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Ahead of the upcoming landmark Conference of Parties (COP – 21) in Paris in December 2015, India’s position 

will be under close scrutiny by the domestic as well as the international community. Being the third largest 

emitter of carbon dioxide, India owes a critical responsibility to the global community to engage in greenhouse 

gas reductions, both substantively as well as symbolically. Historically, India’s position in the international 

climate negotiations has been shaped by the development and justice arguments.  With about 289 million people 

living below the poverty line
1
 and a rapidly rising population, India’s long-held position in the United Nations 

climate change negotiations has been that it cannot afford to compromise with its economic development 

priorities by leaving its vast sections of economically vulnerable population in a lurch.  

 

Underlying this argument is the rationale that the atmospheric carbon space needs to be justly appropriated by 

the countries, based on considerations of justice and equity, as set forth in the principle of Common But 

Differentiated Responsibilities and Respective Capabilities (CBDRRCs). There are two main arguments India 

has put forward to undergird its position. First, historically, since the developed countries have appropriated 

massive amounts of carbon space in order to develop, they cannot now claim an equal share of it vis-a-vis the 

developing countries. Second, presently, the distribution of emission rights should be determined in accordance 

with the nature of emissions, that is, the survival emissions of the developing countries versus the luxury 

emissions of the developed world
2
.  

 

It is within this broad framework that India has evolved its climate policy priorities. Unfortunately, the principle 

of equity and CBDRs has come to be diluted in the recent years, and India’s climate policy, reflecting this 

dilution, has been locked in a haze of uncertainty. This uncertainty has been compounded in recent times since 

the new government came to power, as we are now harbouring the delusion of action under the guise of 

rhetoric, when there is an urgent need to mobilize global action for climate change.  

 

Dilution of the principle of equity and responsibility in global climate negotiations: 

 

The principle of equity and responsibility was embedded as a central part of the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and enforced by the legally binding Kyoto Protocol which was 

implemented in 2005, without the US ratification as it placed emissions-reductions responsibilities on the 

developed or Annex-1 countries. It demanded that the 30 developed countries should cut their emissions by 

5.2% relative to 1990 levels, with the agreement that negotiations for a post-2012 treaty which would be put in 

place after the Kyoto Protocol would start in 2005. Substantively, it was in the negotiation of the post-2012 

agreement that the real dilution of the principle equity can be seen.  

 

However, at a deeper level, the dilution can be traced to the very rationale behind the Kyoto Protocol itself, 

which was marked by a double contradiction in the longer term. For, even as the Protocol imposed the major 

obligations of emissions reductions on the developed countries, it yet provided a leeway, under the Kyoto 

Flexibility Mechanisms (KFM), by allowing these countries to deploy market mechanisms for ensuring 

emissions reductions, such as emissions trading and Clean Development Mechanism, without really 

institutionalizing a system to monitor and efficiently enforce these instruments. Thus, even as the Protocol 

introduced into the public discourse the idea that market mechanisms (ironically, without monitoring) are an 

                                                                 
1 World Bank n.d. 
2 Agarwal and Narain 1991 
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efficient way of allocating emission rights, it thereby enabled the entry of the idea that developed countries can 

get away with such voluntary measures as a way of meeting their commitments. The idea, thus, gave power to 

individual countries. 

 

The break that has been observed in the nature of the post-2012 negotiations is, thus, not really a break, but a 

broad continuation of this idea. In the post-2012 negotiations that began after 2005, it was given a more 

concrete shape when the developed countries began to argue that the future climate regimes should be 

structured on the principle of ‘voluntary reductions’
3
viz. bottom-up climate policy plans rather than the top-

down approach advocated by the Kyoto Protocol. This approach was legalised in the Copenhagen Accord 

signed as part of the Copenhagen negotiations (COP –15) of 2009, through the voluntary ‘pledge and review’ 

policy, under which individual countries can set their own voluntary targets in the form of pledges which would 

be subject to a MRV system viz. Monitoring, Review and Verification, but whose targets will not be legally 

binding.  

 

This approach was criticised, in principle, by the then UPA-II government for diluting the principle of equity 

and responsibility, but appears to have boded well with the current Indian climate policy.  

