the negotiation process, such as the international environment surrounding 

the negotiation and the decision making rules. The Mexican government’s leadership 

skills such as mediation tactics also helped the deadlocked negotiations to reach a 

global deal.  

A. Danish Leadership at COP15 

The Danish government made a very strong preparatory effort for more than 

three years for the successful hosting of COP15 in Copenhagen in 2009. After 

Denmark won the hosting role, its preparatory work included the creation of the 

world’s first Ministry of Climate Change and Energy to prepare for COP15, and the 

establishment of a secretariat in the Prime Minister’s Office to coordinate the intra-

ministerial activities, both in 2007 (Meilstrup 2010). 

With the Danish government effort, global expectations for a successful result 

at the COP forum swelled. More than 120 heads of states declared that they would 

take part in the meeting, making COP15 the largest gathering ever of heads of state 

outside the UN Headquarters. However, the result of COP15 fell far short of its 

expectations. Logistically, the conference venue produced ‘shocking’ chaos due to 

the hosting parties’ poor management of more than 40,000 invited attendants, which 

outnumbered the venue’s capacity of 15,000 (Stavins 2009). Substantially, the 

outcome of the meeting, the Copenhagen Accord, was heavily criticized for being 

inadequate as only a non-binding political consensus, which failed to be adopted as 

an official UN document. The conflicts between developed and developing nations 

were insurmountable. Most notably the hostility between the US and China 
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escalated every day during the negotiations. The effort by the Danish government to 

position itself as a global, political leader turned into huge diplomatic failure 

(Meilstrup 2010). What made the Danish presidency ineffective? 

International environment and nature of issues 

At COP13 held in Bali, Indonesia, the parties agreed to launch a series of 

negotiations for a post-2012 climate regime which would cover both developed and 

developing countries, and to complete them by 2009 in Copenhagen. The goal was 

to create a new target and timetable for developed countries past Kyoto’s 2012 

expiry date, and also to produce meaningful steps to curb emissions in developing 

countries and non-Kyoto members (most notably the United States). Despite the 

concrete deadline, the negotiation progress after the Bali meeting had been stalled. 

COP14 held in Poznan, Poland, ended without any substantial progress. Resumed 

negotiation meetings in 2009 were slow. The draft negotiation text prepared by the 

Secretariat in August, based on the parties’ suggestions had more than 2,000 pairs 

of brackets in the text, which indicated a significant amount of disagreement (Knight 

2009). The gap between developed and developing countries was both wide and 

deep. The issues being negotiated were extremely complex, and diverse national 

interests were at stake.  

Nevertheless, the Danish government worked hard to raise global awareness 

of the significance of universal cooperation to tackle climate change challenge. Since 

2008, the Danish government launched what was called ‘climate diplomacy,’ in 

which it sought to consult all major countries and country groups to sow the seeds 

for a successful outcome in Copenhagen. Furthermore, it engaged international civil 
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societies like Global International, the global parliamentary groups, a global group of 

journalistic editors, universities and research institutions through the University of 

Copenhagen, and the global business community through collaborating with the 

Copenhagen Climate Council. All organizations convened major international events 

in Copenhagen prior to COP15 aimed at involving key stakeholders from all sectors 

(Meilstrup 2010).  

The international campaign mainly led by Climate Change Minister 

Hedegaard and the Danish Prime Minister’s Office was more successful than 

expected. The international society saw hope for the meaningful international 

cooperation at the coming COP15. The new administration led by President Obama 

promised that the United States would be ‘powerfully, fervently engaged’ in the 

international climate negotiations, which clearly was a departure from the previous 

administration’s stance on climate cooperation (Stern 2009). A growing number of 

developed countries declared their support for an ambitious new deal at 

Copenhagen. More importantly, developing countries, including the largest emerging 

economies like China, India, Mexico, and Republic of Korea indicated the political 

will to green their economic growth and to voluntarily engage in the global effort to 

curb emissions. Steadily the level of ambition for COP15 grew. A global campaign 

called ‘Hopenhagen,’ which was organized by the UN and an international coalition 

of advertising agencies, was well received to raise hope for a new treaty making in 

Copenhagen in December (Sweney 2009).  

Finally, the Danish government put pressure on the UNFCCC negotiations by 

inviting the highest political leaders. A record number of heads of state agreed to 

participate in COP15, which is normally attended by ministerial–level officials. In 
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December 2009, the international community was excited to see the historic event to 

be happening at Copenhagen through the new climate change treaty.  

