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COP26 goals and outcomes  
With the arrival of the COP26 meeting in Glasgow we spent some time exploring the 

stated goals and then reviewed the outcomes and their likely effect. 

 

COP26: Goal One – too little, too slowly 
 

 
Image by Marlene Bitzer from Pixabay 

 

The UK will host the 26th UN Climate Change Conference of the Parties (COP26) in 

Glasgow on 31 October – 12 November 2021. The COP26 summit will bring parties together 

to accelerate action towards the goals of the Paris Agreement and the UN Framework 

Convention on Climate Change. 

 

The Glasgow conference has four goals: 

 

1. Secure global net zero by mid-century and keep 1.5 degrees within reach 

2. Adapt to protect communities and natural habitats 

3. Mobilise finance 

4. Work together to deliver 

 

In this short series of blogs, we will look at each of these goals in turn. We’re looking at them 

from a futures perspective – based on what our horizon scanning is telling us, are these 

goals realistic? Are they appropriate? Can they be achieved – and what happens if they are 

not? 

 

This blog looks at the first goal, which is divided into four subgoals: 

 

• accelerate the phase-out of coal 
• curtail deforestation 
• speed up the switch to electric vehicles 
• encourage investment in renewables. 

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
https://pixabay.com/users/marlenebitzer-1031903/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=820298
https://pixabay.com/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=820298
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Is there any more to be said here? The UK is phasing out electric and diesel vehicles by 

2035, and aiming to be entirely dependent on renewable energy for electricity generation by 

the same time. China will stop building coal fired power stations outside of its borders. John 

Kerry, the US Special Envoy for climate, says COP26 will be a “big leap forward on climate 

crisis” where “we will have the largest, most significant increase in ambition [on cutting 

emissions] by more countries than everyone ever imagined possible” 

 

So we’re there, right? The world has finally woken up and is now taking action. 

 

Not according to the International Energy Agency. The 2021 World Energy Outlook, just 

released, is clear. “Current plans to cut global carbon emissions will fall 60% short of their 

2050 net zero target”. Whilst “a new energy economy is emerging” simply – as they put it – 

“keeping the door open to 1.5 degrees” requires $4tn every year between now and 2050. 

SAMI Consulting, as a company, decided to build in climate change to every scenario 

project we undertook, regardless of subject, about four years ago. Our work was showing us 

that climate change was not just about the weather, but was going to impact every part of 

every life on the planet, starting very soon. In the last year, we have seen that impact getting 

close to home, in floods (China, Europe, US, UK, Philippines), and wildfires (Siberia, 

California and swathes of Europe). 

 

As time has passed, we have collectively become more concerned. First order effects 

(excess heat, ice pack melt and so on), second order effects (fire, Gulf Stream changes, 

flooding) and third order effects (migration, crop failure &c) are increasing. When it used to 

be possible to say “by 2050” when one was contemplating climate effects, one now has to 

say “today”. 

 

A useful futures tool is the cone of plausibility – which states, essentially, that the further 

away from the origin point one goes, the more possibilities are enshrined in the future. Whilst 

the most likely future travels through the middle of the cone, as it expands away from the 

origin the cone widens, as the range of possible futures expands. 

 

The range of possible futures as far as temperature increase is concerned is generally taken 

to be from +1.5 degrees to +4.5 degrees – though these figures themselves are somewhat 

arbitrary. 

 

The simple increase in temperature, though, does not take into account the second and third 

order effects – and it is clear from the experience of the last twelve months that these 

impacts are considerable, even at the sub-1.5 degree level. 

 

So we agree with the IEA. Simply put, too little is being done, in too few parts of the 

world, too slowly. 

 

Let’s look at the COP26 first goal again and break it down into what it says – and what it 

means. 