 

India and climate change: 

 

India’s apparently recalcitrant position in the climate change debate needs to be understood in the context of a 

variety of complex domestic factors that structure its political economy and its staunch support of the principles 

of equity and responsibility in the trade-offs demanded by the global climate policy context.  

 

The two factors that India, along with the rest of the developing world, supports are based on allocating 

responsibility for climate change in accordance with the principle of equity based on historic responsibilities. 

This position is corroborated by the fact that India’s contribution to the total cumulative GHG emissions from 

1990 to 2011 is only 4%: 

Source: World Resources Institute 
Another argument that has underpinned the Indian position has been that the principle of CBDRRC requires that 

responsibilities for emissions be allocated in terms of per capita emissions which reflect the real state of 

                                                                 
3 Rattani 2014.  
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grassroots economic development in a country. These per capita emissions substantiate well the idea of 

‘survival emissions’ that are often necessary to the growing populations of developing countries. In per capita 

terms, India has the one of the lowest emissions trajectory:  

Source: World Resources Institute 

 

While these principles continue to form the core of climate policy in India, more detailed changes began to take 

place after 2007, when India began to participate, outside of the UNFCCC, in the G8+5 forum or the Major 

Economies Forum, through which the developed and the large developing countries mobilized support for the 

voluntary pledge-and-review system agreed upon at Copenhagen in 2009. These voluntary pledges provided 

considerable leeway to the major emitters like the US (though the EU didn’t agree with the system), and also 

led India to accordingly re-shape its climate policy, through the adoption of a co-benefits approach as detailed 

in the National Action Plan on Climate Change
4
, whereby it sought to frame the development-climate trade-off 

in such a way as would not compromise its developmental objectives and yet ensure its contribution to the 

global negotiations.  

 

 

 

India’s climate policy has, thus, been shaped largely in accordance with the wider global positions adopted in 

the international negotiations. Unfortunately, this focus on the global normative positions has largely 

compromised India’s own domestic targets and what it could do to substantively reduce emissions. This is clear 

from the dismal implementation status of domestic climate action plans: 

 
                                                                 
4 Dubash, et al. 2013; Prime Minister's Council on Climate Change n.d. 
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Funds Earmarked and Utilization under Climate Change Action Programme in India 

(2012-2017) 

(Rs. in Crore) 

Activities  

Total Funds 

Earmarked  

during 

the 12th Five 

Year Plan (FYP) 

Total Funds 

Utilized  during 

the 12th Five 

Year Plan (FYP) 

Coordination of National Action Plan on 

Climate Change 
0.65 0.00 

State Action Plan on Climate Change 90.00 0.00 

National Institute For Climate Change 

Studies & Actions 
25.00 0.74 

National Carbonaceous Aerosols 

Programme 
84.00 1.32 

Long Term Ecological Observatories for 

Climate Change Studies 
40.00 0.02 

Coordinated Studies on Climate Change for 

North Eastern Region 
5.00 0.00 

International Negotiations & Contributions 24.00 2.35 

Capacity Building 16.00 0.03 

Other Adminstrative and Foreign Travels 5.35 4.45 

Total 290.00 8.906 
Source: Indiastat

5
 

 

The very evident gap between the allocation and utilization of funds mobilized for climate action shows that the 

Indian state clearly needs to walk the talk on its commitments to tackle climate change. Given India’s clear 

normative position in global negotiations and its parallel inaction at the domestic level, it is clear that there is a 

dual reason for India’s climate policy paralysis: 

 

First, India lacks a clear global position which can match its domestic demand agenda at the grassroots level. 

Accepting the principles of equity and CBDR is in excellent stead, but it is no longer sufficient to say that 

commitments to combating climate change should be seen in the vague context of developmental outcomes, 

without specifying a methodology and timeframe to achieve them through set climate policy goals in the areas 

of mitigation, adaptation and sustainable development. 

Second, as a corollary of the earlier point, there is a remarkable lack of coordination between national level 

plans and their local level counterparts, till date. As will be seen in the later sections, such a failure amounts to 

nothing but rhetoric in climate policy.  

 

The new government’s climate policy priorities: 

 

                                                                 
5 Indiastat n.d. 
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The Modi government has taken an overt and aggressive position on tackling climate change. Besides 

announcing a slew of highly publicized measures by the Ministry of Environment, Forests and Climate Change 

and the Ministry of New and Renewable Energy, the government has engaged in a dual political strategy to 

reinforce its credibility globally viz. through political rhetoric and through signing climate pacts to ensure that 

there is greater investment in promoting climate-friendly technologies.  