The Danish government’s systematic effort was certainly successful to raise 

global awareness and political engagement around the world. At the same time, 

however, this increased expectations and pressure to agree on a compromise in 

Copenhagen, which may also have created tension between parties involved. . The 

negotiators were careful to analyze the positions and bottom lines of major 

negotiating parties in comparison to their own and calculate what they might lose at 

the expense of a global deal.6

Organization-specific features 

 The negotiators’ tension grew in the midst of the 

growing international hope for the new treaty. The Danish government’s active 

international campaign and pressure may have created an overly aggressive 

environment for negotiators, which in turn hampered the effective leadership of the 

chair country.  

Method of Selection

                                                        
6 For articles illustrating unprecedented high hope followed by political deadlock at Copenhagen, 
see Vidal 2009 and Goldberg & Stratton 2009. 

 - The presidency of the UNFCCC COP is selected 

through rotation among the five recognized UN regions (Africa, Asia, Latin America 

and the Caribbean, Central and Eastern Europe and Western Europe and others) 

and the country of the COP President  hosts the COP meeting. Well-established 

literature explains that the rotating method of selection has a positive impact on 

presidential leadership, moving negotiations forward as well as in influencing the 

result to its interest (Tallberg 2010). The rotated chairs’ leadership is more powerful 

when the number of parties involved in the negotiation is smaller, and the period of 
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chairmanship is not too short. For example, Blavoukos shows that the monthly 

rotated chairmanship at the UN Security Council was ineffective. (Blavoukos 2006).   

According to the UN tradition of rotating presidencies between continents, the 

presidency at COP15 would have been held by a Latin American country, most 

probably Brazil (Meilstrup 2010). But Denmark saw significance in the COP15 as it 

would deliver the next global climate change treaty, and successfully convinced 

parties to the conference that the small northern country, famous for its commitment 

to the environment, would provide a legitimate and neutral platform for a new global 

agreement. Thus, the rotating method of the UNFCCC seems to have some flexible 

room for a desiring party with a strong political interest to exercise leadership to 

become a hosting country of COP despite its preexisting order.  

Mandate - According to the draft Rules of Procedure of COP under the 

UNFCCC, the president is to:  (1) declare the opening and closing of the session, (2) 

preside at the meeting of the session, (3) ensure the observance of these rules, (4) 

accord the right to speak, (5) put questions to the vote and announce decisions, and 

(6) have complete control of the proceedings and over the maintenance of order 

(UNFCCC 2006, Rule 23). Furthermore, the president consults with the secretariat to 

draft the provisional agenda of each session (UNFCCC 2006, Rule 9) In other words, 

the UNFCCC rules confer on the COP president very broad powers in maintaining 

substantive and procedural control of the meeting. In fact, while introducing the draft 

rules, the UNFCCC website summarizes the major duties of the president as follow: 

the president is ‘to provide political leadership, to consult on issues and to chair 
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meetings of the Bureau and the COP Plenary.’7 As we discussed in the previous 

chapter, a broader mandate of the president has a positive impact on his or her 

leadership. Under the UNFCCC rules, the COP presidency is authorized to provide a 

broad leadership role in controlling both substantive and procedural issues. 

Decision-making process

In 2009 in Denmark, a handful of countries, including Bolivia, Sudan, 

Venezuela, and Cuba, blocked adoption of the Copenhagen Accord, which was 

brokered by President Barack Obama. President Obama negotiated the 

compromised text with a small group, reportedly only 29 parties involved. The 

breakthrough finally came on Friday afternoon in an even smaller meeting between 

President Obama, Chinese Prime Minister Wen Jiabao, Indian Prime Minister Singh, 

Brazilian President Lula, and South Africa President Zuma (Pew Center 2009) 

However, this outcome was dismissed by furious developing countries who were not 

invited to the negotiation. They objected that the accord was concluded in a back-

room deal and was unacceptable. In the plenary meeting on the last day in 

Copenhagen, it took more than seven hours to reach a conclusion (Meilstrup 2010). 

Rather than being adopted, the Copenhagen Accord was only ‘taken note of,’ 

depriving it of legal force, which is, by any standards, a very weak result. The 

 - The UNFCCC has never adopted formal 

procedures for voting and still takes all significant decisions by consensus (Koehane, 

2011). A clear definition of “consensus” was never set, so it was widely understood 

that UNFCCC decisions require unanimous agreement.  