 

“Secure global net zero by 2050” 

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
https://www.ft.com/content/fb4d1d64-5d90-4e27-b77f-6e221bc02696
https://www.ft.com/content/fb4d1d64-5d90-4e27-b77f-6e221bc02696
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-58792261
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/09/22/world/asia/china-coal.html
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/oct/11/john-kerry-cop26-climate-summit-starting-line-rest-of-decade
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/oct/11/john-kerry-cop26-climate-summit-starting-line-rest-of-decade
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/oct/13/carbon-emissions-will-drop-just-40-by-2050-with-countries-current-pledges
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/oct/13/carbon-emissions-will-drop-just-40-by-2050-with-countries-current-pledges
https://www.iea.org/reports/world-energy-outlook-2021
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Ambitious, probably impossible, unless China, India, Africa and Latin America can be 

engaged, supported and funded. And in itself, not enough. As long as large parts of the 

world continue to use cars, boats and planes; provide electricity through the use of coal fired 

power stations and diesel generators; burn wood for fuel; and prioritise economic growth 

over climate, it matters not a whit what the UK does. 

 

“Keep 1.5 degrees within reach” 

 

A miss is as good as a mile, and the phrasing “within reach” implies a miss is being planned 

in. 

 

The subgoals are as bad. “Accelerate the phase-out of coal”, “curtail deforestation”, “speed 

up the switch to electric vehicles”, and “encourage investment in renewables”. 

Understanding that these phrases have been argued about in vape-filled rooms for the last 

few years, they are vague, target-free and narrow. Where is the investment in hydrogen? In 

carbon capture and storage? In their understanding of the global level of change that needs 

to take place? 

 

Developing future scenarios is fascinating, and often joyful, work. The range of possible 

futures for the world is enormously wide ranging – humanity has an endless capacity for 

innovation, an almost deranged ambition, and both the materials and education to think way 

beyond its current state into near-paradisical futures. The flip side is that futures can often 

be intimidating, and nerve-wracking. The same ambition that will take us to Mars can be 

turned to developing weapons of war and systems of oppression. Self-interest and 

clannishness slows progress and limits unified action. 

 

And so it is with COP26 Goal 1. The cone of plausibility does not seem to include “swift, 

effective action” except on the edge of the cone. Based on Goal 1, our “anticipated future” 

looks a lot worse than it did only ten years ago. Which means our outlying “possible futures” 

look nerve-wracking indeed. 

 

Our next blogs will address Goals 2-4. Maybe there will be something in them which lifts the 

spirits a little. Maybe. 

 

Written by Jonathan Blanchard Smith, SAMI Fellow and Director 

Published 15 October 2021 
  

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
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COP26: Goal Two – ambition meets politics 
 

 
Image by losxo from Pixabay 

 

Last week’s blogpost looked at COP26 Goal 1, which we concluded was too little, 

delivered too slowly. Today’s news from the UN Environment Programme reinforces 

our view: “Fossil fuel production planned by the world’s governments “vastly 

exceeds” the limit needed to keep the rise in global heating to 1.5°C and avoid the 

worst impacts of the climate crisis”. Notably, the report makes clear the gap between 

production and target “has remained unchanged since 2019”. 

 

Goal 2 is even more gloriously vague than Goal 1: 

 

2. Adapt to protect communities and natural habitats 

The climate is already changing and it will continue to change even as we reduce 

emissions, with devastating effects. 

At COP26 we need to work together to enable and encourage countries affected by 

climate change to: 

– protect and restore ecosystems 

– build defences, warning systems and resilient infrastructure and agriculture to 

avoid loss of homes, livelihoods and even lives. 

 

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
https://pixabay.com/users/losxo-631835/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=559434
https://pixabay.com/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=559434
https://samiconsulting.co.uk/cop26-goal-one-too-little-too-slowly/
https://productiongap.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/PGR2021_web.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/oct/20/planned-fossil-fuel-output-vastly-exceeds-climate-limits-says-un
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/oct/20/planned-fossil-fuel-output-vastly-exceeds-climate-limits-says-un
https://productiongap.org/2021report/
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This is, frankly, an ambition, not a goal, and not a particularly well-articulated one at 

that. “COP26 Explained”, the glossy publication produced to accompany the 

conference, provides a little more detail. Absent the rhetoric, there are two central 

policies, which can be summarised as “make a plan” and “talk to each other”: 

 

“All countries should produce an ‘Adaptation Communication’ … 

 

The UK has co-developed the Adaptation Action Coalition… The coalition is bringing 

countries together to find solutions to some of the most challenging impacts of 

climate change, and we are inviting all countries to join us.” 