However, whether the government is actually moving beyond political rhetoric to walk the talk on climate 

change remains a contested issue. That the government’s action lags far behind its policy rhetoric becomes clear 

both through its international positions as well as through the status of its domestic policy initiatives.  

 

At the international level, the period that followed after the COP –20 negotiations at Lima was marked by a lot 

of substantive overtures by the Indian government in the field of climate policy. India took an overt position on 

climate policy through initiatives like signing the climate cooperation agreement with the US during the US 

President’s Obama visit in January 2015, launching new missions in the National Action Plan on Climate 

Change (NAPCC) and taking a position on the phase-out of the HFCs (Hydrofluorocarbons) whereby India 

changed its long-standing objection to including HFCs under the governance of the Montreal Protocol which 

was vastly successful in ensuring the phase-out of ozone-depleting substances viz. CFCs (Chlorofluorocarbons) 

and HCFCs (Hydrochlorofluorocarbons)
6

. Moreover, the government also took a clear position on the 

submission of the individual national action plans on tackling climate change, also known as the Intended 

Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs), by averring that all countries should come up with a 

comprehensive climate action plan.  

 

On the face of it, all these initiatives signal the government’s clear intent to contribute to combat climate change 

and to cooperate with the international community in doing so. Yet, the catch evident in all these initiatives is 

now becoming increasingly evident.  

 

Table: National climate policy initiatives by the government since 2014 

Policy Target Substance Current status 

National Adaptation 

Fund 

In 2014, an allocation of 100 

crore rupees and 2015 an 

allocation of 150 crore rupees 

was announced for this newly-

setup fund.  

The fund is supposed to 

meet the costs of 

adaptation to climate 

change faced by the 

central and state 

governments. 

Fund is yet to be 

operationalized.  

Increasing 

investment in 

renewable energy  

Mobilizing the renewable energy 

capacity up to 100 GW solar 

energy, 60 GW wind energy, 10 

GW biomass and 5 GW 

hydropower, by as early as 2022.  

Power sector is one of 

the biggest sources of 

carbon dioxide 

emissions in India. 

These measures signal 

the intent to mobilize 

renewable energy 

resources to meet 

No clear 

implementation 

roadmap in place. 

                                                                 
6 HFCs are listed as greenhouse gases under the UNFCCC and their contribution to greenhouse gas emissions are equivalent to 1000 metric tons of 

carbon dioxide (World Bank n.d.), thereby making them highly potent greenhouse gases.  



RGICS  Issue  Brief
 

The Global Politics of Indian Climate Policy 
     

7 

electricity demands.  

Coal cess In Budget 2015, India doubled 

the coal cess from 100 rupees a 

tonne to 200 rupees a tonne.  

The receipts from the 

coal cess go to the 

National Clean Energy 

Fund, which disburses 

grants for clean energy 

projects. It has collected 

about 2.76 billion USD 

by now.  

Despite the substantial 

amount of money with 

the Fund, the 

substantive 

disbursement to clean 

energy projects has yet 

to be seen.  

Disaster 

management funding 

Funding for disaster 

management has been doubled to 

around 61,000 crore rupees.  

In the past year alone, 

the government funded 

several disaster 

management initiatives 

in the wake of Cyclone 

Hudhud, Kashmir 

floods and losses due to 

unseasonal monsoon. 

This funding is clearly 

insufficient in the light 

of the frequency with 

which disasters have 

started to occur and the 

massive individual 

costs in every disaster.  

Announcement of 4 

new missions under 

the National Action 

Plan on Climate 

Change (NAPCC).  

In 2014, the government 

announced four new missions 

under the NAPCC viz. Wind 

Energy, Human Health, Coastal 

Resources and Waste-to-Energy.  

Each of these missions 

seeks to engage in 

assessment, monitoring 

and implementation 

impacts of climate 

change in the listed 

sectors.  

The missions have 

only been visualized –

they are yet to be 

implemented.  

Source: Data taken from Down to Earth. Table compiled by author.  