                                                        
7 ‘Essential Background: The bureau of the Conference of the Parties’ at 
http://unfccc.int/essential_background/convention/convention_bodies/bureau/items/3431.php 
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plenary decision invited the parties, on a voluntary basis, to report national 

greenhouse gas reduction targets to the UNFCCC 

In the process, the Danish Prime Minister who replaced the Minister of 

Climate Change Hedegaard and presided the plenary meeting was humiliated on the 

podium, angry, and number of times very unclear about UN procedure, stating e.g. ‘I 

am not familiar with your procedures’ (Meilstrup 2010). Being faced with a handful of 

countries’ objection to the decision, the COP president lost his procedural control  

over the meeting. This shows a classic example of how the chair’s leadership is 

hindered by the consensus-based decision-making rules of negotiations.   

Leadership tactics 

Observation/communication tactics - As a new way of networking and 

building confidence among parties, the Danish government launched the Greenland 

Dialogue in 2005 and hosted six informal ministerial roundtable meetings with twenty 

to thirty major countries, both developing and developed. The purpose of the 

Dialogue was for parties to get to know each other and discuss options and positions 

of various countries in an open and informal setting. The Dialogue is unique in that 

each minster may bring only one official with them, the media is not allowed to 

observe, and no microphones or negotiation document are allowed. The Danish 

government tried to encourage the exchange of candid ideas and to channel the 

political will from the Dialogue into the official UN negotiations (Danish Ministry of 

Climate and Energy 2009). This new form of meeting was considered successful in 

building a much closer relationship between the Danish government and some major 

developing countries, including China (Meilstrup 2010).  
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Formation tactics (Agenda Management & Procedural Control)

Against opposition from the Ministry of Climate and Energy, which 

emphasized transparency in communication with major parties, the Danish Prime 

Minister started to discuss a compromise proposal with a number of leaders from 

both developing and developed countries. The Danish proposal was continuously 

revised on the basis of input from meetings; however, it heavily reflected the 

developed countries’ position, particularly in terms of its call for a single-text 

agreement, thus replacing the two track process (LCA and the KP). This was not 

well received by the developing countries, who were working to see the Kyoto 

commitments prolonged. For the Prime Minister’s Office, getting the US on board 

 - The top 

priority agenda for success at COP in the eyes of the Danish government was to 

bring the US and China on board. The Prime Minister’s Office decided on a new 

political strategy to deliver a successful result which, if necessary, would include 

bypassing the UNFCCC process. This happened against strong opposition by 

Minister of Climate Change Hedegaard, a long time multilateral environmental 

negotiator with a good relationship with developing countries (Meilstrup 2010). 

Having observed similar frustration over the slow UN process shared by the leaders 

of western countries at the G8 summit in L’Aquila, Italy, in July 2009, the Prime 

Minister’s Office started to develop a Danish proposal for the outcome of COP15 so 

that it could be tested in bilateral meetings on the level of heads of state. This move 

is controversial in an UN-anchored process. The president of the UNFCCC process 

runs great risk if there are any signs of formal negotiations being sidetracked, since 

he or she can then easily be accused of overruling developing countries in a ‘non-

transparent’ process (Meilstrup 2010).  
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was a high priority. The problem was that the Danish proposal did not correspond 

directly with the text being discussed in the on-going two track negotiations, and it 

was only discussed with a small group of mostly developed countries.  

On the second day of the COP meeting, British newspaper The Guardian 

published a ‘secret’ Danish text which had been leaked by the developing countries. 

The developing countries saw it as unfair and hugely in favor of the rich world. 

Among other things, it ignored the Kyoto Protocol. Although it was an older version 

of the Danish text and indeed was only half the proposal (the LCA part, which was 

why it appeared that the Kyoto Protocol was being ignored), and even though many 

countries that were outraged had already seen the text at the bilateral meeting with 

Denmark, the impact of its release was monumental. The Danish government was 

heavily criticized for not being ‘impartial,’ supporting only the developed countries at 

the expense of many developing countries’ interest and ‘sidelining the UN 

negotiating process,’ mocking thousands of negotiators from every corner of the 

world. Minister Hedegaard said, “It takes years to build confidence. It takes only 

hours to destroy it” (Meilstrup 2010). 