 

There is undoubtedly a comprehensive, rich substratum of reports, meetings, best-

practice analysis, science, and planning that underlies these seemingly obvious 

recommendations. Achieving consensus amongst a wide variety of political regimes, 

economic ambitions and capability, social attitudes, and preparedness to listen to 

science, is the art of the diplomat. These apparently trivial recommendations are the 

result of much delicate balancing to find common ground. 

 

But when HMG’s own Environment Agency is publishing comments such as “Adapt 

or Die”, that common ground seems quite shaky. The Agency’s “Third Adaptation 

Report” is one of the types of documents that have been fed into the COP26 process 

– detailed, thoughtful, well researched and dense with actions. SAMI has contributed 

to this thinking through our work on flood and coastal erosion risk management. 

The EU Council’s position for COP26 is equally hard-hitting, at least in its stress on 

urgency. 

 

Anyone who has worked in or with a large organisation will be aware of the problem. 

Detailed, thoughtful work is produced. It goes up one level, is amended, sent down, 

rewritten, approved, goes up another level, and the process repeats. In the end, 

what comes out of the process is the detailed work masked by the acceptable 

statement. (Both the European Council and the Environment Agency are to be 

commended for allowing some of the detail to show through in the final publications). 

 

The acceptable statement then runs up against political reality. As Craig Mackinlay 

MP said on LBC on 19 October, “I don’t actually feel this is a very Conservative 

policy when you’re asking my constituents to be colder and poorer.” Now, whilst Mr 

Mackinlay is slightly parti pris here, chairing as he does the “Net Zero Scrutiny 

Group”, which itself takes its campaigning positions from the climate-change-

sceptic Global Warming Policy Foundation, he makes an important political point. A 

lot of what needs to be done, and fast, is politically highly challenging. And when 

such bland ambitions inform the debate as Goal 2 on the one side, it is much easier 

for the other to develop emotional, compelling political arguments against them. 

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
https://ukcop26.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/COP26-Explained.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/adapt-or-die-says-environment-agency
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/adapt-or-die-says-environment-agency
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/climate-adaptation-reporting-third-round-environment-agency
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/climate-adaptation-reporting-third-round-environment-agency
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-12594-2021-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.lbc.co.uk/radio/presenters/iain-dale/governments-net-zero-plan-madness-hits-poorer-people/
https://www.lbc.co.uk/radio/presenters/iain-dale/governments-net-zero-plan-madness-hits-poorer-people/
https://www.thegwpf.org/
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The House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee’s report “A climate for ambition” 

shares some of our concerns.  Even the government’s response acknowledges that 

“COP26 must now translate these words into actions”. As HM the Queen is 

reported as saying, “It’s really irritating when they talk, but they don’t do.” 

 

Spending our lives in many possible futures, SAMI team members have thought 

about and delivered work on climate change and routes to mitigation. Like many, we 

fear that goals will be missed and that risks will increase. (It’s worth mentioning the 

range of opportunities provided by climate change mitigation efforts. We fear those 

will not fully come to pass either). The Paris Agreement on Climate Change was a 

significant moment when the future was potentially recreated in a way that worked. 

Goal 2, as it currently stands, is a different future than that of Paris – and takes us 

into possibilities that seem, at this stage, far scarier. 

 

Written by Jonathan Blanchard Smith, SAMI Fellow and Director 

Published 21 October 2021 

  

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/5491/documents/54690/default/
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5802/cmselect/cmfaff/440/44002.htm
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2021/oct/14/queen-irritated-by-world-leaders-talking-not-doing-on-climate-change
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement
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COP26: Goal Three – Eye-wateringly expensive but 

achievable 
 

 
Image by Gerd Altman on Pixabay 

 
In our previous blogposts, we have examined the first two goals for COP26. We 

concluded that Goal 1 (the climate goal proper) was too little, delivered too slowly. 

