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Summary


This report critically examines the nature of the distinction between 
 traditional inter-state diplomacy and sustainable development 


diplomacy. It then sets out the institutional changes which are necessary 
 for the achievement of sustainable development diplomacy. Multi-


stakeholder partnerships have been identified as a key means of 
 implementation for the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 


Given the increasing centrality of the United States (US)–China 
 relationship in global development cooperation, understanding the 
 modalities of their engagement may provide useful insights into how 
 partnerships may be cultivated and deepened to realise the SDGs. 


The Covid-19 pandemic and climate change have demonstrated 
 the interconnection of the world, as well as the interconnection of 
 challenges of the world. Sustainable development diplomacy is 
 needed now more than ever to prioritise development strategies of 
 different states and work on common shared challenges. Sustainable 
 development diplomacy can only work when different actors recognise 
 the value of the common goals and are willing to make an effort 


to accomplish them. Global sustainable development diplomacy 
 requires a stronger policy agenda and greater cohesion. 


This report explores the idea of sustainable development diplomacy 
 and, through two sectoral case studies, explores the nature, function, 
 and rationale for interactive engagement. The form and structure of 
 multi-actor relationships are a response to complex, trans-border 
 political, social, economic, and environmental challenges which 
 require a more nuanced and varied management approach than 
 narrowly defined state-led development. However, the power 
 dynamics, the modalities, and experiences of engagement that 


underpin these dynamic relationships, remain understudied, especially 
 with regard to their impact on sustainable development.



Keywords


sustainable development diplomacy; climate change; global health 
 governance; Covid-19 diplomacy; United States; China; pandemic; 


global development.



(5)
Authors


Jing Gu is a Senior Research Fellow and Director of the Centre for Rising 
 Powers and Global Development at the Institute of Development Studies 
 (IDS), University of Sussex. She has extensive experience in research and 
 advisory work in governance, development diplomacy, business and 
 sustainable development. Jing leads the IDS China Centre. Her research 
 and advisory work focus on China’s foreign policy and international 
 development strategies, South–South cooperation and sustainable 


development. She has led many interdisciplinary research projects involving 
 multi-country teams, including the ground-breaking pioneering research 
 on China’s outward investment in Africa. She is an academic editor of Third 
 World Quarterly. She is also a member of the UK Research and Innovation 
 International Development Peer Review College. Recent publications include 


‘China’s Development Finance and African Infrastructure Development’ in 
 China–Africa and an Economic Transformation (2019, Oxford University Press).


Danielle Green is the Climate and Sustainable Development Networks 
 Lead for the Ditchley Foundation. She has had a range of roles across 
 international development and education, most recently as an outreach 
 tutor for the St John’s College Inspire Programme and the Harrow School. 


She has a strong interest in Education for Sustainable Development 
 and is developing a series of children’s stories relating to sustainable 
 development. She is also a Global Youth Ambassador for Sarah Brown’s 
 charity, Theirworld. Danielle holds an Oxford BA in Philosophy and French and 
 an MA in Development Studies from IDS, University of Sussex. She is an avid 
 language-learner and is eager to see where her travels will take her next.


Jiadan Yu is a young professional working at the Division for Multilateral 
 Diplomacy, United Nations Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR) 
 in Geneva. Prior to joining UNITAR, she worked as a Research Assistant 
 at IDS, University of Sussex, where she obtained an MA in Globalisation, 
 Business and Development. During the last six years, Jiadan was 


intensively engaged in education and development programmes 
in South Africa, Sri Lanka, Morocco, China, UK, and Switzerland.



(6)
Executive summary


To understand the problems of managing climate change, global 
 Covid-19 strategies and forms of economic development, one has to 
 realise the necessity for new forms of international diplomacy. These 
 are not issues that can be resolved through inter-state diplomacy but 
 require methods for defining issues and ranges of participants which 
 necessitate revolutionary changes in the style of global governance. 


What is needed is sustainable development diplomacy.


What is the difference between traditional diplomacy and sustainable 
 development diplomacy? The former is confined to inter-state interests, 
 the primary one being national security, with a tendency to zero-sum 
 alternatives. These are customarily dealt with at the inter-state level 
 and by senior state officials. In contrast, sustainable development 
 diplomacy – which could cover the fields of climate change and the 
 Covid-19 pandemic, as well as the SDGs – is usually interconnected 
 in innumerable ways and concerns more fundamentally the welfare of 
 peoples across boundaries, that is, ‘the common welfare of mankind’. 


In sustainable development diplomacy, everyone together are the 
 winners, or together they become the losers. Inevitably, stakeholders 
 must be identified much more broadly than simply states, and 


the question then arises of whether these stakeholders have any 
 prospect of effective participation in decision-making.


Yet immediately one has no choice but to recognise a fundamental 
 difficulty in establishing a system of sustainable development diplomacy. 


The US and China have to find effective ways to establish common 
 interests and thereby resolve the issues, above all, of climate change, 
 but also large-scale development projects and a multilateral pandemic 
 response in the development context. To the extent that geopolitical 
 rivalry overtakes commitment to the ‘common welfare of mankind’ the 
 world community is caught in a variant of the so-called ‘Thucydides 
 trap’. That is to say that all sustainable development issues will be 
 overshadowed by the fearful tensions between the two superpowers.


It is difficult to see how a new style of sustainable development diplomacy 
 can emerge. The task of scholarly reflection is to provide significant 


indications of the direction which needs to be taken. For instance, there 
 has to be a change in the intellectual tools and methods of diplomacy. 


Sustainable development issues have a very large amount of scientific and 
professional content, which is provided by specialised agencies, above all, 
leading United Nations (UN) bodies and non-governmental organisations.



(7)In the present practice of inter-state diplomacy, these bodies 
 which are crucial to generating expertise are not directly able to 
 participate in executive-style decision-making at the international 
 governance level. Factual, scientific studies point directly to what 
 must be done. Yet a crucial conceptual issue has to be confronted for 
 a new sustainable development diplomacy to flourish. Is it possible 
 to continue with the idea that scientific advice is one matter and 
 policy decisions with respect to the scientific advice are another? 


