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Abstract

There has been growing interest in the Conference of Parties (COPs) meetings of the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in food systems, which account for a third of global emissions and are heavily
impacted by climate change. While there has been much rhetoric about the need for transformation at recent COPs, we
examine whether this solely remains at the level of rhetoric and ambition or is likely to deliver the climate action that is
needed. Based on literature, documentation of UNFCCC meetings, and our own participation, we observe that progress
in the past on agriculture has been extremely slow and has led to limited action, while the recent verbiage on food sys-
tems has not been matched by significant progress in the negotiations. The urgent action needed is not realised through
the UNFCCC processes. New and radically different ways to catalyse action are needed, and the UNFCCC process
urgently needs reform as part of wider multilateral reforms. We propose that the scale of the COPs is reduced and
that the focus shifts to the results delivered through rigorous evaluation, accountability and transparency, and a shift

towards less consensus-based approaches to drive action and ambition.
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Introduction

The 28th annual UNFCCC COP meeting concluded last
year; some termed it a defining moment for climate action
in food systems (Bauck, 2023; Win, 2023). One-hundred
fifty-nine countries signed a declaration which called for
climate action in food production and consumption
(COP28, 2023). In addition, around 200 non-party stake-
holders signed a call to action for food systems transform-
ation (Climate Change High-Level Champions, 2023b).
Between 700 and 800 side events were organized on differ-
ent aspects of food systems transformation, multiple pavi-
lions were set up on food systems topics, and various
reports and communication efforts highlighted the relation-
ship between food systems and climate change.

This high level of interest in food systems issues is not
new in the UNFCCC processes and has been building for
nearly two decades. In this paper, we seek to show the
path that food and agriculture have travelled in the
UNFCCC process, examine whether this path has resulted
in impact or remained at the level of rhetoric, and set out
ways in which the processes can be more beneficial
towards the dual goals of climate action and food systems
transformation (i.e. a change of at least 33% in the inputs
or outputs from the system (Vermeulen et al., 2018)).

We base our analysis and discussion on literature, docu-
mentation of UNFCCC meetings, and our own participation
in all COPs since 2007 where we worked at the boundary
between science and policy.'

The history of agriculture and food in the
UNFCCC processes

Article 2 of the UNFCCC, written in 1992, emphasizes that
food production should not be threatened due to climate
action, and Article 4 on commitments refers to agriculture
as a sector for climate action (UNFCCC, 1992). Article 2
also places the onus on countries to take sector specific pol-
icies and measures to mitigate climate change and periodic-
ally report on progress. The Paris Climate Agreement from
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2015 also recognizes the need to safeguard food security
and food production systems from the impacts of climate
change (UNFCCC, 2015), and the Nationally Determined
Contributions, which have been submitted by countries as
their contributions to achieving the Paris Climate
Agreement, contain many elements of food system trans-
formation (Rose et al., 2021).

Negotiations on agriculture have been progressing since
2006, when an in-session workshop was organized on agri-
culture, forestry, and rural development during the 24th
meeting of the Subsidiary Body for Scientific and
Technological Advice (SBSTA). SBSTA is the technical
body of the UNFCCC, while the Subsidiary Body for
Implementation is responsible for implementation. This
meeting initiated thinking around the mitigation of emis-
sions from the agricultural sector and its challenges and
opportunities (Kumarsingh, 2006). Following this initial
workshop, the 13th COP in Bali a year later saw the
reference to cooperative sectorial approaches and sector-
specific actions for mitigation, and based on a request
from Uruguay and New Zealand, discussions on agricul-
ture were included therein. However, this focus on mitiga-
tion also prevented progress in the agriculture discussions,
as some countries were nervous that mitigation actions in
agriculture would impinge on commodity trade and/or
food security.

Table |I. Food and agriculture in the climate negotiations.

Thereafter, food and agriculture have made a slow but
ongoing journey through UNFCCC meetings. Table 1
shows how COPs and intersessional meetings over the
years have incorporated food and agriculture through
formal negotiation processes.

Even as food and agriculture continue to be discussed in
the UNFCCC over the past 17 years, the resulting action in
the real world has been slow. Emissions from the sector
have grown (Crippa et al., 2021) and there are growing con-
cerns over the impacts of climate change on food produc-
tion (Lee et al., 2023). Figure 1 shows the growth in
emissions since 1992, when the Rio Summit led to the cre-
ation of the UNFCCC. The figure also shows the estimated
temperature change on land, which affects the lives and
livelihoods of farmers and threatens food production.
Negotiations continue, while emissions and temperatures
rise.