Goal 2, we said, was victim to what happens when ambition meets politics. Goal 

Three is the finance goal. 

 

An all-important problem with the transition to a green economy is not necessarily 

what we do. We know what we have to do – we have to stop producing carbon and 

greenhouse gases, transfer to renewal energy (and nuclear, which is a vital 

component of the energy mix for the foreseeable future). We have to capture and 

isolate as much of the existing atmospheric carbon as we can. The problem is how 

we do it fast. 

 

This is not going to be cheap. As The Economist says, “achieving net-zero carbon 

emissions will be eye-wateringly expensive.” 

 

Goal Three is: 

 
3. Mobilise finance 

• To deliver on our first two goals, developed countries must make good on 

their promise to mobilise at least $100bn in climate finance per year by 2020.  

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
https://pixabay.com/
https://samiconsulting.co.uk/cop26-goal-one-too-little-too-slowly/
https://samiconsulting.co.uk/cop26-goal-two-ambition-meets-politics/
https://www.economist.com/britain/2021/07/17/achieving-net-zero-carbon-emissions-will-be-eye-wateringly-expensive
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• International financial institutions must play their part and we need work 

towards unleashing the trillions in private and public sector finance required to 

secure global net zero. 

 
 

Since it has already been broken, let’s examine the broader question of financing the 

energy transition. 

 

The costs of the energy transition… 

 

Ignore, for a moment, the fact that we are in 2021 and that, therefore, one hopes that 

the date in the goal is a typo caused by the delay of COP26 due to the pandemic. 

$100bn in climate finance per year does not seem very much. As we have said 

before, these statements are politically acceptable,and presumably, this is the 

minimum figure. However, we are now in 2021. Assume that we meet this goal, and 

between now and 2050, the aim is to raise $2.9 trillion between now and 2050. ($2.9 

trillion at today’s value. This figure will go up the further away from today we are). 

 

We know this goal is not going to be reached this year. Which means it’s now going 

to be two years late. And, as Mohamed Adow, the director of the Power Shift 

Africa thinktank in Nairobi, points out, it is less than the UK intends to spend on HS2. 

 

Climate finance is a highly complex topic. Writing this blogpost embedded us in 

figures, none of which agree; policies, none of which are complementary; and 

aspirations, few of which are funded. A splendid piece from Irina Slav in one of the 

leading oil and energy newsletters, Oil Price, looks at the true cost of the energy 

transition. Slav’s analysis is as comprehensive as one can be at the time of writing 

(November 2020) and remains useful: 

 

• $15 trillion in new power capacity, of which 80% will go into renewables 

• $14 trillion into investment in energy grids 

• $1 trillion in investments in several vital metals (for instance, demand for silver 

going from 24k tons a year to up to 700k tons). 

• Massive growth in energy storage (100GW in 2015 to 500GW by 2050) 

• And so on, and so forth 

And on top of that, Tuesday’s report from the United Nations Environment 

Programme makes clear that on our current plans, we’re heading for a 2.7C 

increase: almost double the Paris aspiration of 1.5C. The subhead of the report, “A 

world of climate promises not yet delivered”, could easily be the title of this series. 

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/oct/25/climate-finance-poor-countries-hit-100bn-target-by-2023-says-report
https://twitter.com/PowerShftAfrica/status/1452634628326662145
https://twitter.com/PowerShftAfrica/status/1452634628326662145
https://oilprice.com/
https://oilprice.com/Energy/Energy-General/The-True-Cost-Of-The-Global-Energy-Transition.html
https://oilprice.com/Energy/Energy-General/The-True-Cost-Of-The-Global-Energy-Transition.html
https://www.unep.org/
https://www.unep.org/
https://www.unep.org/resources/emissions-gap-report-2021
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So whatever we have projected is wrong and insufficient. 

 

…and how to pay for them 

 

There is, though, a “however”. 

 

The International Energy Agency’s World Outlook 2021shows that (a) renewables 

are the future and (b) investment in renewables will pay itself back. (There is an 

excellent dismantling of the old fossil fuel arguments using the IEA’s report 

at Carbon Commentary, for those who want to win the next “oil is here to stay” 

argument). 