The critical moment of the Copenhagen meeting came as the heads of state 

arrived in the later part of the second week. The Danish presidency prepared a new 

text of the compromise, consisting of two parts reflecting the two tracks. President 

Obama took over the leadership position as he led a small group to a closed-door 

meeting for a new text. A group of 26 countries agreed to the text at the last minute. 

Obama broke his deal with four major developing counties including China, India, 

Brazil and South Africa (Meilstrup 2010). When President Obama, not the Danish 

president, managed a short press conference announcing the deal before his 
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departure, the agreement was never discussed at the plenary meeting, and left 

many parties to the conference unaware of such text.  This lack of transparency and 

inclusiveness in the process infuriated many developing countries. The final 

compromised text, called “the Copenhagen Accord,” failed to be adopted as a UN 

decision at the plenary meeting the following morning. The Danish president proved 

to be an ineffective and incapable leader of the negotiation process.  

Personal Skills (diplomacy) 

B. Mexican Leadership at COP16  

- From the beginning of the COP preparatory 

period, the Danish government seemed to lack a united position within the 

government. More often than not, there was conflict between Minister of Climate 

Change and Energy Hedegaard and Prime Minister Rasmussen in terms of strategy 

and priority in the negotiations. This lack of coordination reduced leadership 

effectiveness. The Executive Secretary Yvo de Boer noted that the Danish 

presidency appeared to have ‘two schools’ of thought and it was not certain whether 

it was ‘Denmark No. 1 or Denmark No. 2’ that was talking (Meilstrup 2010). In the 

second week of the meeting, Prime Minister Rasmussen took over Minister 

Hedegaard’s position and became COP president. Hedegaard was appointed as a 

special representative. The split leadership role, which is not common in the COP 

presidency, further weakened the Danish leadership, which was already tarnished 

after the leak of the Danish text. 

After the serious low point of the Copenhagen meeting, the 2010 COP16 

succeeded at putting the negotiations back on track through the competent 
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performance of the Mexican diplomatic team who emerged as the new engineers of 

consensus (Araya 2011). 

International environment and nature of issues 

The Copenhagen experience has served as a strong reminder of the 

importance of inclusiveness and transparency in ensuring genuine multilateral 

cooperation in addressing climate change (Vina, Ang & Dulce 2011). After having 

watched ‘Hopenhagen’ result in ‘Brokenhagen,’ interest and expectation among civil 

society and international media, as well as politicians around the world was 

substantially lower than the year before. At the same time, however, there was 

significant pressure on UNFCCC negotiators to make the Cancun meeting a success. 

Failure would have meant the end of the UNFCCC process, which most 

governments wanted to avoid. This likely increased the negotiators’ willingness to 

find solutions and make compromise. 

The Mexican presidency was well aware of these dynamics. During the 

intercessional meetings in 2010, the Mexican presidency saw the significance of 

delicately producing a negotiation text which reflected “a balanced set of outcomes.” 

The Mexican Presidency deliberately emphasized that the goal of Cancun was to 

adopt a “package of decisions” at the conclusion of the Cancun climate meeting in 

December 2010 (Vina, Ang & Dulce 2011). At the beginning of the Cancun 

Conference, it was made clear by several Parties that they interpreted a “balanced 

package” as one that respected the two-track approach of the AGW-LCA and AWG-

KP, balanced elements of the Bali Action Plan, reflected a degree of balance in 

detail, and did not require a future legally-binding outcome (Vina, Ang & Dulce 2011). 
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The complexity of the climate change issue was the same, and the conflicting 

interests between developing and developed countries were the same as the 

previous year. However, the Mexican president was a key player setting the right 

tone for the negotiation atmosphere, and diligently achieved the realistic goal of the 

Cancun meeting aspired by parties involved.  

Organization-specific features 

Organization-specific features such as the method of selection, the mandates 

for the COP president, and the decision making are ostensibly the same in all COP 

meetings. However, the Mexican president took a drastically different approach in 

interpreting the decision making rule of the UNFCCC meeting, which made a 

significant difference in the result of the two COP meetings.  

Decision-making rule - At the plenary meeting on the last day of the COP 

meeting, the Bolivian delegation formally objected to the result of the meeting called 

“the Cancun Agreements” being adopted as the official UN decisions based 

principally on its belief that they did not go far enough to address climate change. 

