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🎤
INTERVIEW ANGLE

"If holding a red line at Copenhagen in 2009 would have meant no accord at all, was walking
away without agreement actually the more defensible outcome for India than the compromise
the BASIC group accepted?"

Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

Every compromise a negotiator calls temporary becomes someone else’s permanent floor.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

Most GS3 answers on climate negotiations recite the sequence, Kyoto, Copenhagen, Paris, Belem, as a timeline

of progress. Shyam Saran, who led India’s negotiating team at Copenhagen, offers the harder argument: each

step in that sequence was a dilution of the UNFCCC’s original equity architecture, and the dilution happened

because developing countries, including India, chose accommodation over holding firm. A strong answer

treats climate negotiation history as a case study in how a legal principle (CBDR) was hollowed out

procedurally, one summit at a time, not as an inevitable evolution.

GS Paper 3: Conservation, environmental pollution and degradation, environmental impact assessment;

international environmental agreements. GS Paper 2: Important international institutions, agencies and

fora, their structure, mandate; effect of policies and politics of developed and developing countries on India’s

interests.
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CONCEPT MEANING WHY IT IS TESTABLE

CBDR-RC Common but Differentiated Responsibilities and

Respective Capabilities, UNFCCC Article 3.1, placing

primary burden on industrialised nations

Core equity principle, directly

examinable, and its 2015 dilution is

a live issue

Bali Road Map COP13 (2007) mandate for enhanced action on

mitigation, adaptation, finance, technology within a

legally grounded two-year process

The negotiating baseline the

Copenhagen Accord is accused of

abandoning

Copenhagen

Accord

2009 US-BASIC compromise that replaced binding

Kyoto-style targets with voluntary Pledge and Review

Named agreement, frequently

tested, transitional document

between Kyoto and Paris

Kyoto Protocol 1997 treaty with binding, penalty-backed emission-

reduction targets for developed countries

Contrast case for “binding vs

voluntary” climate law questions

Paris

Agreement

(2015)

Universal, voluntary NDC framework applicable to all

parties with a five-year stocktake

Current operative climate treaty, its

NDC and stocktake mechanics are

Prelims-testable

BASIC group Brazil, South Africa, India, China negotiating bloc,

influential through Copenhagen, diminished after

Paris

Example of developing-country

coalition diplomacy

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The 1992 Rio Earth Summit produced the UNFCCC on the explicit premise that industrialised countries,

responsible for the bulk of greenhouse gases accumulated since the 19th century, must lead climate action,

formalised as CBDR-RC. The 1997 Kyoto Protocol operationalised this with binding, numerical emission-

reduction targets for developed countries, backed by a compliance mechanism.

The 13th COP at Bali in December 2007 responded to the IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report by

mandating “enhanced implementation” of the UNFCCC’s four pillars, mitigation, adaptation, finance and

technology, over a two-year negotiation culminating at Copenhagen. As India’s chief negotiator through this

period, Shyam Saran, then serving after his tenure as Foreign Secretary, represented India at the 15th COP in

Copenhagen in December 2009, now roughly 16-17 years ago. There, the US under President Barack

Obama struck a last-minute bilateral compromise with the BASIC leaders that produced the Copenhagen

Accord, diluting the developed-developing firewall and replacing binding targets with a voluntary system.

This set the template for the 2015 Paris Agreement, which made Nationally Determined Contributions

(NDCs) universal and voluntary, and added the qualifying phrase “in light of different national circumstances”

to CBDR. The most recent evidence of the trend continuing is the underwhelming outcome of COP30 at

Belem, Brazil, which concluded in late November 2025: no roadmap for phasing out coal, oil and gas was

agreed, the final text did not name fossil fuels as a driver of climate change, and the “Baku to Belem Roadmap”
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toward mobilising $1.3 trillion in climate finance was only “noted,” not adopted as a binding commitment,

though adaptation finance was agreed to be tripled by 2035 and the loss-and-damage fund was made

operational. COP31 is scheduled for 9 to 20 November 2026 in Antalya, Turkiye, with Turkiye and

Australia sharing the presidency, Turkiye hosting and Australia leading the negotiations.

THE ANALYSIS

1. The firewall’s collapse was procedural, not accidental. Saran’s account, corroborated by the well-

documented negotiating record, shows the US used the two-year Bali-to-Copenhagen window deliberately to

erase the developed-developing distinction, oppose the Kyoto compliance mechanism, and reject binding

finance and technology transfer. This was not drift, it was a negotiated outcome the US actively pursued and

substantially achieved.