 

Hertz is spending $4.2 trillion to buy 100,000 Tesla cars to move a significant portion 

of their fleet to electric within 14 months. 

 

Organisations like BP are talking about “greening at scale”. 

 

At a recent conference I chaired, the Natural Resources Forum’s ESG 

Week, participants showed the sweeping change in the extractives industry. They 

know they need the social licence to operate that climate-friendly business delivers. 

This change is demanded by their investors, mandated by their regulators, and 

wanted by their customers. 

 

And it is here that we are finally, in this series, able to deliver a positive. Climate 

finance will happen, not because governments are going to deliver it, but because 

business is. The OECD has a helpful guide. As far as governments are concerned, 

the problems are too large, too far away, and too expensive. Governments need to 

spend their money as climate change mitigators of last resort – places where 

businesses, companies and investors cannot find a return sufficient for them to 

engage. 

 

But where governments have a role is in setting the legal and regulatory 

environments within which companies can operate. Because it is the companies that 

have the money, the access to funding, and the motivation to make a real difference, 

and they are only just starting to do so. 

 

As one of the participants at ESG Week said, “we need government to set the 

regulatory environment and then get out of the way. We can do the rest”. 

 

It’s not ideal. It doesn’t meet another broken COP26 goal. But it provides a hope that 

the vast amount of money needed for the climate transition is available. It just isn’t 

available from governments. 

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
https://www.iea.org/events/world-energy-outlook-2021-launch-event
https://www.carboncommentary.com/blog/2021/10/13/the-iea-finally-starts-to-believe-in-the-energy-transition-a-note-from-kingsmill-bond
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-10-25/hertz-said-to-order-100-000-teslas-in-car-rental-market-shake-up
https://www.bp.com/en/global/corporate/news-and-insights/greening-companies.html?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=uk_greening_direct&utm_term=bp%20climate%20change&gclid=Cj0KCQjw8eOLBhC1ARIsAOzx5cELAqWs_iIipPzpuRId__IFLYb6ZvW2YSg_IHO1OWnztVD9s4YR_eUaApX7EALw_wcB
https://naturalresourcesforum.com/events/event/esg-challenges-2021/
https://naturalresourcesforum.com/events/event/esg-challenges-2021/
https://www.blackrock.com/us/individual/investment-ideas/sustainable-investing
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-09-01/regulatory-scrutiny-of-esg-greenwashing-is-intensifying
https://www.oecd.org/environment/cc/climate-futures/policy-highlights-financing-climate-futures.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/09/will-the-energy-transition-happen-fast-enough-two-scenarios/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/09/will-the-energy-transition-happen-fast-enough-two-scenarios/
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Written by Jonathan Blanchard Smith, SAMI Fellow and Director 

Published 28 October 2021 

 

  

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
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COP26 – Goal Four: Averting disaster? 
 

 
Image by Tumisu from Pixabay 

 

We examined the first three goals for COP26 in previous blogposts. We concluded 

that Goal 1 (the climate goal proper) was too little, delivered too slowly. Goal 2, we 

said, was victim to what happens when ambition meets politics. Goal Three, the 

finance goal, was achievable if the private sector could be adequately engaged. 

 

Goal Four seeks to achieve what was laid out in the previous three goals. “Working 

together to deliver” aims to bring together government, business and civil society to 

meet the climate crisis in the context of finalising the Paris Rulebook. 

 

From experience, we’re expecting fine words and less fine actions. Fraser 

Nelson puts it well: “Glasgow has ended up with the classic climate-change summit 

problem: plenty of protests, but most leaders in no position to make promises – their 

power limited by parliaments and public consent”. 

 

For example, the UK Chancellor of the Exchequer (the finance minister) delivered a 

budget on 27 October – a few days before COP26 starts. As Carbon Briefing points 

out, “In a budget speech that failed to use the word “climate” even once, Sunak said 

he would cut the rate of “air passenger duty” on domestic flights and freeze fuel duty 

for a twelfth consecutive year.” The Financial Times pointed out, “Sunak offered no 

major new green spending promises. Instead, he re-announced an array of previous 

commitments.” 