How can scholarly reflection advance on this issue of the distinction 
 between scientific advice and supposedly democratic policymaking? 


For instance, specialist UN bodies have a key role in elaborating 


sustainable development, and it is accepted that the UN lead defines 
 the issues rather than the states. But for an issue to become political 
 policy it usually has to be weighed against other issues. Yet, the issues 
 under discussion – especially climate change and Covid-19 diplomacy 
 – are absolute priorities and therefore sustainable development 


diplomacy would require a more categorical insistence that once 
 scientific conclusions are reached, they have to be implemented.


The whole of international institutional decision-making has to change 
 for sustainable development diplomacy to work. To achieve this, all 
 the significant actors or players in climate change, Covid-19 and 
 sustainable development must be identified – such as the business 
 sector, medical professions, economists, banks, specialist UN and 
 regional intergovernmental organisations. These are at present usually 
 advisory bodies. In addition, as well as individual states having a 
 role, all the pressure groups operating within states, that is, below 
 the national level, also need to be involved internationally – this 
 would be a revolution in the nature of international diplomacy. 


Of course, these recommendations are affected by the issue of US and 
 Chinese geopolitical rivalry, which could overturn any real prospect 
 of progress. The fundamental challenge is that the UN is the only 
 forum where agreement can be brokered among 190+ countries.


So, in the final analysis, scholarly reflection has to keep constantly focused 
on the challenges posed by the US and China. However, there are in fact 
issues where the solutions could be favourable for both the US and China, 
which could encourage movement in a positive direction. For instance, the 
US president, Joe Biden, recognises that the US has to concentrate more 
on its own internal economic and social problems and he said in his UN 
speech that he does not want a cold war. Also, President Xi Jinping has 
spoken about a common shared future for mankind and this is a humanist 
concern with the whole of humanity, not with increasing the power of China. 



(8)Both the US and China have domestic and international goals, as outlined 
 above, which could favour a new diplomacy, a sustainable development 
 diplomacy. At the same time, scholarly reflection has to keep very 


firmly in view obstacles which are probably not going to go away. It is 
believed that if the two superpowers could bury their geopolitical rivalry 
to make way for a common future of mankind, all else would probably 
fall into place to ground a new sustainable development diplomacy.
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1.  Introduction


Global development is at a turning point. We need to recognise there 
 are differences and competition while still promoting development 
 cooperation. Global challenges require global responses and local 
 solutions. There is a pressing need for people to build up the capacity 
 to better understand and better participate in global and national 
 development. How to build an essential foundation and rules-based 
 international order to share responsibilities and build mutual trust and 
 understanding will be the critical challenge in the pandemic era. As United 
 Nations (UN) Secretary-General António Guterres addressed the General 
 Assembly at the start of the General Debate on 21 September 2021:


We are on the edge of an abyss – and moving in the wrong direction. Our 
 world has never been more threatened. Or more divided... The Covid-19 
 pandemic has supersized glaring inequalities. The climate crisis is 


pummeling the planet… A surge of mistrust and misinformation is polarizing 
 people and paralyzing societies. Human rights are under fire... Solidarity is 
 missing in action… We must act fast.  


(Guterres 2021)


The speech points out severe challenges facing humankind: the Covid-19 
 pandemic, climate change, rising inequalities, technological threats, 
 and geopolitical tensions. In addition, remarks by US President Biden 
 at the United Nations General Assembly also illustrate the necessity 
 of tackling the Covid-19 pandemic, climate change, technological 
 threats and exploitation, and terrorist threats, and the need for 
 solidarity to cope with these shared challenges through sustainable 
 diplomacy and political negotiations, with no intention to seek a new 
 cold war, despite differing values and political divergence (Biden 2021). 


President Biden emphasises the fact that the security, prosperity, 
 and freedom of each country are very interconnected, and therefore 
 different countries must work together towards a shared agenda. 


These statements demonstrate the bottom line of diplomacy entering 
 a new era: working together to address the most defining issues of our 
 time is a priority and fits the best interests of all nations. Borderless global 
 challenges require collective cooperation and response as well as a new 
 form of diplomacy: sustainable development diplomacy (SDD). Traditionally, 


‘diplomacy is the institutionalized communication among internationally 
recognized representatives of internationally recognized entities through 
which these representatives produce, manage and distribute public 



(13)goods’ (Bjola and Kornprobst 2018: 6). SDD underscores the propriety 
 of promoting the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) within the 
 context of the still-raging coronavirus pandemic, the climate crisis and 
 geopolitical divisions. It builds on and advances traditional diplomacy by 
 taking the global context into consideration and conducting evidence-
 based decision-making. More importantly, the essence of SDD is to seek 
 mutual gains, as it results from meeting all parties’ needs to seek possible 
 solutions (Moomaw et al. 2016). Consequently, SDD enables states to work 
 together on common interests and prioritise their development strategies. 


The Covid-19 pandemic and climate change have demonstrated the 
 interconnectedness of the world, as well as the interconnection between 
 world challenges. The Sustainable Development Goals Report 2021, 
 published by the UN, illustrated that the Covid-19 pandemic has had 
 a negative impact on every SDG (UN 2021a). In other words, a health 
 crisis has not only affected society in health sectors, but has also taken 
 a toll on socioeconomic development. The United Nations Development 
 Programme (UNDP) (2020) stated that ‘global human development – a 
 combination of education, health, and living standards – could fall this 
 year for the first time since 1990, when measurements began’. In addition, 
 the Covid-19 pandemic has the potential to drive more than 1 billion 
 people into extreme poverty by 2030, with 25 million people already 
 living in extreme poverty due to the pandemic (ibid.). The Covid-19 
 pandemic is still spreading, and the global economy is in recession. As 
 a consequence, the 2030 SDGs are delayed and difficult to progress.