2. Copenhagen was the pivot, not Paris. The common narrative treats Paris (2015) as the landmark

climate agreement. Saran’s argument relocates the decisive moment six years earlier: once BASIC accepted

“international consultation and analysis” of their own climate action at Copenhagen, the principled distinction

between developed and developing country obligations was already compromised, and Paris only formalised

what Copenhagen had conceded.

3. Voluntary commitments remove accountability precisely where it matters most, finance. The

Pledge and Review system inherited by Paris means developed countries face no penalty for shortfalls, a

design flaw made concrete by Belem’s failure to operationalise the $1.3 trillion finance roadmap. A principle

without an enforcement mechanism functions, in practice, as a preference.

4. India’s own record shows firmness has paid off elsewhere. The refusal to sign the NPT (1968) and

the CTBT (1996), sustained across decades of diplomatic pressure and sanctions after the 1998 Pokhran-II

tests, preserved India’s strategic autonomy on nuclear doctrine. Saran’s argument is that the same posture,

refusing to be pressured into “consensus” that costs India its substantive position, would have served climate

diplomacy better than the Copenhagen compromise did.

5. The counter-argument carries real weight. Multilateral processes require some flexibility to produce

any agreement at all; a purely maximalist Indian position risked being bypassed entirely, since the US

demonstrated at Copenhagen, and again by withdrawing from the Paris Agreement in 2017 and 2025, that it

will act unilaterally when multilateral consensus does not suit it. A CBDR-maximalist India might have ended

up with no accord and no seat at the table shaping whatever replaced it.

6. The forward-looking test is COP31 at Antalya. With the loss-and-damage fund now operational and

adaptation finance commitments nominally tripling by 2035, the practical question is whether India uses

Antalya to re-anchor negotiations in enforceable finance commitments, or accepts another round of

aspirational, non-binding text.
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DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

PRELIMS-GRADE FACTS:

WATCH THE TRAP: DO NOT WRITE THAT PARIS (2015) IS WHERE CBDR WAS FIRST DILUTED. THE

AUTHOR’S ARGUMENT, AND THE NEGOTIATING RECORD, PLACE THE DECISIVE PROCEDURAL

CONCESSION AT COPENHAGEN (2009); PARIS FORMALISED A DILUTION THAT HAD ALREADY BEEN

CONCEDED SIX YEARS EARLIER.

THE DEBATE

Argument FOR holding a firm red line. India’s most durable strategic wins, on the NPT and the CTBT,

came from sustained refusal to accept externally-drafted compromises, even at real diplomatic cost. Applying

the same posture to climate finance and historical responsibility would prevent further erosion of an already-

weakened UNFCCC architecture and force developed countries to either honour Bali-era commitments or

visibly own the failure to do so.

Argument AGAINST rigid maximalism in a consensus-based process. The UNFCCC operates by

consensus, and a state seen as permanently obstructionist risks exclusion from the informal drafting rooms

where language is actually negotiated, the very rooms India used at Copenhagen and after to secure whatever

equity language survived into the Paris text. Total inflexibility could have produced no accord in 2009, leaving

India worse positioned, not better, for the subsequent decade of climate diplomacy.

Balanced verdict. The two positions are reconcilable if India is selective about where it holds firm. A red

line on enforceable finance and historical-responsibility language is strategically different from tactical

flexibility on procedural or symbolic points. The author’s deeper point survives either way: India should stop

UNFCCC: adopted at the 1992 Rio Earth Summit; core principle CBDR-RC (Article 3.1)

Kyoto Protocol: adopted 1997, binding targets for developed (Annex I) countries

Bali Road Map: COP13, December 2007, mandated action on mitigation, adaptation, finance,
technology

Copenhagen Accord: COP15, December 2009; BASIC group (Brazil, South Africa, India, China) and
US President Obama

Paris Agreement: adopted COP21, 2015; universal, voluntary NDCs; five-year stocktake cycle

COP30: Belem, Brazil, concluded late November 2025; loss-and-damage fund operationalised;
adaptation finance to triple by 2035; fossil-fuel phase-out roadmap failed

COP31: 9-20 November 2026, Antalya, Turkiye; Turkiye hosts, Australia leads negotiations as co-
president

Author Shyam Saran: former Indian Foreign Secretary; served as India’s Prime Minister’s Special
Envoy on Climate Change and led India’s negotiating team through Copenhagen
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treating “being seen as cooperative” as a goal in itself, since the record shows that goal has repeatedly cost

more than it bought.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS

The transferable pattern: in any negotiation where the other side has shown it will act unilaterally

rather than accept a binding constraint, treat “consensus” offered under pressure as a request

to concede first, not a genuine compromise.