In spite of ongoing negotiations and interest, the realiza-
tion of climate action in the agricultural sector has been
slower in comparison to other sectors such as power,
cement, buildings, hydrogen and road transport (Climate
Change High-Level Champions, 2023a). In this context,
where progress is not matching the rhetoric or proclaimed
ambition, we find the global climate change process provid-
ing false optimism and deviating attention from the real-
world need for ambitious action in the sector. Below we

Year Key outcomes and deliberations

2006 In-session workshop is organized on agriculture, forestry and rural development during the 24th meeting of the Subsidiary Body
for Scientific and Technological Advice (SBSTA).

2007 The Bali Action Plan refers to cooperative sectorial approaches and sector-specific actions (CSAs), which includes discussions on
agriculture as part of mitigation (UNFCCC, 2007).

2008 The technical paper on ‘Challenges and Opportunities for Mitigation in the Agricultural Sector’ is prepared (UNFCCC, 2008).

2009 An in-session workshop is convened to gather views on agriculture, but a draft decision on agriculture at the COP is not adopted
(Muldowney et al., 2013).

2010 No decision on agriculture is reached, although negotiations continued (Nhamo, 2018). The COP established the National
Adaptation Plans process.

2011 In a breakthrough, COP instructs the Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice (SBSTA) to consider issues related
to agriculture and exchange views to agree on a decision at the next COP (UNFCCC, 201 1).

2012 Parties and observers submitted their views on issues related to agriculture, but no decision is made.

2013 Views of Parties and observers on the current state of scientific knowledge on how to enhance adaptation in agriculture are
secured, and an in-session workshop is organized.

2014 COP makes the decision called for in 201 | by agreeing to organize in-session workshops on 4 technical areas for which they
would secure inputs from Parties and observers.

2015 In-session workshops on early warning systems and assessment of risk and vulnerability of agricultural systems are organized.

2016 Further in-session workshops on adaptation measures and agricultural practices and technologies are organized.

2017 The Koronivia Joint Work on Agriculture (KJWA) is created, which sought to expand the work of the SBSTA to also bring on
board the Subsidiary Body on Implementation (SBI).

2018 A road map for KJWA is agreed, which included 6 workshops to be organized between 2018 and 2020, and a first workshop is
organized.

2019 Three workshops are organized on methods and approaches to assess progress, soil health, and nutrient and manure
management.

2020 Workshops on improved livestock management systems and socioeconomic and food security dimensions are organized.

2021 KJWA intersessional workshops are organized but the COP does not make a decision on the way forward for the K|]WA process.

2022 CORP creates the Sharm El Sheikh Joint Work on implementation of climate action on agriculture and food security.

2023 COP agrees to consider elements of Sharm El Sheikh Joint Work on implementation of climate action on agriculture and food

security in 2024.
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Figure 1. Global GHG emissions from agrifood systems and temperature change on land (1992-2021). Source: FAOSTAT 2023.

identify the key challenges which we believe need honest
reflection to deliver the action needed.

Challenge I: dichotomy between the COP
Presidency and negotiation outcomes

Each COP is hosted by a country (the President), who in
turn, appoints an individual to act in that physical capacity.
Over the years we have seen greater focus on
Presidency-led special initiatives on food and agriculture.
This generally involves the Presidents spearheading a
special initiative with the support of multiple countries
and multilateral organizations. These Presidency-led
special initiatives are often accompanied by a series of con-
sultations and preparatory meetings that require significant
resources in terms of diplomacy, finance, expert and con-
sultant time (and fees), as well as travel costs. The
promise of these initiatives is that they can help build polit-
ical momentum. While formal UNFCCC negotiated deci-
sions require a consensus among all parties, these
Presidency-led initiatives do not need the buy-in of all
countries. In addition, these initiatives serve to spotlight
the green ambitions and efforts of the host country. Most
host countries also seize the media moment to showcase
initiatives, business opportunities and tourism possibilities

not linked to climate action. Some of the major media-
catching activities around food and agriculture at recent
COPs have come via Presidency initiatives, including the
Food Systems Declaration at COP28 in the United Arab
Emirates, which was highlighted as a success in many
top-tier news outlets. However, we find that while
Presidency-led efforts can garner political momentum in
the short term, these initiatives tend to have a short shelf
life, resulting in a significant waste of funds and energy.
In Table 2, we map the current status of different
Presidency-led initiatives on food and agriculture over the
years.

