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In a world where climate change is felt more and 
more deeply each year, the need for climate ac-
tion becomes increasingly pressing. Observers 
are noting an increasingly tight geopolitical cli-
mate for environmental action caused by the war 
in Ukraine and the resulting food and energy cri-
ses.1 Are countries maintaining their trajectory 
towards limiting global warming, or are their cli-
mate plans popping under the pressure of the en-
ergy crisis? 

This paper first zooms into the status quo, detail-
ing why looking at climate pledges is becoming in-
creasingly important and where climate action 
has been coming short. Next, this paper looks at 
how the energy crisis has been dealt with, and re-
flects on what this means for climate action in the 
medium and long term.  

The importance of climate pledges 
With the adoption of the Paris Agreement, there 
has been an increased focus on formulating cli-
mate plans and climate goals. This is because the 
Paris Agreement introduces an overall climate 
target instead of setting specific emission reduc-
tion targets in stone for each involved country. 
Three targets, in fact, are central to the Paris 
Agreement: limiting global warming to 2°C, aim-
ing for 1.5°C and reaching net zero emissions by 
the second half of this century. In order to reach 
these targets, countries formulate their own 

climate plans, or ‘Nationally Determined Contri-
butions’ (NDCs).  These NDCs play a central role 
to the Paris regime, as it tries to foster climate ac-
tion through repeated cycles of reformulating 
these plans and raising ambition.2  

The Agreement has created an iterative process 
where countries’ main obligations are to formu-
late NDCs, communicate progress reports and 
emissions data, and systematically raise ambi-
tion. This process aims to close the so-called ‘am-
bition gap’, or the space between policy plans and 
the goals set out by the Paris Agreement itself. 
This ambition gap, though central to the whole 
debate, is only one of the challenges that coun-
tries face on the way to effective climate action. 

The gaps to bridge 
When it comes to global climate governance, 
there is both the ambition gap and the implemen-
tation gap that needs to be dealt with. Both of 
these are visualised in  figure 1. On the one hand, 
it shows the gap between the overall goals of lim-
iting global warming to 1.5° and 2°, and the warm-
ing projections of policies and actions, targets, 
and pledges. On the other, it shows the gap be-
tween the actual policy and the set goals, or the 
implementation gap. The figure shows plainly 
how limiting global warming to 1.5°C is a goal that 
remains strongly out of reach.3
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Figure 1: Warming projections by Climate Action Tracker4 

The year 2023 will be important for global climate 
governance since it marks the very first ‘global 
stocktake’. At COP28 in November, all parties to 
the Paris Agreement will come together in the 
United Arab Emirates to reflect on the collective 
progress towards the Paris goals.5 This is one of 
the pivotal moments in the Paris Agreement’s 
timeline. This very first global stocktake will not 
only clarify the procedure that is meant to be re-
peated every five years, but it will also have to ful-
fil its main function for the very first time: serving 
as a catalyst for increased ambition.  

Overall, the Paris Agreement has coincided with 
increased ambition. On one hand, we see that 

most parties are actively involved in the regime 
and complying with its procedures. This is exem-
plified in figure 2, which shows most parties sub-
mitting their first climate plans and adding new 
updates to these NDCs within the set 5-year 
timeframe. This is also verified in the 2022 NDC 
Synthesis Report by the United Nations Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)6, 
confirming that 94% of all Parties are providing 
the necessary information to facilitate the Paris 
processes. Aside from procedure, the revised 
pledges have also been steadily increasing in am-
bition, with the 2022 updates leading to about 
9.5% less emissions in 2030 than their 2021 coun-
terparts.7 
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Figure 2: NDC submissions until January 3, 20238a 

The ambition gap remains steep, however. The 
gap between unconditional NDCs and the 1.5°C 
scenario is about 23 GtCO2eb  and the gap be-
tween the 2°C scenario is about 15 GtCO2e.9 For 
reference: the average total yearly emissions be-
tween 2010 and 2019 was 54.4 GtCO2e. Addition-
ally, there are cases where countries slid back in 
their climate ambitions, garnering media atten-
tion as well as legal action. In Mexico, Green-
peace México won a lawsuit against the Mexican 
authorities, revoking the submitted 2020 climate 
target for being less ambitious than the 2016 re-
vised climate plans.10 This is a concrete example 
of how domestic climate litigation has made the 
multilateral Paris Agreement more enforceable.11  

Though the procedures of the Paris Agreement 
are progressing as expected, critics are increas-
ingly calling not just for revised climate plans to 
decrease the ambition gap, but to back up the 
plans with tangible actions to deal with the imple-
mentation gap.12  

 
 

a Notes: Nationally Determined Contributions are archived when new (active) plans are submitted to the UNFCCC 
secretariat.  
b Gigatonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent emissions. 