Copenhagen’s structure recurs whenever a stronger party frames a weaker party’s principled position as the

obstacle to agreement. The stronger party’s proposed “middle ground” is rarely equidistant between the two

starting positions, it is calibrated to what the stronger party can accept, dressed as compromise. Recognising

this requires distinguishing procedural flexibility, useful for building trust and keeping negotiations alive,

from substantive concessions on enforcement and accountability, which rarely get restored once given up.

This same structure recurs in WTO agricultural subsidy negotiations, where developed-country farm subsidies

remain largely untouched while developing countries face pressure to open markets; in global tax negotiations

over a minimum corporate tax rate, where smaller economies are asked to forgo tax competition tools that

larger economies used during their own development; and in India’s own domestic Centre-state fiscal

negotiations, where a state’s “cooperative” acceptance of a formula can become the fixed baseline for every

subsequent Finance Commission cycle.
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DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

The erosion of CBDR, 1992 to 2026

1992 · Rio / UNFCCC
CBDR-RC: developed nations bear the primary burden

1997 · Kyoto Protocol
binding targets and penalties, developed countries only

2007 · Bali Road Map (COP13)
mandate: enhanced mitigation, finance and technology

2009 · Copenhagen Accord
the pivot: binding targets become voluntary pledges

2015 · Paris Agreement (COP21)
universal voluntary NDCs; the BASIC bloc stops functioning

2025 · COP30 Belem
phase-out roadmap fails; finance plan merely "noted"

2026 · COP31 Antalya (9–20 Nov)
the test: hold the line, or accept another soft text?

compare

India’s own precedent: NPT and CTBT refusal
holding firm, even alone, preserved strategic autonomy

CBDR-RC has been diluted at every renegotiation since Copenhagen; India’s own history of standing
alone on NPT and CTBT is the precedent the piece uses to argue a red line at COP31 is credible, not naive.
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TAKEAWAY BOX

A principle that survives only when convenient for the stronger party is not a principle, it is a preference

dressed as one.

CBDR-RC (UNFCCC Article 3.1); Bali Road Map, COP13, 2007; Kyoto Protocol, 1997; Copenhagen

Accord, COP15, 2009; BASIC group (Brazil, South Africa, India, China); Paris Agreement, COP21,

2015; COP30, Belem (Nov 2025); COP31, Antalya, Turkiye, 9-20 November 2026 (Turkiye-

Australia co-presidency).

in a negotiation where holding firm risks no agreement at all, is it more ethical for a negotiator to protect

the letter of a founding principle, or to accept an imperfect deal that keeps some finance and adaptation

gains flowing to vulnerable states now?

UPSC has repeatedly tested the CBDR principle and India’s stance in climate negotiations (GS3) alongside

India’s positions in international regimes such as the NPT and CTBT (GS2); this editorial links the two by

treating them as the same negotiating posture applied to different regimes.

“The dilution of the Common but Differentiated Responsibilities principle began not at Paris in 2015, but at

Copenhagen in 2009.” Examine this claim and discuss what negotiating posture would best serve India’s

interests at COP31.

Sources: Business Standard, UNFCCC, Carbon Brief, IISD

Source: Climate Talks Show Why India Should Hold the Red Line — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State PCS Editorial

Analysis
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K E Y  A R G U M E N T S  A T  A  G L A N C E

✓ SUPPORTING

⚠ COUNTER

A purely principled, uncompromising negotiating stance risks total marginalisation in a
process where the US has repeatedly shown it will proceed without full consensus, walking out
of the Paris Agreement itself in 2017 and again in 2025, and where developing countries that
hold out for the fullest interpretation of CBDR may end up with no agreement at all rather

The 2009 Copenhagen Accord, in which the BASIC countries
(Brazil, South Africa, India, China) accepted a US-brokered

compromise that diluted the binding, equity-based architecture of
the UNFCCC, set in motion an attrition process that produced the
voluntary, universally-applicable Paris Agreement of 2015, and the
lesson for India heading into COP31 at Antalya is that holding firm

on a principled red line, even at the cost of being called
obstructionist, has historically served Indian interests better than

accommodation.