These Presidency initiatives are usually launched with
much pomp and show, but over time their relevance
declines as political priorities change, resources are
deployed elsewhere, and the attention shifts to the next
COP. In some cases, actual funding commitments are not
even established before launch, diminishing any potential
clout that these initiatives might have. Some of the initia-
tives still exist, but they have not delivered the massive
transformation which they promised. For example, the
4p1000 initiative was launched at COP21 with much publi-
city and the then French Minister of Agriculture, Stephane
Le Foll saying, ‘this initiative can reconcile aims of food
security and the combat against climate change’
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Table 2. Presidency initiatives on food and agriculture at the COPs.

COP Description of the initiative Current status of the initiative
COP2I  The 4 Per 1000 initiative established by the French Presidency The initiative has not lived up to the expectations generated.
sought to boost carbon storage in farmland by 0.4% each Its website documents partners, countries and
year and secured the support of over 40 countries. organisations engaged, but not the carbon sequestered in
soils as a result of its efforts.
COP22 The Adaptation in African Agriculture was launched by the The initiative no longer mentions this goal or the progress
Moroccan Presidency to accelerate climate adaptation on made towards the goal.
the African continent and to mobilize USD 30 billion in
investment.
COP25 The Climate Action Platform on Agriculture (PLACA), was The initiative did not claim that it would deliver
launched by the Chilean Presidency and aims to promote transformative outcomes, but the results of its activities
knowledge sharing in the Latin American region. are unknown although it operates with the support of the
World Bank.
COP26 The UK Presidency launched multiple initiatives including the The UK has ensured follow up and funding, but the
Policy Action Agenda; the Global Action Agenda for transformative changes are not evident yet.
Innovation in Agriculture; and the Glasgow Agriculture
Breakthrough. These sought to repurpose harmful
agricultural subsidies into positive outcomes for the planet,
leverage greater investment for innovation in agriculture,
and achieve scale with sustainable practices.
COP27 The Egyptian Presidency launched the Food and Agriculture ~ Not much progress has been observed and it only saw an
for Sustainable Transformation initiative to improve quantity inception meeting a year later at COP28.
and quality of climate finance into the food and agriculture
sector and accelerate implementation.
COP28 Emirates Declaration on Food Systems is by far the most The results will need to be shown in the coming years.

ambitious of COP initiatives and mobilized a record number

of countries and at the head of state level.

(Ministry of Agriculture, 2021). However, the initiative has
been critiqued on many fronts (Rumpel et al., 2020) and
there has been a push to change the name to reframe the
goal as aspirational and not to provide false optimism.
None of these initiatives is systematically reporting on the
results they deliver in terms of mitigation and adaptation.

These well-branded Presidency initiatives with ambi-
tious wording are often in stark contrast to the conversa-
tions in the official UNFCCC negotiations. It illustrates a
dichotomy between the Presidency initiatives and the
outcomes of the formal negotiations. This was particu-
larly shown at COP28, where 159 countries signed onto
the Emirates Declaration on Food Systems, while at the
same time, the formal negotiations on agriculture could
not acknowledge the declaration, and its priorities were
not reflected in the negotiations, which merely concluded
by agreeing to continue considerations in June 2024
(UNFCCC, 2023Db).

The creation of these special initiatives is consistent
with the concept of ‘empty institutions’, which are
created not to deliver action but as a way to hide failure
in negotiations, distract the public and avoid scrutiny
(Dimitrov, 2020). Over the years, significant amounts
of resources and capacity have been allocated to create
these initiatives, which has protected the formal process
from criticism of its slow progress and helped
Presidencies and countries announce ‘breakthrough’ out-
comes without having to take or fund meaningful action.
In some cases, funds for special initiatives are diverted
from other climate action initiatives which may be
more worthy.

Challenge 2: reconciling narratives with
funding and results

The UNFCCC COPs are an important place for
narrative building; they are highly visible moments that
shape funding priorities and agendas, even beyond the
UNFCCC, the UN is recognized as an important space to
shape the narrative on food and farming (Anderson and
Maughan, 2021). Those narratives are important to acknow-
ledge problems, the need and avenues for action, and show-
casing commitment. But often the level of ambition that is
communicated in these narratives is not translated into real-
world action. Take, for example, COP22, where the need
for adaptation in African agriculture was a prominent narra-
tive (Nhamo, 2018). This is a hugely important topic, and
the narrative is legitimate. However, despite the prominence
of this narrative in the media, the much-needed and pro-
mised action has not happened, and the adaptation finance
gap for Africa remains ever present (GCA, 2022).
Another narrative concerns the need for more finance for
the agricultural sector, as was the case at COP27. Unless
the sector shifts from narrative building to results (and
finance) delivery, these narratives will remain empty
promises.