Meanwhile, climate change also poses a threat to social development 
 and the economy, as well as bringing about political hardship, and it 
 inevitably thwarts the SDGs. Extreme weather that results from climate 
 change and global warming is damaging the planet and bringing 
 devastating economic and social consequences (WMO 2021). Strong 
 evidence has shown that economic crisis driven by climate change can 
 give rise to conflict in certain countries and contexts (Koubi 2019). However, 
 climate action is currently insufficient, and greenhouse gas emissions are 
 off-schedule and nowhere close to meeting reduction goals (WMO 2021). 


These facts indicate the failure of global governance and the missing 
 effective global leadership. The complexity of challenges facing global 
 leaders requires sophisticated solutions to dismantle the built-in complexity, 
 the ability to link issues together and understand their interconnections, 
 and effective leadership that is cooperative and open-minded to tackle 
 shared crises (Najam, Christopoulou and Moomaw 2004). Broader 


engagement between different actors and stakeholders is indispensable 
in addressing global challenges due to the scale of challenges and 



(14)intricacy of problems (Moomaw et al. 2016). The health crisis and climate 
 crisis around the globe partially result from a lack of SDD that links different 
 issues together and promotes more effective cross-border cooperation. 


The US–China relationship is the defining geopolitical contest of the 
 twenty-first century. As two great powers of the world, the US and 
 China are obliged to lead the international community (Allison 2017). 


Whether or not the US and China can cooperate with each other is a 
pivotal factor for tackling shared crises. Given the inherent complexity 
of and connections between the issues involved, SDD is needed to link 
multiple issues together in order to address any of them. In addition, 
effective leadership is critical to successful diplomacy, and a global and 
inclusive mindset is required to change traditional diplomacy to a more 
flexible approach that can respond to rapidly changing conditions, while 
meeting internationally agreed goals. This report will first examine the 
current crisis and the urgent need for SDD, analysing two of the most 
urgent challenges of the time through case studies, and then attempt 
to establish the US–China approach to SDD. The report will argue that, 
with shared crises and common interests, geopolitical contests between 
states should be oriented by common goals and mutual benefits, and 
limited to healthy competition and stable tension. It further discusses the 
missing pieces of SDD in the global governance crisis in the context of the 
Covid-19 pandemic and the essential elements for building back better.
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2.  Strengthening multilateral  diplomacy and the SDGs


In this report, we discuss SDD by shedding light on the Covid-19 health crisis 
 and climate change. The conceptual framework presented in this research 
 report draws on research undertaken by Najam et al. (2004) and Gu et al. 


(2016) to support sustainable development governance and new diplomacy. 


The SDGs were adopted by the UN in 2015 as a roadmap to improve 
 and build a better world (UN 2021a). With 17 goals and 169 targets, 
 they offer a shared vision of peace and prosperity for human 
 beings and the planet by 2030. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
 Development has been the most comprehensive agenda ever 
 negotiated by UN member states (Kamau, Chasek and O’Connor 
 2018). However, the several crises facing humankind have driven the 
 SDGs in the wrong direction, nowhere near the expected targets. 


The Secretary-General of the United Nations, António Guterres, has 
 described the Covid-19 pandemic as the greatest test since the 


establishment of the UN, indicating that it is not only a health emergency 
 around the globe, but also a systemic crisis that takes its toll on economies 
 and societies in many dimensions (UN 2021b). In addition, the consequences 
 of climate change and global warming are disrupting societies all over the 
 world: this year alone, harsh heatwaves have killed hundreds of people 
 in the US and Canada, floods have brought devastating disasters to 
 Germany and China, and wildfires have spiralled out of control in Siberia, 
 Turkey, and Greece (Plumer and Fountain 2021). Strong evidence has 
 shown the link between global warming and extreme weather disasters. 


The higher that global temperatures get, the more unpredictable and 
 serious hazards there will be, and the greater the risk to humankind 
 (IPCC 2021, forthcoming). These elements are all interconnected. 


The Covid-19 pandemic and climate change have indicated the 


interconnection of the world, as well as the interconnection of challenges 
 within the world. We are reminded by the Covid-19 pandemic and climate 
 change that some of our greatest challenges are not limited within 


borders, and immediate actions must be taken by nations. These great 
borderless global challenges of our time demonstrate the bottom line of 
nations and the need for a new type of diplomacy: working together to 
address the most defining issues of our time is in the best interests of all 
nations, and it requires collective cooperation and response via SDD. 



(16)Traditional diplomacy refers to ‘the peaceful conduct of relations amongst 
 political entities, their principals and accredited agents’ (Hamilton and 
 Langhorne 2011: 1). In other words, ‘Diplomacy is concerned with the 
 management of relations between states and between states and 
 other actors’ (Barston 2014: 1). Traditional diplomacy aims to protect 
 sovereignty, economic interests, and territoriality, making it defensive 
 in nature (Moomaw et al. 2016). By definition it seems that diplomacy is 
 quite far away from development in the past. In 1973, Manuel Collantes 
 mentioned development diplomacy the first time, saying that: 


all foreign affairs operations of the State are heavily directed towards the 
 goal of national development… foreign policy is nothing but an extension 
 of domestic policies projected towards the external and so it cannot 
 drastically depart from the objective situation in the domestic sphere… 


(Collantes 1989: 55, cited in Barston 2014)


In addition, in order to elaborate on the role of diplomacy in development, 
 Collantes further stated that: 


Diplomacy is heavily oriented towards economic ends such as maximizing 
 trade, through negotiations, aid through cooperation and investments 
 through incentives… diplomacy for development should be understood 
 as a general guideline which seeks to the maximum terms realizable, 
 the economic and social development needs of the country. This policy 
 guideline now permeates the whole structure and scope of our foreign 
 policy implementation programme. 


(ibid.)


Collantes pointed out the essence of traditional diplomacy in the above 
 speech: it is about the national interests of a state. It further indicates that 
 the external relations and diplomacy of a state highly relies on economic 
 interests and development needs. 


According to Najam et al., new diplomacy:


talks in the language of rights; it also shifts the emphasis from states and 
 sovereignty to human condition, from hierarchical to networked systems, 
 from privileges to obligations, and from a discourse focused on the 
 management of inter-state conflicts to a dialogue about cooperation. 