The Bali Road Map (COP13, 2007) mandated enhanced action on the UNFCCC’s four pillars,
mitigation, adaptation, finance and technology, but the US used the two-year negotiating
process to Copenhagen to systematically dismantle the developed-versus-developing
country distinction (the ‘firewall’) and the historical-responsibility principle on which it
rested.

The shift from the Kyoto Protocol’s binding, penalty-backed emissions targets to a voluntary
‘Pledge and Review’ system, carried into the Paris Agreement’s Nationally Determined
Contributions (NDCs), removed any enforceable accountability for developed-country
finance and technology commitments.

The addition of the phrase ‘in light of different national circumstances’ to the CBDR principle
in the Paris Agreement allowed each country to self-interpret its equity obligations,
converting a legal principle into a discretionary one, a dilution India did not block at the
time.

India’s clearest multilateral successes, refusing to sign the NPT and the CTBT despite
decades of pressure, came precisely from holding a red line on national interest rather than
seeking to be seen as accommodating, a precedent the author draws on directly.
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than a diluted one, leaving India without even the modest finance and adaptation gains the
Belem and Paris texts did secure.

→ WAY FORWARD

India should distinguish between issues where a red line is strategically load-bearing,
historical responsibility, binding finance commitments, and technology transfer, and issues
where flexibility costs little, and it should invest in rebuilding coalition weight comparable to
the original BASIC grouping, this time anchored in the Like-Minded Developing Countries bloc
and India’s own Panchamrit and LiFE commitments, so that a firm negotiating position at
COP31 in Antalya is backed by numbers, not held alone.
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✍️ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION

Trace how the erosion of the Common but Differentiated Responsibilities (CBDR) principle from the 1992

UNFCCC to the 2015 Paris Agreement altered the burden-sharing architecture of global climate
governance, and examine whether India's negotiating posture should now prioritise coalition-building or

principled unilateral red lines. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

The Common but Differentiated Responsibilities and Respective Capabilities (CBDR-RC) principle,

enshrined in Article 3.1 of the 1992 UNFCCC, was designed to place the primary burden of climate action
on industrialised countries whose historical emissions caused most of the accumulated atmospheric

carbon. Over the following 23 years, through the 2009 Copenhagen Accord and the 2015 Paris Agreement,
this principle was progressively diluted, and the debate over how India should negotiate at COP31 in

Antalya in November 2026 turns on what lesson to draw from that erosion.

BODY

The Bali Road Map of 2007 (COP13) mandated ‘enhanced implementation’ of the UNFCCC’s four pillars,
mitigation, adaptation, finance and technology, through a legally grounded process. At Copenhagen in

2009, the United States used bilateral pressure on the BASIC countries to erase the binding distinction
between developed and developing country commitments, replacing the Kyoto Protocol’s penalty-backed

targets with a voluntary Pledge and Review system and rejecting binding finance and technology
obligations.
The BASIC group’s acceptance of ‘international consultation and analysis’ as a compromise created the

precedent that culminated in the 2015 Paris Agreement’s universal, voluntary Nationally Determined
Contributions (NDCs) applicable to all parties, developed and developing alike. The Paris text also added

‘in light of different national circumstances’ to CBDR, letting each country self-define its equity obligations.
The practical consequence, visible in the underwhelming COP30 outcome at Belem in November 2025,

where a coal, oil and gas phase-out roadmap failed and the $1.3 trillion Baku to Belem climate finance
roadmap was merely ‘noted’ rather than operationalised, is that developed-country finance and

technology commitments remain functionally unenforceable. India’s own historical experience, refusing to
sign the NPT and the CTBT despite sustained pressure, shows that holding a principled line, even alone, has

protected core national interests better than early accommodation.

CONCLUSION

The lesson from Copenhagen to Belem is not that India should refuse all compromise, since a complete
refusal to engage risks irrelevance in a process the US has shown it will advance without full consensus.

The better course is calibrated firmness: India should hold red lines on structurally load-bearing issues,
historical responsibility, binding climate finance, and technology transfer, while rebuilding a coalition,
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drawing on the Like-Minded Developing Countries grouping and India’s Panchamrit commitments, that
gives a firm negotiating position the collective weight the original BASIC group briefly had at Bali.
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