Narrative building efforts also make the space contested,
with different interest groups promoting their narratives
over those of others to lobby for resources. This often
results in the formation of new concepts which form the
basis of lobbying efforts. In our COP engagements, we
have seen terms including climate-smart agriculture,
agroecology, regenerative agriculture and food systems
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transformation be the source of contention and the focus of
lobbying, as opposed to a focus on results. This also opens
the COP space to specific interest groups and offers the
opportunity for agenda capture. In recent years, we have
seen an increasing role played by consultancy groups in
these processes, which at COP28 culminated in a consult-
ancy leading a COP28 Presidency initiative on regenerative
landscapes (COP28 Presidency, 2023). The role of private
consultancies in weakening governments has been high-
lighted as a risk (Mazzucato and Collington, 2023), and
COPs are blatantly facilitating it. In addition, big emitters
in the agriculture sector — meat and dairy companies — have
also been sending record numbers of participants to these
conferences (Sherrington et al., 2023), lobbying to protect
their interests.

We acknowledge that part of the purpose of the COPs
process is to develop narratives. Kinley et al. (2021) distin-
guish seven functions for this kind of multilateral processes:
(1) developing international law and setting rules and stan-
dards; (2) establishing globally-agreed goals and sending
signals; (3) enabling data sharing, promoting transparency
and encouraging accountability; (4) promoting awareness
and learning; (5) facilitating the provision of means of
implementation and support; (6) building engagement of
stakeholders; (7) contributing to raising global ambition.
However, in our experience, specifically on food and agri-
culture topics in the COP process, most recognizable pro-
gress is linked to those related to building narratives (4, 6
and 7), but very little is delivered in terms of the functions
linked to concrete action (1, 2, 3 and 5). This is a result of
the process, which makes it impossible to achieve sector-
specific rules, standards, laws, data sharing etc., amidst a
contested political environment.

So far, the negotiations, as well as the initiatives, at the
COPs have not been able to set enforceable rules, laws
and standards, agree on concrete goals (e.g. in the food
system), or make meaningful progress on the sharing of
data and transparency, while means to implementation
remains a stumbling block for many negotiations. While
this is not a sectoral issue, as Kinley et al. (2021) point
out the system must shift towards full implementation of
commitments. Unless such a shift occurs, we will be left
with a struggle over narratives, false optimism and agenda
capture by private consultancies or major emitters, but
with no dent on emissions or on the impacts of climate
change on food systems.

Challenge 3: addressing systemic failure of
conferences and summits

Some of the problems are not exclusive to the UNFCCC
COPs. Other summits, such as the summits convened by
the UN Secretary-General, are also susceptible to the chal-
lenge of furthering rhetoric without concrete action. The
UN Climate Action Summit in 2014 resulted in only 52%
of the agriculture related actions producing relevant
follow-up outputs (Chan et al, 2018). The UN Food
Systems Summit in 2021 also launched a number of coali-
tions, many of which are inactive today. Essentially these

examples show that the process of summits does not lead
to change and transformation. Still, the yearly calendar of
food and climate summits continues to expand. At least in
part, participation in these summits is driven by a fear of
not being seen by funders, governments, partners or
media, which drives the continuous flow of empty commit-
ments and impotent coalitions.

Meanwhile, these summits consume considerable
resources. For example, COP26 costs were estimated by
the UK Government to be £290.73 million (Cabinet
Office, 2021). In comparison, COP23 which was under
the Fijian Presidency but hosted in Germany, cost the
German Government an estimated €117 million (BMU,
2018). These costs show the financial commitment that
the conferences require. Unfortunately, the costs of most
COPs are not readily available.

The number of participants in these meetings is also
growing: COP28 saw 83,884 participants with official
badges to attend the conference (UNFCCC, 2023a). There
were 49,704 badges issued for COP27, and 38,457 for
COP26. In comparison, COP1 only had 3969 participants.
In Figure 2, we show the growth in participation over the
years, based on the information available from the
UNFCCCC.