(Najam et al. 2004: 33)


By contrast, SDD goes beyond these narrow concepts and evolves 
consistently over the process of inter-state interactions and the 



(17)development of national and international priorities, building on 
 traditional diplomacy and new diplomacy. It is not just for the national 
 interests of one single state, but rather the best interest of all nations 
 for a shared future. It is not an actor-oriented approach, but is a goal-
 oriented diplomacy, and it builds on and advances beyond traditional 
 diplomacy by taking the global context into consideration and conducting 
 evidence-based decision-making. In other words, SDD results from the 
 current complex global situation and is the solution to global problems. 


The SDGs enable member states to fight for a shared future with 
 common goals. As a consequence, adapting SDD to cope with global 
 challenges is the best way to proceed for the international community. 


SDD underscores the priority of promoting the 17 SDGs within the context 
 of the still-raging Covid-19 pandemic, the climate crisis, and geopolitical 
 divisions. Against this backdrop, SDD is diplomacy for the SDGs. The 
 complexity of challenges facing global leaders requires sophisticated 
 solutions to dismantle the built-in complexity, the ability to link issues 
 together and understand their interconnections, and effective leadership 
 that is cooperative and open-minded to tackle shared crises (Najam et al. 


2004). In other words, given the inherent complexity and interconnections 
 of the issues involved, SDD is needed to link multiple issues together in 
 order to address any of them. In addition, effective leadership is critical 
 for successful diplomacy, and it requires a global and inclusive mindset 
 to change traditional diplomacy to a more flexible approach that can 
 respond to rapidly changing conditions, while meeting internationally 
 agreed goals (Li et al. 2018). The health crisis and climate crisis around 
 the globe partially result from a lack of SDD that links different issues 
 together and promotes more effective cross-border cooperation. 


President Biden’s speech at the General Debate of the UN General 
 Assembly on 21 September 2021 pointed out five challenges of our time: 


the Covid-19 pandemic, climate change, autocracy, technological threats 
and exploitation, and inequality (Biden 2021). He called for the solidarity 
to cope with these shared challenges through sustainable diplomacy and 
political negotiations, with no intention to seek a new cold war, despite 
different values and political divergence. Although President Biden did not 
mention China explicitly, there is no doubt that China is one of the challenges 
facing the US (Yan 2021). In addition, it seems that at least two out of the 
five challenges are associated with China. The speech is also reminiscent 
of the speech delivered by former Vice President Mike Pence in 2018:



(18)… many of Beijing’s policies most harmful to America’s interests and values, 
 from China’s debt diplomacy and military expansionism; its repression 
 of people of faith; construction of a surveillance state; and, of course, to 
 China’s arsenal of policies inconsistent with free and fair trade, including 
 tariffs, quotas, currency manipulation, forced technology transfer, and 
 industrial subsidies.  


(Pence 2018)


The speech provides a good insight into so-called ‘technological threats’ 


and global power dynamics. It is apparent that the relationship between 
 China and the US has not been ideal in recent years, and has featured 
 various negative events: a new cold war, intellectual property theft, the 
 Huawei ban, the trade war, the South China sea, cybersecurity attacks, 
 Xinjiang issues, Taiwan issues, Covid-19 virus conspiracy theories, and so 
 on. These partly result in the US placing China as a strategic competitor 
 and considering China the biggest threat. According to the US Threat 
 Assessment Report (ODNI 2021), China has been at the top of the threat list, 
 and it is considered a rising challenge to the national security of the US. 


The US–China relationship seems to be one of the best interpretations 
 of Thucydides’ trap, which refers to the inevitable disorder that follows 
 from a growing power threatening to uproot a ruling power (Allison 2017). 


Roger Cohen shared his thoughts about China in the New York Times: 


‘keeping a low profile was yesterday’s story… the United States is now in 
 a direct ideological war with China over the shape of the world in the 
 twenty-first century’, as he believes that the message from the Chinese 
 government is clear: ‘we’ll… one day run the world’ (Cohen 2019).


By contrast, Mahbubani believes that Chinese leaders:


have no missionary impulse to take over the world… China’s role and 


influence in the world will certainly grow along with the size of its economy. 


Yet, it will not use its influence to change the ideologies or political 
 practices of other societies.  


(Mahbubani 2020: 254)


In addition, the Dean of the Institute of International Relations at 
Tsinghua University, Yan (2021) observes that China has no means to 
confront the US fully; instead, China is trying to narrow the competition 
to a few areas such as Covid-19 control, poverty reduction, trade, 
international development, 5G technologies, and digital payment 
systems. Unfortunately, such statements cannot change the majority 
perception of the China threat theory, resulting in an inevitable 
geopolitical contest between the two countries (Mahbubani 2020). 



(19)The most urgent and important question here is: who can benefit from the 
 US–China clash? And what does that mean for the SDGs and significant 
 global challenges such as the Covid-19 pandemic and climate change? 


Both China and the US face the looming threats of climate change and 
 dealing with the Covid-19 health crisis, and in order to address the most 
 significant challenges to humankind, they must work together. The inherent 
 complexity and interconnections of global challenges means that cut-
 throat competition would have unpredictable effects globally and thwart 
 internationally agreed goals. To work together, both sides must make an 
 effort to create a cooperative environment by respecting each other’s 
 bottom lines. It is indispensable to know that US–China cooperation for 
 SDD fits the best interests of all nations and it is the only way out. China and 
 the US are the two biggest greenhouse gas emitters in the world (Plumer 
 and Fountain 2021), and their participation and cooperation hold the key 
 to success of solutions to global challenges. SDD demands sustainable 
 development governance. Good governance is supposed to be based on 
 the values of economic development, social justice, and ecological health 
 (Najam et al. 2004). A new cold war or hostile attitudes towards each other 
 is nowhere close to sustainable development. More importantly, it would 
 further damage the SDG agenda and bring turbulence to the world. 