 

“By their deeds shall ye know them,” indeed. 

 

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
https://samiconsulting.co.uk/cop26-goal-one-too-little-too-slowly/
https://samiconsulting.co.uk/cop26-goal-two-ambition-meets-politics/
https://samiconsulting.co.uk/cop26-goal-three-eye-wateringly-expensive-but-achievable/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/cop-out-boriss-battle-to-save-the-climate-summit
https://www.carbonbrief.org/autumn-budget-2021-key-climate-and-energy-announcements
https://www.ft.com/content/998ebb23-8dfb-49fb-91b7-821001d8e081
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Goal Four reads like this. 

 
4. Work together to deliver 

 
We can only rise to the challenges of the climate crisis by working together. 
At COP26 we must: 
 

– finalise the Paris Rulebook (the detailed rules that make the Paris Agreement 
operational) 
– accelerate action to tackle the climate crisis through collaboration between 
governments, businesses and civil society. 

 
 
Building a scenario set for Goal Four 

 

This goal has two priorities, and we can do some “traditional” scenario work here. 

The two axes here allow us to develop a scenario cross. 

 

Scenario crosses are the basic foresight model. Indeed, it is where SAMI starts. Our 

initials stand for St Andrews Management Institute, a joint venture by St Andrews 

University and Royal Dutch Shell some thirty years ago, at the point when scenario 

planning was moving into the business world. 

 

Two axes give four quadrants, describing four possible futures. Our first axis is the 

finalisation of the Paris Rulebook. Let us take the extremes as being from “no 

agreement” to “full agreement”. The second axis is “collaboration”; here, we can go 

from “no collaboration” to “full collaboration”. Plotting them onto our four-quadrant 

cross gives us four scenarios. 

 

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
https://samiconsulting.co.uk/about-us/
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Understanding the quadrants 

 

Bottom left is where no agreement and no collaboration meet. The Paris Rulebook is 

not put in place. Action is not accelerated. Governments cannot agree, let alone 

establish a framework to connect with business and civil society. The consequences 

are dire: as we move towards +4.5C, climate impacts start rendering parts of the 

globe both uninhabitable and unfarmable. Millions begin to move in search of food 

and security. Sea level rise is inexorable. 

 

The top left is where we agree on what we must do, but Goal 4 fails. We cannot 

collaborate internationally (because of Nelson’s “power limited by parliaments and 

public consent”). Whilst each individual country does act, it is patchy and 

uncoordinated. All we need is for two or three large emitters to fail to move at the 

same speed as the others, and the goals are missed. We project this is the second 

worse option. Everyone’s signed up to Paris, but it means nothing if they do not do it 

together. 

 

The bottom right is almost the same, but for different reasons. We’ve all seen a 

children’s football game – everyone chases the ball, but there is no plan, so all you 

get is a lot of running around but no goals. The same holds true here. There is no 

agreement for enforcing the Paris Agreement, but everyone is trying to 

do something. Potentially, the benefit in this scenario over “Everyone for themselves” 

is that the collaboration and good intent gives rise to technological solutions which 

could be game-changers. Equally, this scenario – which implies collaboration and 

therefore goodwill – also opens the door to Paris being finally agreed, but very late. It 

is this hope which makes us project this scenario at +2.5C – awful but not 

catastrophic. 

 

Top right is “Disaster averted”. Both of Goal Four’s objectives are met, in full. There 

is complete agreement on the Paris Rulebook, so the ground rules are clear. 

Governments work together, establishing the targets and regulatory frameworks that 

business needs. Citizens are fully engaged and press both governments and 

industry to play their part. +1.5C is met. Most severely affected by climate change, 

developing nations are supported, while the G20 swings firmly behind renewables. 

 

Which scenario seems most likely – and why? 

 

The signs of which of these scenarios develops are, at best, contradictory. Three 

signals serve to illustrate the confusing nature of the future: 

• The US infrastructure bill includes some $550bn in climate change 
programmes. This would contribute to President Biden’s pledge to cut 
emissions to 50% of 2005 levels. 