Bolivia had successfully objected the Copenhagen Accord being adopted with a few 

other developing counties in 2009. On the Bolivian objection, COP President 

Mexican Foreign Affairs Minister Patricia Espinoza had this to say: “Consensus 

requires that everyone is given the right to be heard and have their views given due 

consideration, and Bolivia has been given this opportunity.” She went on to state that 

“Consensus does not mean that one country has the right of veto, and can prevent 

193 others from moving forward after years of negotiations on something that our 

societies and future generations expect.” (Vina, Ang & Dulce 2011). This procedural 
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issue  is likely to come back to the COP/CMP in  future decisions as Bolivia 

expressed its intention to appeal, and it will be interesting to see how the 

understanding of consensus will evolve through time. More noteworthy than the 

Mexican’s novelty in interpreting consensus is its general acceptance by other 

parties.  

This plenary meeting presided by the Mexican president adopted the Cancun 

Agreements as the new UNFCCC decision. This is a perfect example of the Mexican 

president’s effective and powerful leadership.  

Leadership tactics 

Observation/communication tactics

Cartagena

 - The Mexican hosts, in coordination with 

the German government, launched a gathering of major countries from both the 

developing and developed world called the Petersburg Dialogue in 2010. . It was 

also a founding member of the Cartagena Dialogue for Progressive Action, an 

informal group including members from Latin America, Africa, Asia, small island 

states, Europe, Australia and New Zealand, with a strong Latin American presence 

from the outset with active participation from Colombia, Costa Rica, Chile, Peru, 

Guatemala, and Panama. These countries wanted ambitious and comprehensive 

outcomes in the UNFCCC, and were committed domestically to becoming or 

remaining low carbon economies. The  Dialogue is conceived as the most 

constructive voice in the climate negotiations. This group is not a formal negotiation 

block and does not want to become one. Rather, its goal is to create a safe space for 

negotiators driven to bridge the North-South divide and avoid polarizing positions 

that often lead to paralysis at the negotiations (Araya 2011). 

http://www.intercambioclimatico.com/en/2011/04/13/2011/02/01/el-dialogo-de-cartagena-una-alianza-sui-generis-en-las-negociaciones-climaticas/�
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In close coordination with such groups, the Mexican president learned the 

reasoning behind each country's position and explored areas of convergence where 

joint action could emerge. Also, through the Cartagena Dialogue, the Mexican 

president fostered close relationships and laid a strong foundation to play a 

leadership role in Latin America, which was important since three of four countries 

formally objecting the adoption of the Copenhagen Accord were from that region. 

Mexico’s regional leadership was particularly important for the success of the 

Cancun meeting; when Bolivia opposed the Cancun Agreements, the Mexican 

government effectively overcame.  

Formation tactics (Agenda Management & Procedural Control) - In contrast to 

Copenhagen, the majority of participating countries described the process run by the 

Mexican presidency as transparent, enabling a basis of trust to underpin the 

negotiations. Countries felt they were consulted in an inclusive manner throughout 

the conference and were not worried that a “secret text” would emerge and trump 

their work. This trust was fundamental in reaching an agreement (Morgan 2010). 

The Mexicans, with the able support from the Secretariat headed by its Executive 

Secretary Christina Figures, a veteran climate change diplomat of Costa Rica, 

utilized many methods to achieve consensus – numerous plenary meetings, 

ministerial consultations, bliateral agreements, etc. Other than Bolivia, parties were 

appreciative of the inclusive and participatory process that marked the Cancun 

meetings. Khor argued that the series of new methods of work that were employed 

by the Mexican presidency are often used at the WTO but not at United Nations 

meetings (Khor 2010). The host country organized meetings in small groups led by 

the president and a few ministers which it selected. There were small meetings, 
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informal consultations and “confessionals” (in which individual delegations were 

asked their positions) conducted by pairs of ministers and by the COP president, 

informal plenaries to keep all participants informed, and a text written or issued by 

facilitators and eventually put together by Mexico. This method has routinely been 

utilized at WTO ministrials (Khor 2010). Where the full text of an agreement is not 

negotiated openly and publicly by the parties but is offered to everyone on a “take or 

leave it” manner, chairpersons or the COP president who coordinates all these 

exercise may have too much influence in the process. In other words, the Mexican 

president played an unprecedentedly strong leadership role at COP 16.  