 

India and COP –21:  

 

The 21
st
 Conference of Parties (COP –21) to be held in Paris in December 2015 is widely regarded as a 

landmark event on which the entire world has pinned its hopes for coming up with a viable political and policy 

outcome to deal with climate change. After the failure of the last major Conference of Parties of this kind held 

in Copenhagen in 2009 (COP –15), the upcoming COP –21 will determine the future of the global climate 

regime on three fronts viz. political will by the countries to cooperate internationally to forge an agreement, the 
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efficacy of such an agreement, and, the effective utilization of national capacities to mobilize resources for 

domestic implementation.  

 

Rhetoric aside, given the current trajectory through which the substantive national responses to the upcoming 

COP are passing, including in the case of India, hopes for reaching a sound political deal appear to be bleak. 

The critical feature that will test the political will of the states to contribute to substantive emissions reductions 

is the strength of their voluntary national plans that they submit to the UNFCCC by September this year. Also 

known as the Intended Nationally Determined Contributions or INDCs, these measures were agreed upon at the 

20
th

 Conference of Parties held at Lima in 2014
7
. They require that both developed and developing countries 

should submit, in a ‘comprehensive’ form, detailing measures such as mitigation, and, technology transfer and 

financing to developing countries to support mitigation, adaptation and sustainable development, on the part of 

developed countries Annex II countries, and a commitment to produce a plan for economy-wide emissions 

reductions by Annex I countries
8
. On the part of developing or non-Annex I countries, what has been required is 

a detailed plan substantiating the channelization of finance received from Annex II parties, and a comprehensive 

plan outlining potential contributions through standard criteria such as timeframe for implementation, type of 

contribution, scope/coverage and planning and implementation process
9
.  

 

Unfortunately, out of the top emitters, India, Indonesia and Brazil have yet to submit their INDCs.  

Source: World Resources Institute 

 

Unfortunately, even the status of the INDCs that have been submitted by the major emitters so far does not look 

very promising in terms of ensuring a sound political outcome at the upcoming Paris COP. 

                                                                 
7 South Centre 2015.  
8 Annex I countries refer to the industrialized countries that have been members of the OECD and the Economies in Transition (EIT). Annex II 

countries only include the highly developed OECD members and not the EITs (UNFCCC n.d.). That is why the burden for financing and technology 

transfer for adaptation, mitigation and sustainable development in developing countries falls on Annex II countries.  
9 UNFCCC n.d. 



RGICS  Issue  Brief
 

The Global Politics of Indian Climate Policy 
     

9 

 

Country Target Base year Coverage Type of 

reductions 

Intended contribution 

United States 

of America 

Economy-

wide target to 

reduce 

emissions by 

26-28% by 

2025. 

2005 Gases: All 

major GHGs 

under the 

2014 

Inventory of 

United States 

Greenhouse 

Gas 

Emissions 

and Sinks. 

Sectors: All 

IPCC sectors. 

Absolute  Through existing 

laws. 

 Regulatory policy 

approach – 

regulatory action 

intended through the 

Environmental 

Protection Agency to 

reduce emissions 

through power 

plants, transport 

standards, regulating 

methane emissions 

through landfills and 

oil and gas sectors, 

HFCs phase-out and 

building regulations.  

Canada Economy-

wide target to 

reduce 30% 

emissions by 

2030. 

2005 Gases: All 

GHGs. 

Sectors: All 

IPCC sectors. 

Absolute  Through existing 

laws. 

 Regulatory policy 

approach – transport, 

electricity and 

renewable fuels 

sectors, phasing 

down HFCs, reduce 

emissions from 

natural gas and 

fertilizers. 

 Market mechanisms 

– leveraging the 

North American 

trading market in 

cooperation with the 

USA.  

European 

Union 

40% 

emissions 

reductions by 

2030.  

1990 Gases: All 

GHGs. 

Sectors: All 

IPCC sectors. 

Absolute  Domestic legally 

binding legislation 

for the 2020 climate 

and energy package. 

 Legislative proposals 

for the set target will 
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be submitted by the 

European 

Commission to the 

European Council 

and the European 

Parliament in 2015-

16.  

Russia 70-75% 

emissions 

reductions by 

2030 

1990 Gases: All 

GHGs. 

Sectors: 

energy, 

industrial 

processes and 

products, 

agriculture, 

LU-LUCF 

(land use, 

land use 

change and 

forestry) and 

waste.  