The following two case studies examine different actors and their 


significant roles in climate change and SDD, and global health governance, 
 with a specific focus on China. The first case study will explore climate 
 change as a form of SDD, the challenges to climate diplomacy, and 
 the pathways that it may take going forward. It addresses the impacts 
 of climate change and SDD between countries across the West, and 
 those outside the West (most notably, China). The second case study 
 will explore China’s position in terms of global health governance by 


shedding light on its strategies, policies, interactions, and implementations 
on global health issues within the international community.
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3.  Climate change and sustainable  development diplomacy 


Climate change is arguably the most serious challenge that the world 
 will face this century, resulting in myriad impacts across the globe. It is a 
 problem which defies boundaries because the actions of one country can 
 impact upon many others. Therefore, it is important for countries to work 
 together to mitigate climate change, both for their own self-interest and to 
 protect others. In 2015, the world came together through the UN to create 
 the historic Paris Agreement at the Conference of the Parties (COP) 21, with 
 each signatory country promising to play its part in tackling the global crisis. 


However, it is no mean feat for nearly 200 nations to work in tandem to deliver 
 on the promises they have made, where there are often conflicts of interest 
 on an economic or political level. Effective and efficient climate diplomacy is 
 therefore essential and needs to take place before the challenge spirals out 
 of control and results in irreversible and highly damaging effects. COP 26, held 
 in Glasgow in November 2021, is the next major opportunity to achieve this. 


This case study of climate change as a form of SDD serves as a literature 
 review of climate diplomacy and policy across the world as it currently 
 stands, in addition to an analytical report of the challenges to climate 
 diplomacy and the pathways that it may take going forward. It begins 
 by laying out the impacts of climate change on a physical and societal 
 level, before considering what can be done to mitigate climate change 
 and analysing why it is so difficult to meet the Paris Agreement targets.


Next, the case study explores climate and SDD between countries 
 across the West, and those outside the West (most notably, China). 


Two mapping exercises are conducted. First, there is a map which 
 explores the actors and organisations involved in this space, including 
 prominent climate diplomats, government bodies focused on climate, 
 and other organisations with an interest in or influence on policy. 


Second, there is a map of the structure of climate and SDD, including 
 key frameworks, agreements, and targets set by countries.


Following this, the policy objectives and strategies of selected Western 
 nations and of China are laid out, in addition to the climate policy 
 dynamics between some of these countries. Then there is a discussion 
 of the synergies and opportunities, as well as the complications 


and challenges, for global governance of climate change. Finally, 
there are sections which discuss the role of development diplomacy, 
particularly in the context of the post-Covid-19 world.
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3.1  Meeting targets on climate change mitigation


3.1.1  The impacts of climate change


The types of climate change can be categorised into a four-part structure, 
 as follows (Cannon 2020):


1.  Slow-onset changes, such as rising sea levels, melting glaciers, 
 and changes to the patterns of El Niño/La Niña;


2.  Stronger and more frequent natural hazards, such as floods 
 and hurricanes;


3.  Increased variability, such as seasons changing and weather patterns 
 becoming less predictable;


4.  Changing trends in rainfall and rising average temperatures. 


Vulnerability to climate change is a function of these physical elements, 
 and social elements (Few 2007). The changing physical elements mean that 
 social elements will also have to adapt in order to ensure that vulnerability 
 does not increase to a dangerous level. Furthermore, each of the above 
 climate changes has impacts on human systems, such as on agricultural 
 resources, which are core to rural livelihoods (Cannon and Müller-Mahn 
 2010), and on health-care systems as a result of increasing intensity, 
 frequency, and duration of health problems (Frumkin and Haines 2019). 


Job losses are likely due to changes in industries resulting from climate 
 change mitigation measures (ILO 2021). Climate change is therefore not 
 a standalone issue, but one which will impact on every level of society. 


Given that climate change and its impacts will affect different regions 
 and people to varying extents and in different ways, with poorer people 
 and developing regions likely to suffer most,1 the question of ensuring 
 a just transition is core to current debates on mitigating and adapting 
 to climate change. This includes being sensitive to job losses in the 
 context of reducing usage of fossil fuels (Evans and Phelan 2016), and 
 other concepts such as a just transition as a framework for justice, or a 
 governance strategy (Wang and Lo 2021). Furthermore, there is concern 
 about ensuring equitable access to transport (Schwanen 2020), energy 
 (Healy and Barry 2017) and sustainable products (Schröder 2020) 


throughout the transition to a green economy, for all members of society. 


1  For example, small island developing states, such as Tuvalu, are predicted to be among those 
nations most seriously impacted by climate change (IPCC 2018).



(22)3.1.2  What do we have to do to mitigate climate change?


In order to mitigate climate change, greenhouse gas emissions must 
 be reduced. However, the exact method by which this is achieved is up 
 for debate (UNEP 2017), and is at the core of the disagreements among 
 diplomats regarding climate action. 


Increasing energy efficiency is one effective way to reduce emissions (IEA 
 2019a). However, energy efficiency alone cannot eliminate emissions. 


Some argue that the priority is for the whole world to strive to use renewable 
 energies rather than fossil fuels. For example, the International Renewable 
 Energy Agency (IRENA) (2020a) proposes that up to 80 per cent of energy 
 could be supplied through renewable sources by 2050. While renewables 
 have a lot of potential, there are various challenges associated with using 
 them. This includes the fact that wind and solar are variable energy sources 
 which are only available when the conditions are conducive to energy 
 production (IRENA 2020b), and the problem of the lack of battery storage 
 options and infrastructure for feeding these energies into national energy 
 grids (Regen Power 2021), which are not only inconvenient problems, but 
 expensive to remedy. The challenges associated with renewables have 
 led some to argue that fuels such as natural gas (IEA 2019b) and nuclear 
 (Jawerth 2020) must play a role as transition fuels towards a green future. 


For the emissions that remain, carbon capture and sequestration/storage 
 (CCS) technologies are frequently proposed as a way of preventing carbon 
 dioxide from being emitted into the atmosphere during energy production 
 or industrial processes (Gonzales, Krupnick and Dunlap 2020). Captured 
 carbon dioxide is usually either stored long-term in geological formations, 
 or repurposed in industry (e.g. for making fizzy drinks) (Osman et al. 2021). 