Khor expressed concern that strong presence and control by the president 

would harm the party-driven UN process. Contrary to Khor’s concern, Mehling 

praised these small meetings, presided over by two ministers, one from a developed 

country and the other from a developing country, for helping to overcome the lack of 

trust between developed and developing countries. Each of these groups had to 

focus on one specific problem in the fight against climate change and come up with 

a solution which had to take into account the different interests of both groups to 

equal degrees (Mehling 2010).  

What all scholars and observers agree, including skeptical Khor, is that 

Mexico was perceived as a fair and honest host. Major negotiating blocs and key 

countries were able to see at least one of their top priorities in the final agreement 

while remaining flexible on other pieces to find common ground. The COP president 

managed to put together a package that required everyone to compromise, but not 

so much that a country could not agree to the final package (Morgan 2010). 
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Reward and coercion tactics - Mexico is one of the first developing countries 

who announced the voluntary emission reduction targets. Mexico also suggested the 

creation of the Green Climate Fund, which was eventually adopted as a part of the 

COP decision. Mexico’s commitment to participate in the global effort to curb climate 

change and its ownership of the finance agenda cast the government as a genuine 

partner in international cooperation.  

Personal Skills (diplomacy)

C. Findings 

 - Under the full support from the Mexican President 

Felipe Calderon, the Mexican Foreign Affairs Minister Patricia Espinoza took 

assumed the role of President  and led the entire process of COP16 from opening to 

closing. Her close cooperation with the Executive Secretary of the UNFCCC 

Secretariat Christiana Figueres of Costa Rica brought the COP16 to a successful 

conclusion. The impressive performance of two women from Latin America set an 

inspiring precedent (Araya 2011). This is compared by the COP15 where both the 

COP president and the Executive Secretary were from rich western countries. The 

impasse at the UNFCCC negotiations was mostly due to mistrust between the 

parties, particularly between developing and developed. This particular characteristic 

of the climate negotiations’ deadlock may be recuced when the negotiations are led 

by a developing country.  

The international environment and nature of issues during the two negotiations 

were overall similar. The conflict between developed and developing countries was 

wide and deep and the issues involved in the negotiations were complex in nature 

with various interests at stake. The two presidencies adopted different approaches; 
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while Denmark tried to raise international awareness of the importance of reaching 

an agreement, Mexico downplayed the expected outcome of the negotiation. As a 

result, parties at Copenhagen were extremely anxious for the contents of a possible 

outcome, which created a more contentious environment. On the other hand, parties 

at Cancun were concerned about the total failure of negotiations, which made 

negotiators more cooperative in reaching an agreement.  

Organization-specific features, particularly the consensus-based decision 

making rules, were the same in both negotiations. However, Denmark and Mexico 

took different approaches. While the Danish presidency failed to formalize the 

Copenhagen Accord as a UN document due to a few countries’ objection, Mexico 

overcame the objection and successfully announced the Cancun Agreements as 

COP decisions. The Mexican president saved the Cancun Agreements from a veto, 

by saying “consensus is not unanimity.” Although the Mexican government’s 

approach is controversial, it was a creative interpretation of the decision making rule 

of the institution, which received general acceptance by other parties.  

The two presidencies also differ in employing leadership tactics effectively.  

Observation tactics: Mexico was in a better position to have more information 

regarding parties’ positions and bottom-lines because the Cancun negotiation was 

basically an extension of the Copenhagen negotiations. More information on 

positions and options was available after Copenhagen. Also, it sought after close 

communication and cooperation with countries in Latin America, with which Mexico 

exercised an effective leadership throughout the COP meeting.  
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Formation tactics: While Denmark failed in agenda management (e.g., 

scandal over leakage of Danish single-text earlier in the COP meetings) and 

procedural management of sub-groups and small-group meetings (due to a lack of 

transparency and inclusiveness), Mexico succeeded in both. Instead of focusing on 

mitigation issues, Mexico’s single text focused on finance, adaptation, and 

technology transfer issues, which could attract both developed and developing 

countries.  Also Mexico maintained transparency and inclusiveness throughout the 

process, which increased its legitimacy as an honest broker and impartial chair. 

Reward/coercion: While both presidencies announced their domestic 

greenhouse gas reduction target (in unilateral concessions), which were both more 

ambitious than other parties, Mexico’s pledge was perceived as a bigger concession 

or sacrifice due to its status as a non-Annex I country, bearing no mandatory 

reduction obligation under the current climate regime. Furthermore, Mexico’s 

proposal of the Green Climate Fund also put a burden on developing countries, 

which could be conceived as a concession. Although Mexico’s proposal first 

received some criticism from other developing countries, it gained credibility and 

trust among developed countries, thus made Mexico a genuine bridging country. 