This growth in participants is partly deliberate with the
development of the Global Climate Action Agenda, that
is, a series of linked summits and orchestration efforts in
parallel to the UNFCCC negotiations. However, the
increasing size of the COPs and increasing amounts of
resources are not delivering the results needed for climate
action and food systems transformation. The increasing
size raises serious questions about the cost- and
emission-effectiveness of the process of summits in
driving climate action and food systems transformation,
especially when contrasted with Figure 1, which shows
the growth in emissions from food systems and temperature
increases over land over the past three decades. Many of the
participants (ourselves included) are mostly at the summits
to promote their work, link their work to policy, and to
network. However, to frame these summits as transforma-
tive is an obvious overstatement: there is no evidence that
they are delivering the results urgently needed. The argu-
ment that people at the COPs are influencing a larger reduc-
tion in emissions than those expended to travel to them
(mostly by air) cannot be taken seriously: the concrete out-
comes of the COPs are indeterminable, and many of the par-
ticipants are not taking part in emissions reduction activities
in the first place.

The failure of the COPs process has been studied and
highlighted (Maslin et al., 2023). It is evident that the
COP process is not designed to catalyse the change and
ambition which we urgently need. This failure reflects the
prevailing culture in international cooperation, where it is
easier to organize meetings about solving the problem
than actually solving it. There is a need to learn from the
failure and create something better; literature on failure
management and learning from failed examples of science-
policy engagement can help rethink this approach (Dinesh
et al., 2021). Previous heads of the UNFCCC themselves
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Figure 2. Attendance at the COPs over the years. Source: UNFCCC.

have been critical of countries not delivering the change
promised and called it ‘unthinkable’ to continue at the
pace of the past three decades (Kinley et al., 2021). The
consensus-based approach that the UNFCCC adopts holds
back the ambition level. Furthermore, the influence of
incoming Presidencies, the lobbying by those with vested
interests, and the influence of private consultancies all
make the process a highly contested space to showcase
efforts, without any mechanism to hold any of the actors
to account for promises made.

However, the fault does not remain only with the
UNFCCC process: the food and agriculture sector has a
longer history of multilateral processes, and there is a well-
established international, regional and national architecture.
Arguably, the food and agriculture sector is better organized
than other sectors, and should not have to wait for an
outcome under the UNFCCC to act. At the global level,
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations is responsible for providing technical assistance
for countries and had annual revenues of $1.8 billion in
2021 (Dag Hammarskjold Foundation, 2023). Similarly,
the International Fund for Agricultural Development for
long-term financing had revenues of $720 million and the
World Food Programme had a budget of $9.8 billion for
providing emergency assistance (Dag Hammarskjold
Foundation, 2023). The CGIAR system, designed to
provide the science needed for countries, had a budget of
$771 million in 2022 (CGIAR, 2023). Collectively, the
multilateral system for food and agriculture has greater
resources, institutional history and capacity than the
UNFCCC. The global architecture is complemented by
regional and national systems with further resources and
capacity. However, cross-agency coordination and institu-
tional directionality continue to be major challenges for
the implementation of climate actions in the food and

agriculture sector, together with the lack of consensus
amongst countries.

Farmers around the world experience the impacts of
climate change (IPCC, 2023). As the impacts continue to
worsen, the current approach of organizing summits,
which consumes significant investments, financial, diplo-
matic and political, is not sustainable. Many organizations
spend significant time and resources preparing for their par-
ticipation at the COPs; this includes travel (often flights),
accommodation, events, staff time and so on. For instance,
Clim-Eat, a small and new entrant, spent in excess of
$100,000 on COP28 engagement. Such participation and
engagements are often counted as outputs or deliverables
for funding, which means that funding for climate action
gets diverted to COP participation and engagement as
opposed to financing actual climate action activities.

It is hard to avoid the conclusion that this system is fun-
damentally flawed and stands as an example of systemic
failure. Climate diplomacy in its present form (Harris,
2022) is not delivering change, and the same applies to
the multilateral system for food and agriculture, which is
well positioned but not stepping up to deliver the transform-
ation needed in food systems in response to climate change.