While progress is being made in the development of CCS technologies 
 that can be applied at scale, there remain many elements which require 
 further research and development before this can become a large-scale 
 part of climate mitigation efforts (ibid.). Furthermore, concerns are often 
 raised that CCS is floated as a justification for continuing to use polluting 
 fuels rather than seeking to invest in cleaner energies (Budinis 2020). 


In order to achieve international emissions targets past 2050, the world will 
have to become carbon negative, removing more greenhouse gases from 
the atmosphere than are emitted into it (Budinis 2020). Given that Bhutan 
and Suriname are the only carbon-negative countries in the world at the 
time of writing (Wallach 2021), there is still a lot of progress to be made here. 



(23)3.1.3  What are the costs of mitigating climate change?


The Climate Policy Info Hub (2015) argues that, while there is huge variation 
 in the estimates of how much it will cost to mitigate climate change, it 
 is clear that delaying mitigation will result in greater costs overall. 


McKinsey & Company (2009) estimate that it will cost around €200–350bn 
 per year by 2030 to pursue all the low-cost carbon abatement 


opportunities available, which Ritchie (2017) observes will be less than 
 1 per cent of global gross domestic product (GDP). This cost estimate also 
 puts into perspective the relatively small size of the US$100bn per year 
 climate finance pledge made by developed countries through the Paris 
 Agreement to help developing countries to pursue a green transition. 


The New Climate Economy (2014) estimates that the savings resulting 
 from the co-benefits of climate mitigation often far outweigh 


the costs. These savings manifest in the form of lives saved due 
 to reduced air pollution, less waste and higher energy efficiency, 
 among other benefits (Grantham Research Institute 2018). When 
 estimating the costs of climate mitigation, it is therefore crucial to also 
 consider the savings resulting from the measures implemented. 


3.1.4  What are the difficulties in meeting the targets of the 
 Paris Agreement?


Diplomacy is key to resolving the difficulties in meeting the targets of 
 the Paris Agreement, many of which revolve around disagreements on 
 the details of the methods that should be taken in order to achieve the 
 targets. The Paris rulebook, which is designed to be a roadmap towards 
 the goals that were agreed upon at COP 21 in Paris, was (mostly) accepted 
 by signatories to the Agreement at COP 24 in Katowice (World Resources 
 Institute 2019). The rulebook requires countries to periodically submit 
 targets called Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs), but leaves 
 each country to determine what their NDCs will be and how they will 
 achieve them. Agreeing on the details of the policies to implement, both 
 within and between countries, is a sticking point for many nations. 


A contributing factor to this difficulty is clashes in national interests, which 
 are discussed in further detail below. When what is most economically 
 or politically beneficial for one nation puts another at a disadvantage, 
 it is difficult to come to an agreement about what approach to take. 


This is prevalent in the climate space, where the impacts of climate 
change affect different countries to different extents and not all in the 
same way, and where the human and capital resources required to 
pursue climate solutions are not evenly distributed across the world. 



(24)Furthermore, climate change mitigation involves actions which flow 
 against the current model of economic development. For example, 


reducing consumerism (Phillips 2015), and investing lots of money to replace 
 energy systems which are still functioning (albeit being damaging to 


the climate), may not seem to make the most sense at first glance from 
 a purely economic standpoint (although they do often have longer-
 term economic benefits). In the absence of incentives to counteract 
 this, it is self-undermining for actors to pursue such climate solutions. 


Regarding COP 26 as the next significant opportunity for climate 
 diplomacy to make steps towards implementing the Paris Agreement, 
 there are major concerns around the inequitable distribution of 


Covid-19 vaccines globally because of fears that delegates from 
many countries (particularly developing countries) will be unable to 
attend in person or will be putting their families at risk when they return 
home (Farand 2021). This is an indication of how major global crises, 
such as pandemics and climate change, are interlinked. Parallels can 
also be drawn between the Covid-19 and climate crises regarding 
how countries must put their own pure pursuit of self-interests aside 
sometimes and remember that no one is safe until everyone is.
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3.2  Mapping the actors and organisations in climate and sustainable  development diplomacy



Figure 3.1  Map of the climate space


Source: Authors’ own
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(26)3.2.1  Analysis of climate and sustainability map 


Figure 3.1 maps out the key actors and organisations involved in the climate 
 space. Each of the sections of this map is explored in further detail below. 


Climate diplomats


Some countries have specific climate diplomats who represent their 
 country in climate-related negotiations. Current key diplomats include 
 John Kerry, the United States Special Envoy on Climate selected by 
 Biden, Xie Zhenhua, China’s Special Envoy for Climate Change, and 
 Alok Sharma, President of COP 26 (UK). These individuals are significant 
 because they have a high level of authority on climate-related policy in 
 their respective contexts. The relationships between them can have an 
 important impact on the progress that is made in climate diplomacy. 


In some other countries, other government officials are in charge of 


determining climate policy and diplomatic endeavours. For example, Shih 
 (2021) explains that, in South Korea, it is the presidents who have played 
 the most significant role in climate negotiations and treaties such as the 
 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) Kyoto 
 Protocol and Paris Agreement. 


It is important to pay attention to the announcements made by key climate 
 diplomats, which may be reflective of the deeper policy position of the 
 country or body that they represent. 


National climate change bodies


In certain cases, it is generic/broad branches of governments which 
 are tasked with taking care of climate diplomacy, such as the National 


Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) in China. Some countries have 
 specific bodies or government branches focused specifically on climate, such 
 as the UK Committee on Climate Change, the New Zealand Climate Change 
 Commission, and the Australian Climate Change Authority. Since the climate 
 field is still relatively new, it is significant to analyse the relationship between 
 these bodies, as some appear to be modelled on or inspired by others. 


In the US, there is currently no federal agency whose job is to develop a 
 systemic understanding of climate change impacts on society (Carr 2020); 


several government branches and initiatives are involved in climate policy, 
 including the Environmental Protection Agency and the US Global Change 
 Research Programme.


Banks and financial sector initiatives with a strong interest in climate change
 Most major banks and financial actors publish regular climate reports. 