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/10/26/climate-spending-555-billion-517295
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https://www.ft.com/content/32f5e2cd-4689-4434-9da0-d97d46673eaf
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• But China goes to COP26 with no new promises, promising only to peak 
emissions before 2030, with carbon neutrality by 2060. 

• And India has refused to set a net-zero target at all, despite being the third-
largest emitter of greenhouse gases. 

Our scenario cross shows that if we can only have one of the Goal Four subgoals, it 

should be collaboration. Unfortunately, it is in collaboration where politics sits. 

 

Ironically, the most significant goal of COP26 is a subsidiary objective of Goal Four. 

But there is, in truth, little debate about what needs to be done. Where the genuine 

hurdle lies is in how to achieve the consensus to do it. And that is a political problem, 

finely balancing what countries need to do with what their governments believe in 

and achieve. 

 

Readers of this short series will know that we understand the complexity of achieving 

that delicate balance and our suspicion that it may not be possible. Instead of 

“Disaster averted”, we suspect the future looks like “Children’s football” or “Everyone 

for themselves”. The consequences of either scenario, in lives, economies, peace 

and war, and what world we leave our children, are grave. 

 

Written by Jonathan Blanchard Smith, SAMI Fellow and Director 

Published 1 November 2021 

  

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
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Everyone for themselves – the world after COP26 
 

 
Image by Gerhard Gellinger from Pixabay 

 

COP26 concluded on 12 November. Since then, we have seen quick takes, 

considered reviews, relief and anger. Too little has been done; too much has been 

done. The ground has been laid for 1.5 degrees, or we are heading to 2.7 degrees or 

more. 

 

In our final blog before COP26, we introduced a scenario set, which encompassed 

the various possible outcomes of the conference – and what they would mean. The 

scenario set looks like this. 

 

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
https://pixabay.com/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=820298
https://ukcop26.org/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/11/cop26-outcomes-reasons-for-hope-progress/
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/cop-26-climate-conference-failed-south
https://news.un.org/en/story/2021/11/1105792
https://www.aei.org/politics-and-public-opinion/its-time-to-cancel-the-climate-crisis/
https://www.aei.org/politics-and-public-opinion/its-time-to-cancel-the-climate-crisis/
https://twitter.com/COP26/status/1459610589433638919
https://climateactiontracker.org/press/Glasgows-one-degree-2030-credibility-gap-net-zeros-lip-service-to-climate-action/
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“The advantage of having low expectations,” my mother used to say, “is that you can 

be reasonably sure they will be met.” We certainly went in with low expectations. In 

our blog, we said: “Instead of “Disaster averted”, we suspect the future looks like 

“Children’s football” or “Everyone for themselves”. The consequences of either 

scenario, in lives, economies, peace and war, and what world we leave our children, 

are grave.” 

 

There are many takes on the conference outcomes, and this is not the place to 

rehearse them again. Carbon Brief has produced a superb, extended, detailed 

analysis, which we recommend. 

Alok Sharma’s tears, though, which came at the last minute as India insisted on an 

amendment giving coal yet more breathing room, set the scene for our analysis. 

 

There are many good things to have come out of the conference, which include: 

• The ending of deforestation by 2030 

• Expanding the Galapagos reserve 

• Pledges to move to net-zero 

• Big promises from Brazil 

• India pledging to get to net-zero by 2070 

• The US pledge to help developing nations financially 

• An agreement on methane 

• An unexpected (not least by the British organisers) agreement between the 
US and China 

• Seventy-seven countries agreed to phase out coal by 2040. 

As António Guterres, the UN secretary general said, Cop26 “is an important step but 

is not enough.” He said that what was achieved at the conference was “some 

building blocks for progress.”. 

 

After the conference, we have three questions: 

• Is it enough? 

• How does it map against our expectations? 

• How does it map against our scenarios? 

It is not enough. The victorious tweet from the organisers cannot disguise this one 

vital fact: “The Glasgow Climate Pact has been agreed. It has kept 1.5 degrees alive. 