Way forward

We need to fundamentally change climate diplomacy to
tackle climate change in food systems. Organizing more
meetings and inventing new terms will not solve the
problem. The three challenges discussed above serve as
the starting point for the critical and honest (self-)reflection
needed by all those participating — including ourselves —
and contributing to the yearly carousel of COPs and
summits. Here, we identify three possible ways in which
these challenges can be addressed.
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A first step is an honest reflection and accepting the
failure of the process thus far. Only then will radically dif-
ferent alternatives be imagined and considered—more of
the same has clearly not been delivering results. However,
there will be much resistance to change due to entrenched
interests in the incumbent system (Conti et al., 2024).
Therefore, we recommend conducting impact evaluations
of the negotiations process on agriculture, including the
key decisions and workshops, as well as that of the
Presidency-led initiatives (Table 1 and Table 2). Such eva-
luations will help determine the value of these summits and
processes in an objective manner. Metrics which can be
considered for such evaluations include estimates of
actual investments mobilized, positive shifts in some of
the key Sustainable Development Goals, estimates of emis-
sions reduced linked to specific actions, and the number of
farmers and other food system actors who have become
more resilient as a result. The data for estimating some of
these metrics are admittedly not easy to come by, and an
important activity is to search for adequate proxies that
are relatively straightforward to collect in a timely
manner. Credible metrics are likely the only way in which
we can steer away from a fixation on process towards a
focus on impact. This can be a way to refine the objectives
and scope of the COPs, enabling more focussed action and
limiting the room for contestation and co-optation of the
agenda.

Second, there is the need to reform the UNFCCC to
make it fit for purpose. Currently there is very little incen-
tive for countries or non-party stakeholders to keep to the
promises they make in these meetings. We suggest that
the UNFCCC adopts a watchdog type function, exposing
inaction by countries and non-party stakeholders. This
should go hand in hand with a reform to the annual cycle
of COPs, making it leaner. The results on climate action
should be central, rather than the explosive growth in
attendance, new Presidency priorities, and money chan-
nelled to conference organization. We suggest that the
COPs are hosted on a multi-annual basis to reduce their fre-
quency, and that an increased emphasis is placed on inter-
sessionals and working meetings. To deliver, the independ-
ence of the UNFCCC also needs to be protected from
fluctuating annual and presidency priorities, private consult-
ancies and lobbyists. We also need transparency on the
costs of the COP meetings; year on year, these meetings
are becoming bigger in scale, and there is a lack of clarity
as to what the actual costs are, how these costs are
covered, and whether the benefits for the climate make
these investments worthwhile. This information can form
the basis of efforts by civil society to hold the UNFCCC,
member states and non-party stakeholders accountable.

Third and finally, the failure of the UNFCCC and the
wider multilateral system to realise actions is a symptom
of a wider system failure. We cannot wait for a COP deci-
sion on food and agriculture to guide action. The consensus-
based nature of the COP process creates too large a risk that
the food and agriculture agenda gets hijacked as a bargain-
ing chip for negotiations in other sectors such as energy. We
thus need to rethink the system for realizing climate action

in food and agriculture. The international food and agricul-
ture agencies such as FAO, IFAD, WFP, and CGIAR could
be a key part of that if they succeed in rapidly aligning their
efforts to climate action. Resources allocated to these agen-
cies need to demonstrate results on climate action, and these
need to be measurable using a common set of results-based
metrics. Such efforts need to go beyond climate projects or
initiatives, making climate action core to their efforts. This
may mean creating new divisions or departments, getting
rid of redundant functions, and reorienting parts of these
agencies to make them more fit for purpose. At the same
time, we should accelerate efforts to imagine new systems
that can rapidly deliver the action needed. The UN system
may be a part of this, but unless radically reformed, the
changes are not coming from there. Ultimately, the needs
of farmers and others taking climate action are the same
as when the negotiations on food and agriculture began:
the provision of finance and incentives, technologies and
capacity, and the ability to achieve scale with new practices
and technologies. The false optimism created by the exist-
ing COPs process will not deliver any of these. Stronger
accountability to commitments made, and alternatives to
muddling through with a consensus-based process will be
fundamental to preventing further failure. A combination
of critical self-reflection and rethinking the current pro-
cesses and mechanisms to provide these things, summit or
no summit, should be the priority.

Declaration of conflicting interests

The authors declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect
to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Funding

The authors received no financial support for the research, author-
ship, and/or publication of this article.

ORCID iD

Dhanush Dinesh (2 https:/orcid.org/0000-0002-1976-0486

Note

1. DD attended COP21, COP22, COP23, COP25, COP26,
COP27 and COP28, and has led and managed science-policy
engagement activities, supported the initiatives of
Presidencies as well as provided expert input into the negotia-
tions process.

LZ attended COP25, COP27 and COP28 and supported the
organization of events and communications on issues surround-
ing climate change and food systems.