For example, Goldman Sachs has produced reports on risks and 
opportunities related to climate change in terms of harnessing the 
innovative capital market (2019), and on how their approach to climate 



(27)rests on the pillars of climate transition and inclusive growth (2020). Morgan 
 Stanley has reported on their commitment to transitioning to a low-


carbon economy, assessing climate risks, achieving operational resilience, 
 and being transparent (Morgan Stanley 2020). The involvement of the 
 financial sector in climate action and sustainability offers substantial 
 opportunities for governments to collaborate on leveraging capital 
 for a climate transition. This is also relevant to the domain of public–


private partnerships, which are often discussed as a way to encourage 
 private investment incentivised by government regulations or offers. 


Organisations involved in finance and development also often display 
 an interest in climate policy and action. For example, Hawkins (2020) 
 observes that the International Monetary Fund has proposed a package 
 of policies related to climate action. These include the following:


–  An 80 per cent subsidy rate for the production of renewable energy;


–  A ten-year programme for investment in renewable energy, low-carbon 
 transport, and energy-efficient buildings;


–  Carbon pricing adjusted to aim for an 80 per cent reduction in emissions 
 by 2050;


–  Compensation for poor households when carbon price affects their 
 purchasing power. 


The World Bank has advocated for nature-smart policies (Johnson et al. 


2021) and has collaborated with the International Bank of Reconstruction 
 and Development on the Tracking SDG 7: The Energy Progress Report (2021). 


As demonstrated by this work, which combines climate policy with the SDGs, 
 global financial institutions are in a position to tackle multiple elements of 
 sustainable development simultaneously, using the SDGs as a framework. 


Global bodies with a strong interest in climate change


The UN is the root of several climate change bodies and initiatives. 


The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the World 
 Meteorological Organization (WMO) together established the 
 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), whose job is to 
 thoroughly review the science behind climate change. UNEP has also 
 established the Intergovernmental Panel on Ecosystems and Biodiversity, 
 which recently collaborated with the IPCC on a workshop relating 


to biodiversity and climate change (Pörtner et al. 2021). Furthermore, 
 the UN is the source of the SDGs, including SDG 13 on climate action. 


Global multilateral bodies such as these are uniquely able to craft 
frameworks and policies which can influence a vast array of countries 
around the world, which can incentivise collaboration (and, where 
appropriate, competition) to achieve climate action globally. 



(28)Companies/initiatives with a strong interest in/influence on climate policy
 There are a number of initiatives designed to influence the way that 
 private sector actors behave in the face of climate change. These include 
 Business for Social Responsibility Corporation 2020, the World Business 
 Council for Sustainable Development and the Alliance of CEO Climate 
 Leaders. These are important because they can establish incentives 
 and provide frameworks and learning for private sector companies to 
 pursue environmental, social and governance factors, which include 
 a climatic component. It will become increasingly important for this to 
 involve the establishment of standards, so as to avoid greenwashing. 


Also notable are the Chinese national oil companies, which are state-owned 
 but believed to have a significant influence on climate policy in China 


(Aidoo et al. 2017). These are the China National Petroleum Corporation 
 (CNPC), China Petroleum and Chemical Corporation (Sinopec), and China 
 National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC). It is a challenge when there 
 are actors influencing policy for whom climate action is not in their best 
 interests in the short term, because it flies in the face of reason for them 
 to restrict their own growth by advocating for emissions reductions. 


A note on local diplomacy


Figure 3.1 focuses on international and national-level climate diplomacy. 


However, action on all levels will be necessary when it comes to climate 
 action, including on the regional and local levels. The South African 
 Cities Network (Pillay and Potgieter 2021) notes that city diplomacy 
 networks are relevant to this discussion. Some of the mechanisms that 
 city diplomacy networks may use include sharing best practice, public–


private partnerships and building of regional and local networks to 
 enable climate action. Local diplomacy is arguably one of the most 
 important levels of diplomacy with regards to climate action because 
 the need for swift action and changes to lifestyles will require significant 
 positive buy-in locally in order to build trust and avoid protests against 
 the policies necessary to protect the environment and societies. 


A note on non-state actors involved in climate diplomacy


Climate diplomacy involves a range of actors from within and outside of 
 the government. Hoogeveen and Verkooijen (2010) observe that there 
 are three categories of actors in forest diplomacy: state actors, market 
 actors and civil society actors. The same can be observed for climate 
 diplomacy more generally. There are a lot of different actors involved in 
 oil diplomacy in China alone, for example, at all levels of governance. 


This includes local people and organisations, international institutions, 
multinational corporations and state-run corporations (Aidoo et al. 2017). 



(29)Moomaw et al. (2016) and Sénit (2020) argue that state and non-state 
 actors should be involved in SDD. Barritt (2018) explains that it is important 
 for new diplomatic actors such as non-governmental organisations 


(NGOs) and civil society organisations to have a right to participate 
 and influence climate change negotiations because they represent the 
 interests of those who cannot themselves be present (e.g. animals, the 
 environment). Since climate change has surfaced as a result of neglecting 
 the ‘interests’ of the environment, it is important to change systems so 
 that avoiding damaging externalities is built into the approach.


However, while non-state actors such as NGOs do get involved in 
climate policy, framework, and target discussions, such as at the 
COPs to the UNFCCC, they often have no formalised role in deciding 
which policies will be selected. Sénit (2020) explains that civil society 
actors usually have no formal voting rights in these instances, meaning 
that their influence is limited to persuasion of those who can vote, or 
participation in informal spaces with no direct influence on policy. It 
may be necessary to consider the mechanisms through which non-
state actors are able to influence climate policy in order to ensure true 
participation and representation of the interests of the environment.
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3.3  Mapping the structure of climate and sustainable development diplomacy Figure 3.2  Map of climate frameworks, agreements, and targets 


Source: Authors’ own
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(31)3.3.1  High-level description of frameworks, agreements, and targets
 Influence of the UNFCCC and IPCC over global climate policy


The UNFCCC is significant in that it has near-universal membership 
 (197 parties) and is the parent treaty of other influential agreements, 
 namely the Kyoto Protocol and Paris Agreement (UNFCCC 2021). Country 
 commitments to the Paris Agreement are often tracked by climate 


accountability structures (see below). This is therefore the defining 
 framework that underpins all other action on climate around the world.