Denmark has always enjoyed a sound reputation as a climate-friendly, 

environmentally-advanced country, thus its unilateral concession did not make a 

substantial impact among negotiation parties.  

However, one should not overestimate the success of Mexico’s presidency, as 

its success in large part benefited from Denmark’s failure. Developing countries were 

concerned of the entire failure of the UN-led climate negotiation if the Cancun 

meeting was not successful. This made a more cooperative environment among 
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parties. Mexico also learned from Denmark’s failure that it is important to keep the 

expectation and ambition low.  

 

V.  Policy recommendations  

As the Republic of Korea officially announced its intention to host COP18 in 

2012, it is important to take lessons from two previous COP presidencies. A 

successful COP presidency should consider following observations based on the 

comparative analysis of Danish and Mexican leadership in the global climate 

negotiations.  

A. International environment: The COP presidency could increase its global 

leadership by setting a practical and realistic goal. Selling the realistic goal 

and communicating with international communities, particularly within the 

region it belongs to would be helpful. To become a regional leader will set a 

smooth foundation to become a leader in the global setting.  

B. Process management: The COP presidency can maintain its leadership by 

keeping the process transparent and inclusive, and by avoiding a path that 

lends itself to US-China deal breaking. When these two countries become 

the deal-breaker of the COP, the presidency’s role is diminished.   

C. Creative thinking: The COP presidency can be creative in handling 

uncompromising countries through the new interpretation of the UNFCCC 

consensus-decision making rule employed in Mexico. Being prepared with 
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viable and legal interpretation may rescue the agreement from a total 

collapse due to a veto. 

D. Interactive leadership through regional networking and relationships with 

like-minded countries and non-government organizations are important.  

E. Lastly, coordination within the host government for one voice in terms of a 

negotiation strategy and direction is also important. The internal coordination 

and management of different interests among different agencies and 

ministries will be a key to a strong preparatory work throughout the COP 

process. 
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8 Meilstrup 2010; UNFCCC 2009. Fact Sheet: Copenhagen Background 
9 Email Interview with the government officer at Mexican Ministry of Foreign Affairs; Mexico’s 3rd 
National Communication to the UNFCCC, available at 
http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/natc/mexnc3e.pdf;   
 

 Denmark(COP15)8 Mexico(COP16)9 

Hardware Part 

Preparatory Committee 

within the Government 

Climate Conference 

Committee consisting of 

various ministries under 

the Prime Minister’s Office 

(Ministerial level) 

Working Level Climate 

Secretariat under the 

Prime Minister’s Office 

Inter-Ministerial 

Commission on Climate 

Change (CICC) 

Budget 
Government budget of 

US$ 62 million  

Government budget of 

US$ 84.3 

Participation of Head of 

State, Ministry of 

Environment and Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs 

Participation of Head of 

State, Ministry of 

Environment and Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs 

Participation of Head of 

State, Ministry of 

Environment and Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs 

http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/natc/mexnc3e.pdf�
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Software Part 

Decision Making Process 

Decision of important 

issues by the Climate 

Conference Committee 

Daily meeting of the 

CICC on key issues, 

actions and planning 

Leadership of Head of 

State 

Prime Minister’s direct 

involvement created 

tension with the Ministry 

of Climate and Energy, 

which traditionally holds 

responsibilities of 

external relationship in 

terms of UN climate 

negotiations 

Direct leadership from 

the President’s Office 

helped the coordination 

with the Minister of 

Foreign Affairs, who 

played an active chair 

role during the 

conference 

Domestic and 

International Cooperation  

Restructuring of the 

Cabinet to create the 

Ministry of Climate and 

Energy, Establishment of 

Greenland Dialogue to 

gather key negotiation 

countries, Partnership 

with global journalists, 

scholars, business 

Establishment of the 

Mexico Dialogue 2010 to 

create global private-

public partnership, 

Establishment of the 

Cartagena Dialogue to 

network with key Latin 

American countries, least 

developed countries, and 
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APPENDIX 1. Danish and Mexican Governments’ Preparatory System for COP   

  

industries and NGOs small island countries 
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