PT attended COP15 and has contributed to the IPCC’s
fourth and fifth assessment reports and was a Lead Author
for Working Group II of the sixth assessment report.

BC attended COPs 13-28, and was instrumental in organiz-
ing, with other partners, agricultural days, from COP15.

References

Anderson CR and Maughan C (2021) “The innovation impera-
tive”: The struggle over agroecology in the international food
policy arena. Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems 5.


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1976-0486
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1976-0486

Outlook on Agriculture 0(0)

Bauck W (2023) ‘Food is finally on the table’: Cop28 addressed
agriculture in a real way. The Gaurdian, 17 December.
London.

BMU (2018) Updated COP23 Environmental Statement: UN
Climate Change Conference. September. Berlin. Available at:
https:/unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/COP23_EMAS-
Environmental-Statement_english_verified.pdf (accessed 1
April 2024).

Cabinet Office (2021) Annual Report and Accounts 2021-22.
Available at: www.gov.uk/official-documents.

CGIAR (2023) 2022 CGIAR Financial Report Highlights and
Dashboards.

Chan S, Falkner R, Goldberg M, et al. (2018) Effective and geo-
graphically balanced? An output-based assessment of non-state
climate actions. Climate Policy 18(1): 24-35.

Climate Change High-Level Champions (2023a) The
Breakthrough Agenda Report 2023. Available at: www.iea.
org/corrections.

Climate Change High-Level Champions (2023b) Transforming
our food systems: A call to action.

Conti C, Hall A, Percy H, et al. (2024) What does the agri-food
systems transformation agenda mean for agricultural research
organisations? Exploring organisational prototypes for uncer-
tain futures. Global Food Security 40. doi:10.1016/j.gfs.2023.
100733

COP28 (2023) COP28 UAE Declaration on sustainable agricul-
ture, resilient food systems, and climate action. Available at:
https:/www.cop28.com/en/food-and-agriculture (accessed 25
February 2024).

COP28 Presidency (2023) COP28 Presidency puts food systems
transformation on global climate agenda as more than 130
world leaders endorse Food and Agriculture Declaration.
Available at: file://Users/Dhanush/Downloads/231201_Food
%?20declaration_PRL%20tracked%20_Release.pdf (accessed
31 March 2024).

Crippa M, Solazzo E, Guizzardi D, et al. (2021) Food systems are
responsible for a third of global anthropogenic GHG emissions.
Nature Food 2(3): 198-2009.

Dag Hammarskjold Foundation (2023) Financing the UN
Development System: Choices in Uncertain Times.

Dimitrov RS (2020) Empty institutions in global environmental
politics. International Studies Review 22(3): 626—650.

Dinesh D, Hegger D, Vervoort J, et al. (2021) Learning from
failure at the science—policy interface for climate action in agri-
culture. Mitigation and Adaptation Strategies for Global
Change 26(1).

GCA (2022) State and Trends in Adaptation Report 2022.
Rotterdam and Abidjan. Available at: www.gca.org.

Harris PG (2022) COP26: The eternally weak pulse of climate dip-
lomacy, and what needs to change. PLOS Climate 1(3):
€0000019.

IPCC (2023) Summary for policymakers. In: Climate Change
2022 — Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability. Cambridge,
UK and New York: Cambridge University Press, 3-34.
Available at: https:/www.cambridge.org/core/product/identifier/
9781009325844%23pre2/type/book_part.

Kinley R, Cutajar MZ, de Boer Y, et al. (2021) Beyond good
intentions, to urgent action: Former UNFCCC leaders take
stock of thirty years of international climate change negotia-
tions. Climate Policy 21(5): 593-603.

Kumarsingh K (2006) Chair’s Summary: In-session Mitigation
Workshop: Agriculture, Forestry and Rural Development
SBSTA 24. Bonn. Available at: https:/unfccc.int/files/
methods_and_science/mitigation/application/pdf/mitigation_
ws_sbsta24_chair_summary.pdf.

Lee H, Calvin K, Dasgupta D, et al. (2023) Climate Change 2023
Synthesis Report. Arias P, Bustamante M, Elgizouli I, et al.
(eds). 25 July. Available at: https:/www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/
syr/.

Maslin MA, Lang J and Harvey F (2023) A short history of the
successes and failures of the international climate change nego-
tiations. UCL Open Environment 5.

Mazzucato M and Collington R (2023) The Big Con: How the
Consulting Industry Weakens Our Businesses, Infantilizes
Our Governments, and Warps Our Economies. London:
Penguin.