The IPCC is a very well-known UN body whose task is to review the 
 science behind climate change. Its work is invaluable for ensuring that 
 all members have access to accurate scientific assessments of the 
 causes and probable impacts of climate change. However, it does not 
 itself create climate policies because its focus is on science rather than 
 diplomacy. Kouw and Petersen (2018) note that science cannot resolve 
 conflicts because it is not in itself a referee. It can only provide information 
 which can be used by diplomats to make decisions. The most recent IPCC 
 report describes human influence on global warming as ‘unequivocal’ 


(2021: 6). This strong and certain language, despite being descriptive 
 rather than prescriptive, backs up the necessity for policymakers to act in 
 the best interests of the environment and societies threatened by climate 
 change, motivated by a confident foundation in climate science. 


Climate targets and accountability structures 


Countries which are subscribed to the Paris Agreement agree to set 
 climate targets for themselves, known as NDCs. One part of this is often 
 to set a target year for achieving net zero emissions. For example, the 
 European Union (EU), UK, US, Canada, and New Zealand have set a target 
 of achieving net zero emissions by 2050; China has set its target as 2060, 
 and Australia has not yet set any firm target. Countries may also set other 
 targets under their NDCs or as part of their national climate policy; a 
 selection of China’s targets are shown in Figure 3.2 for illustrative purposes. 


There are several independent bodies that monitor country climate 
 action commitments and progress. These include the Climate Change 
 Performance Index, Climate Action Tracker, and Climate Equity Reference 
 Project. One challenge in terms of accountability is the fact that, for 
 many countries, their climate targets are not legally binding. This means 
 that there is ample room for avoiding or falling short of targets. 


Influential climate reports 


Various national and international bodies produce climate-related 
reports for a variety of purposes. For example, the IPCC produces 
Assessment Reports, which provide information on topics such 
as the physical science basis for climate change, in addition to 



(32)special reports such as the well-known report Global Warming 
 of 1.5°C (2018), which are used to inform policy decisions. 


Some government bodies release their own documents, policies, and 
 pledges. The UK Committee on Climate Change publishes a regular 
 carbon budget (now in its sixth iteration), and a detailed report on how 
 the UK will achieve net zero emissions. The US is in its fourth iteration of 
 the National Climate Assessment. Canada has produced a net zero 
 emissions document too, in addition to a climate plan for a healthy 
 environment and economy. These documents can have an impact not 
 only upon national policies, but also on the policies of other jurisdictions 
 which observe their data and act upon their recommendations. 



3.4  The implications of national climate 



approaches for multipolar global governance


3.4.1  Policy objectives and strategies of Western nations, and of China
 Western nations 


Western nations do not have a uniform approach regarding their climate 
 strategies and policies. It is therefore necessary to observe each nation 
 individually. 


However, Western democracies do face a shared set of challenges that 
 are distinct from those of autocracies when it comes to the politics of 
 addressing climate change. Barritt (2018) argues that democracies have to 
 be sensitive to the range of values and interests that are involved when it 
 comes to approaching environmental policy. For example, it is challenging to 
 incorporate damage to the environment into democratic decision-making; 


is the solution to treat the environment like a democratic subject? Also, it is 
 difficult for democracies to have to work towards predefined goals (namely, 
 protecting the planet), because this flies in the face of what they usually do. 


United States


The climate policy of the US has undergone multiple transitions over 
 the past three governments. President Obama instated a range of 
 policies, which were repealed by the Trump administration, famously 
 including the removal of the US from the Paris Agreement. This move 
 correlated with a rise in US emissions (Gallagher and Zhang 2019).


Since President Biden has come to power, he has rejoined the Paris 
Agreement, hosted the Leaders Summit on Climate, and convened 
the Major Economies Forum on Energy and Climate Change, making 
it clear that climate change is to henceforth be a core pillar of US 



(33)foreign policy (Lewis and Edwards 2021). He has also pledged nearly 
 US$2tn towards green energy and infrastructure, to be invested 
 over the coming decade (Holden 2020; McDonald 2020).


Ritter Jr (2021) argues that there are several steps that President 
 Biden will need to take regarding climate, aside from reinstating 
 the policies that President Trump repealed. This includes:


–  Putting pressure on other countries to commit to significant 
 climate action (as John Kerry has already begun doing); 


–  Transitioning towards clean energy in the power sector (this may be 
 a challenge because decisions made in this domain at the federal 
 level may be repealed at the state level, owing to the nature of states 
 usually taking the lead in monitoring what occurs in the power sector);


–  Transforming the transport industry, which is currently the single 
 biggest carbon dioxide emitter of all sectors in the US; 


–  Instating a climate bill which ensures that an incrementally 
 increasing cap is placed on emissions over time. 


Lewis and Edwards (2021) propose that the main priorities of the US 
 when it comes to climate policy and diplomacy are domestic economic 
 recovery following the Covid-19 pandemic, and stimulating green growth. 


President Biden’s strategy to achieve these goals involves bringing the 
 whole administration on board, so that climate is integrated into all 
 aspects of policy (Ritter Jr 2021). Hilton et al. (2021) suggest that the US 
 could lead in offering clean power and aid programmes to developing 
 countries, in order to assist in climate action while gaining soft power. 


Canada


For Canada, transitioning to climate-friendly policies is a tall order 
because oil extraction makes up a significant proportion of economic 
activity. Canada produces 4.7 million barrels of oil per day, 80 per cent 
of which are from the province of Alberta, where low taxes have resulted 
in the Alberta Heritage Fund being limited in value (Campbell 2021). The 
Canadian government continues to subsidise the production of fossil 
fuels, having provided around US$14.6bn since early 2020 (which is roughly 
the same amount that was spent on green energies) (ibid.). Emissions in 
Canada increased by over 20 per cent between 1990 and 2019, mostly 
due to the development of the oil sands industry, and it is predicted that 
oil production will rise by 41 per cent between 2018 and 2040 (ibid.). 
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