Absolute  Leveraging existing 

laws viz. the 2013 

Presidential Decree 

and the 2014 Act of 

the Government of 

the Russian 

Federation. 

 Framing new 

legislations 

according to the 

Climate Doctrine 

and Energy Strategy 

of the Russian 

Federation.  

China Peak carbon 

dioxide 

emissions by 

2030; lower 

carbon 

dioxide 

emissions by 

60-65% per 

unit of GDP; 

increase 

share of non-

fossil fuels to 

primary 

energy 

consumption 

by 20%; 

increase the 

forest stock 

volume by 

4.5 billion 

cubic metres. 

2005  Based on 

emissions 

intensity.  

 Accelerating the 

National Strategy for 

Climate Adaptation. 

 Strengthening the 

capacity building 

through science and 

technology supports. 

 Implement the 

National Programme 

on Climate Change 

(2014 – 2020). 

 Implement 

provincial climate 

programmes. 

 Target Urbanized 

Zones for Optimized 

Development, 

industrial bases and 

resource-based cities 

for low carbon 

development. 

 Target transportation 
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system and carbon 

sinks. 

 Promote a ‘low 

carbon way of life’ 

and increase climate 

resilience. 

 Promoting research 

and development 

and carbon market 

development, and 

contribute to 

international 

cooperation. 
Source: Data taken from the UNFCCC INDC Portal. Table complied by author.  
 

An analysis of the INDCs of some of the major emitters as summarized above shows that the future of political 

outcomes at the COP –21 are likely to result in a deadlock unless the developed and developing countries 

concede to make compromises. This is because of the following: 

 

First, the INDCs are, by no means, comprehensive documents that elaborate on how they plan to achieve their 

respective implementation strategies. There is a general reliance on existing legal framework and commitment 

to evolve new regulatory measures sector-wise, but without any elaboration on a time-frame or roadmap for 

each proposed law in individual sectors.  

 

Second, the vaguest and the longest document is perhaps that of China. It is clear that in terms of 

implementation, there is no quantifiable commitment whatsoever, and in terms of type of reductions, it is 

predictably targeting emissions intensity
10

 rather than absolute reductions. There is, effectively, a political irony 

at the heart of the China INDC that does not bode well for the future negotiations viz. while it is rather vague in 

substance and exhaustive in length in terms of its own strategy, its demands, broadly, reiterating the position of 

the developing world has been clearly spelled out as a conditional framework for the COP –21 to be successful 

viz. principles of equity and CBDRRC , transfer of technology and finance from the developed to the 

developing countries and cumulative increase in the GCF financing each year.  

 

This dismal state of preparation for the upcoming COP by the individual countries has considerably impacted 

India’s own policy position. From insisting on the submission of comprehensive national plans for the COP, the 

Indian government has now reversed its stand given the dismal submissions by countries like USA and China. 

According to a report by Economic Times
11

, India’s INDC will now incorporate emissions reduction targets 

based on emissions intensity viz. the amount of emissions produced per unit of GDP, by 2030 and will also set 

aside quantifiable future targets in favour of listing the qualitative measures to be taken, as has been done by 

other countries in their respective INDCs.  

 

                                                                 
10 Emissions intensity refers to emissions per unit of GDP.  
11 Goswami 2015.  
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It is clear that the position the Indian government is really coming to adopt in the climate policy negotiations is 

at odds with the aggressive stance it is taking in global calls for climate action and in launching its various 

schemes, programmes and missions to deal with climate change.  Its climate policy has become a broad 

reflection of, and reaction to, global calls for climate action and is implicated in a deeper disconnect back home. 
 

Future of climate action in India: 
 

Given the state of disconnect between India’s global policy position on climate change and the lack of action 

back home, there is mounting noise on clarifying India’s domestic climate policy as well as international stance. 

In this context, the steps already taken by the government include
12

: 

 

 At a sectoral level, through a 2010 report titled ‘Climate Change and India: A 4x4 Assessment – A Sectoral 

and Regional Analysis for 2030’, the government sought to assess the impact of climate change in four 

sectors viz. agriculture, water, natural ecosystems and biodiversity, predicting a variable impact of climate 

change through crop losses, change in forest composition and Net Primary Productivity and spread of 

diseases like Malaria.  