At COP27, the 27th meeting of the Parties to the 
UNFCCC in November 2022, implementation took 
centre stage, underlined by the motto ‘Together 
for implementation’. The COP agreement was 
dubbed the ‘Sharm el-Sheikh Implementation 
Plan’.13 However, instead of concrete policy plans 
and accomplishments such as a statement on the 
phase-out of fossil fuels, the agreement merely 
built on what was done before.14 The silver lining 
was the proposed climate fund for loss and dam-
age, which will now have to be developed further 
in preparation for COP28.15  

To make the implementation gap more concrete: 
the United Nations Environmental Program 
(UNEP) found in 2022 that the implementation 
gap for emissions in 2030 is about 3 GtCO2e and 6 
GtCO2e for the unconditional and conditional 
NDC scenarios respectively.16 These gaps had 
even increased compared to 2021 because ambi-
tions were raised ahead of policy change. This gap 
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combined with the significant ambition gap, 
shows the breadth of the challenge ahead. 

Is the crisis increasing pressure? 
Global climate policy in response to climate 
change has two significant gaps to face. Countries 
worldwide need to raise ambition in their climate 
plans in order to bridge the gap to limit global 
warming to 2°C and 1.5°C. Additionally, there is a 
dire need for policy to meet the ambitions set in 
climate plans, to actually implement the change 
needed.  

Regarding climate ambition, the question re-
mains how countries will update their NDCs dur-
ing and following the crisis. The EU has already 
committed to updating its NDC to reflect raised 
ambitions in their ‘fit for 55 package’.17 United 
Nations Secretary-General Antonio Guterres has 
also planned to convene a ‘Climate Ambition 
Summit’ in September 2023, ahead of COP28, to 
support more ambitious climate action.18  

Direct climate policy has been severely influenced 
by the energy crisis. As other entries in this vol-
ume also mention, the war and resulting energy 
crisis meant an increased need for EU-member 
states to diversify energy supplies, looking for al-
ternatives for Russian gas. Though a number of 
EU-member states reverted to coal-fired plants to 
shift away from Russian gas, coal exit strategies 
and targets do remain in place. This means that, 
even if the current shift to coal may lead to a 
short-term emissions increase, its long-term im-
pact will be trivial.19 In the long-term, the IEA has 
noted, renewable power is also being turbo-
charged, driven by the want of countries to be-
come more self-reliant in their energy genera-
tion.20 

Another element of global climate action and am-
bition is the impact of the crisis on climate fi-
nance. In order to deal with historical climate in-
justices and appeal to the UNFCCCs creed of 
‘Common but Differentiated Responsibilities and 
Respective Capabilities’. The promise was made 
in the 2009 Copenhagen Accords, and formalised 

in the 2010 Cancun Agreement, for developed 
countries to provide developing countries with 
100 billion USD in climate finance by 2020.21 This 
deadline was not met, though there are voices 
saying 2023 is the year the goal will finally come 
within reach.22 The energy crisis and resulting rise 
in inflation in many countries has wide-reaching 
impacts on this global financial regime, as well as 
national and transnational investment in emis-
sion mitigation, adaptation and loss and dam-
age.23 A tight investment climate and distribu-
tional effects are just some of the factors that 
could slow down projects like investments in re-
newable energy sources. It is also yet to be seen 
how the Loss and Damage fund (introduced at 
COP27) will fit into the already fragmented global 
climate finance regime.24 

Conclusion 
Is the global climate action bubble popping? 
There is an undeniable need to strengthen com-
mitments and close the ambition gap, as current 
climate plans still do not limit global warming to 
the symbolic 1.5°C. More than that, there is the 
looming implementation gap. This means a need 
for swift and concrete action to implement these 
pledges. It is especially on this implementation 
front that the energy crisis has a risk of creating 
dents in current policy that could be felt far more 
in the future. There are however positive trends 
as well, with the energy crisis providing a boost to 
the renewable energy transition.  

The current climate pledges stand where they 
are, with short-term and long-term goals that 
need significant increases. It is the action today 
that determines if they will pop come 2030 and 
2050.  

 

Hermine Van Coppenolle is a doctoral researcher 
with the Ghent Institute for International and Eu-
ropean Studies at Ghent University. Her research 
centres around the drivers of global climate ambi-
tion and global climate governance, focusing on 
the 2015 Paris Agreement.
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