Ministry of Agriculture A and F (2021) COP21: Agriculture and
Forestry at the Heart of the Solution for the Climate. Available
at: http:/www.cop21.gouv.fr/en/learn/.

Muldowney J, Mounsey J and Kinsella L (2013) Agriculture in the
climate change negotiations; ensuring that food production is
not threatened. Animal 7: 206-211.

Nhamo G (2018) UNFCCC Decision on agriculture: Africa must
continue prioritising adaptation in the Talanoa dialogue and
(I)NDC processes. South African Journal of International
Affairs 25(3): 281-299.

Rose S, Khatri-Chhetri A, Stier M, et al. (2021) Agricultural sub-
sectors in new and updated NDCs: 2020-2021 dataset. CGIAR
Research Program on Climate Change, Agriculture and Food
Security. Epub ahead of print 2021.

Rumpel C, Amiraslani F, Chenu C, et al. (2020) The 4p1000 ini-
tiative: Opportunities, limitations and challenges for imple-
menting soil organic carbon sequestration as a sustainable
development strategy. Ambio 49(1): 350-360.

Sherrington R, Carlile C and Healy H (2023) Big meat and dairy
lobbyists turn out in record numbers at Cop28. The Guardian, 9
December. London.

UNFCCC (1992) United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change. Available at: https:/unfccc.int/resource/
ccsites/zimbab/conven/text/fulltext.htm (accessed 10 March
2024).

UNFCCC (2007) Report of the Conference of the Parties on its
thirteenth session, held in Bali from 3 to 15 December 2007.

UNFCCC (2008) Challenges and opportunities for mitigation in
the agricultural sector.

UNFCCC (2011) Report of the Conference of the Parties on its
seventeenth session.

UNFCCC (2015) Paris Climate Agreement. Available at: https:/
unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf.

UNFCCC (2023a) Conference of the Parties List of participants.
Available at: https:/unfccc.int/documents/636674.

UNFCCC (2023b) Sharm el-Sheikh joint work on implementation
of climate action on agriculture and food security: draft conclu-
sions. In: 2023.

Vermeulen SJ, Dinesh D, Howden SM, et al. (2018)
Transformation in practice: A review of empirical cases of
transformational adaptation in agriculture under climate
change. Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems 2.

Win TL (2023) Food systems take the stage at COP28: But will
actions match rhetoric? ARIES 23: 68.


https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/COP23_EMAS-Environmental-Statement_english_verified.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/COP23_EMAS-Environmental-Statement_english_verified.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/COP23_EMAS-Environmental-Statement_english_verified.pdf
http://www.gov.uk/official-documents
http://www.iea.org/corrections
http://www.iea.org/corrections
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gfs.2023.100733
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gfs.2023.100733
https://www.cop28.com/en/food-and-agriculture
https://www.cop28.com/en/food-and-agriculture
http://www.gca.org
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/identifier/9781009325844%23pre2/type/book_part
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/identifier/9781009325844%23pre2/type/book_part
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/identifier/9781009325844%23pre2/type/book_part
https://unfccc.int/files/methods_and_science/mitigation/application/pdf/mitigation_ws_sbsta24_chair_summary.pdf
https://unfccc.int/files/methods_and_science/mitigation/application/pdf/mitigation_ws_sbsta24_chair_summary.pdf
https://unfccc.int/files/methods_and_science/mitigation/application/pdf/mitigation_ws_sbsta24_chair_summary.pdf
https://unfccc.int/files/methods_and_science/mitigation/application/pdf/mitigation_ws_sbsta24_chair_summary.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/
http://www.cop21.gouv.fr/en/learn/
http://www.cop21.gouv.fr/en/learn/
https://unfccc.int/resource/ccsites/zimbab/conven/text/fulltext.htm
https://unfccc.int/resource/ccsites/zimbab/conven/text/fulltext.htm
https://unfccc.int/resource/ccsites/zimbab/conven/text/fulltext.htm
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf
https://unfccc.int/documents/636674
https://unfccc.int/documents/636674

	 Introduction
	 The history of agriculture and food in the UNFCCC processes
	 Challenge 1: dichotomy between the COP Presidency and negotiation outcomes
	 Challenge 2: reconciling narratives with funding and results
	 Challenge 3: addressing systemic failure of conferences and summits
	 Way forward
	 Note
	 References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile ()
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 5
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2003
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames false
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks true
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