But, it will only survive if promises are kept, and commitments translate into rapid 

action.” Alive, then, but on life support, and the overwhelming consensus is that we 

are heading for at least 2.7 degrees of warming. 

 

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
https://www.carbonbrief.org/cop26-key-outcomes-agreed-at-the-un-climate-talks-in-glasgow
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https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-59276651
https://www.inverse.com/science/cop26-silver-linings
https://www.un.org/sg/en
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Does it map against our expectations? Unfortunately, yes. Readers of this series 

will know that our only significant hope was that government sets the correct 

regulations, which industry – after all, the prime emitter – will follow, and finance. 

 

Further, and it seems absurd it has taken this long, in the final declaration, fossil 

fuels were acknowledged as the leading contributor to climate change. 

The recognition of climate science is another crucial building block in developing 

international cooperation. 

 

And there are concrete actions. President Biden’s declaration that the US 

Government will be carbon neutral by 2050 is a sign of hope. The federal 

government is the largest energy consumer, landowner and employer in the USA – 

when it commits like this, things will have to change. Portugal is the fourth EU 

country to quit coal (Belgium 2016, Austria and Sweden 2020); Germany aims 

to stop using coal by 2030 (but Nord Stream 2 may still be an issue). And China will 

plant 36000 km2 of trees every year to 2025. 

 

This is just a tiny sample. There is much happening, and much of it is positive. 

Mapping these points against our scenarios gives us an idea of where we are 

going. The relevant issues, looking at our quadrants: 

 

Do we have an agreement? Yes, we do. It’s not enough to limit us to 1.5 degrees, 

but there is an agreement in place, and it focuses on actions, not just ambitions. 

 

Do we have collaboration? Some. The Glasgow Climate Change Pact is important, 

but perhaps more so is the agreement between the US and China – two of the 

world’s largest emitters making their own agreement which in many respects is 

superior to the Glasgow outcomes. But net-zero dates are all over the place. Brazil, 

one of the most important nations in climate mitigation, made promises of little value. 

Alok Sharma was reduced to tears. 

 

The good news, then, is we seem to be above the midline on our scenario set. 

“Hothouse earth” and “Children’s football” seem to be avoided. We are not in the full 

agreement/full cooperation quadrant, though – the agreement is weak, and 

cooperation is limited. 

 

In our view, the world after COP26 is in the quadrant we called “Everyone for 

themselves”. We know what we need to do, but nations will do it mainly by 

themselves, in the hope that the combined effect of all their actions is enough. Or at 

least, enough for them. 

 

There’s a precedent here, in the rise of the Omicron variant. Omicron is believed to 

have developed – and is at the time of writing doubling every two days in the UK – 

http://www.samiconsulting.co.uk/
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https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/dec/08/biden-signs-order-government-net-zero-emissions-2050
https://apnews.com/article/business-environment-and-nature-europe-portugal-european-union-b09d32a0ee8c661f6932d79bda9d2d19
https://www.reuters.com/markets/commodities/german-coalition-commits-faster-decarbonisation-2021-11-24/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/china-step-up-tree-planting-campaign-help-reach-net-zero-2021-08-20/
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-03431-4
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2021/11/the-real-reason-behind-bolsonaros-climate-promises/620666/
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because of the inequity of vaccine availability in the developing world. The 

developed nations are now at the booster stage, having moved beyond vaccination. 

Developing countries are only just getting going. 

 

As with vaccines, so with climate change. Action begins at home – so the developed 

world will move relatively swiftly to net zero, with the rest of the world, forced to use 

their own resources in the context of expanding populations and poverty, will trail 

behind. And just as in vaccines, the failure to bring everyone up simultaneously will 

mean that climate change effects are felt worldwide, no matter how much the UK, for 

instance, becomes carbon neutral. 

 

Every year that passes now only increases the risk of our projection of 3.5 degrees, 

absent rapid, radical change. COP26 did not lay the groundwork for that change. 

COP26 had many positive elements. It was not enough. Our future seems to be, on 

this brief survey, the scenario we have called “Everyone for themselves”. 

 

Written by Jonathan Blanchard Smith, SAMI Fellow and Director 

Published 13 December 2021 
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