With agriculture contributing to 17% of greenhouse gas emissions in the country, to further deal with the 

impact of climate change on agriculture, the government launched the National Initiative on Climate 

Resilient Agriculture in 2011 and National Mission on Sustainable Agriculture, streamlining their 

recommendations in various missions and programmes.  

 

 At the level of mobilization, since 2008, the government has been running a special train, Science Express, 

primarily to work with state governments to highlight the impact and causes of climate change. 

Significantly, the NDA government plans for this to be more than a research exercise, as it was originally 

conceived, and through its medium it seeks to highlight “India’s traditions and customs which are in 

consonance with a frugal lifestyle that is required for a world challenged by climate change.”
13

  

 At an institutional level, besides the National Action Plan on Climate Change and the State Action Plan on 

Climate Change, the Ministry of Environment, Forests and Climate Change also runs programmes like 

‘National Green Corps’, ‘Paryavaran Mitra’ and National Environmental Awareness Campaign. It also plans 

to establish funds like the National Adaptation Fund with a corpus of 100 crore rupees and the National 

Clean Energy Fund to be funded by the coal cess
14

.  

 

India’s key position, in order to realize its targets back home, is to demand a more rigorous financing of the 

Green Climate Fund (GCF), which is funded by the developed countries in order to provide finance for 

adaptation and technology transfer to developing countries. At the Lima COP in 2014, India insisted on an early 

financing of the GCF to reach the target of USD 100 billion, with the developed countries already having 

pledged USD 10.2 billion
15

. Besides the international negotiations, the government has also been relying on 

other bilateral channels to engage with the issue of climate policy, recently signing an agreement with the 

World Bank in February 2015 to secure a grant amount of USD 8 million for the Sustainable Livelihood and 

Adaptation to Climate Change (SLACC) project which works with climate adaptation in India
16

.  

                                                                 
12 Lok Sabha 2015 (Lok Sabha 2015) 
13 Lok Sabha 2015. 
14 (Lok Sabha 2015) 
15 Lok Sabha 2015.  
16 Lok Sabha 2015.  
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From these actions, it is clear that, by and large, the policy focus of the government is focused on research and 

funding for adaptation and less on articulating a clear position to mobilize public knowledge and outreach on 

climate change. So far, the measures are largely institutional, with even the funds earmarked for adaptation not 

being utilized optimally, as is clear from this analysis.  

 

It is important to note that internationally there seems to be a change in the narrative around issues like air 

quality policy from being regarded purely an environmental issue and a concern of environmental ministries to 

an important health issue which impacts the public. To this effect, the WHO passed a resolution
17

 recognizing 

the health impacts of air pollution, resulting in 7 million deaths each year
18

, from both indoor and outdoor air 

pollution.  As a result of this WHO action, “policy makers are moving away from clean air as a luxury and 

embracing the idea that clean air is a necessary part of poverty reduction and economic growth. There is 

growing realization among policy makers that issues of air quality management are not merely aesthetic.”
19

 

 

In keeping with this global trend it is important for us to ensure that all stakeholders are aware of the issues at 

stake and arrive at a common understanding as far as the government’s stand on climate change policies are 

concerned, and there is an urgent need to incorporate the following into the public discourse: 

 

 Environment is more than an instrumental sphere as the impact of climate change is closely linked to our 

livelihood systems in agriculture, forests and natural ecosystems. 

 

 There should be public accountability and impact assessment of funds earmarked under climate action 

plans, especially the SAPCCs. Mobilization of public around the domain of climate is as crucial as that 

around other fundamental issues like land. 

 

 ‘Political obstacles’ to the success of climate change mitigation policies need to be addressed, by 

interventions like power sector reform (to avoid theft during distribution and transmission processes), 

and abolishing subsidies on harmful fertilizers and polluting fuel (Chatterjee, Death and Pereira 2013).  

 

Last but not the least, preservation of all natural ecosystems, including the linkage with climate, is linked to 

histories and culture of communities that have evolved under them. Unless these are mobilized through the 

public discourse, there will be little headway in consolidating a country-wide and inclusive policy for the 

climate.  

                                                                 
17 World Health Organization 2015.  
18 World Health Organization 2014.  
19 Sanchez-Triana 2015.  
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