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Aimee Barnes, Deputy Secretary for Border and Intergovernmental Relations California Environmental Protection Agency1 
 
Introduction 
The UNFCCC negotiations in Paris this December will be an important milestone for international climate progress. There 
are reasons to be optimistic about global cooperation on climate change in the lead-up to the Paris COP. However we 
already know that, on their own, the international agreement and country INDCs will not be sufficient to limit warming to 
below 2 degrees. This is one of the reasons that the role of subnational governments like California’s as a critical 
complement to the Paris outcomes. California will continue to take ambitious climate action, both on its own and in 
partnership with other leading jurisdictions through initiatives such as the “Under2MOU,” to contribute to reaching the 
goals science dictates are needed to avoid dangerous climate change. 
 
Countries and the UNFCCC must do more to more formally recognize subnational ambition, and to recognize in a more 
nuanced way the efforts of “non-state actors.” For example, there are significant differences in how subnational 
governments make climate change-related commitments as well as their ability to establish, enact and enforce climate 
policies and programs, as compared with NGOs, the private sector, and others that are currently lumped into the “non-state 
actors” grouping. 
 
Finally, looking to Paris and beyond, it will be important to better measure and track subnational progress against climate 
goals, as well as to establish better mechanisms for disambiguating international, national, subnational, and local climate 
goals to understand the true sum of the numerous stated ambitions. 
 
Prognosis For The International Process And The Role Of Subnational Climate Leadership 
Good progress is being made at both the national and international levels to address climate change, and the world is in a 
much different place than five years ago after the disappointing outcome of Copenhagen. The international negotiations are 
largely on track, and a number of countries including the EU, US, and Mexico have announced meaningful “intended 
nationally determined contributions” or INDCs. The world’s biggest emitters, the US and China, committed at the end of 
2014 to cooperate with one another on climate change. California has also been actively working with China on climate and 
low carbon development. 
 
The world is also in a different place technologically than in Copenhagen—there are different paradigms today for solar, 
wind, energy storage, etc. Since Copenhagen, solar costs have come down 80%, while solar efficiency has increased 40%. 
Today California is home to the largest solar installation in the world with a 550MW capacity, and leads the nation in both 
installed PV and in the number of homes with rooftop solar.  The number of electric vehicles on the road globally should 
pass 1 million before COP 21. 
 
We are also in a different world politically and in terms of policy uptake. There has been significant progress on passing 
policies and measures to address climate change, including notably carbon pricing. For example, last year at the UN Climate 
Summit, 73 nations, more than 1000 companies, and 11 regional governments including California joined the World Bank’s 
initiative to support a price on carbon. In California our cap-and-trade program has been up and running since 2013, fuels 
were brought under the cap in 2015, we have to date generated $1.6 billion from our cap-and-trade program, which is being 
reinvested in reducing GHG emissions. During that same time California has also been the top state for job growth in 
absolute terms, and in the top five in percentage terms. 
 
While nations are expected to reach a high-level global agreement in Paris that will lay the foundations for a future climate 
regime, we already know that, on their own, the international agreement and country-level intended nationally determined 
contributions (INDCs) will not be sufficient to limit warming to below 2 degrees. This is one of the reasons subnational 
governments like California’s are taking ambitious climate action, both individually and in partnership with other leading 
jurisdictions. 
 
The Role of States and Regions in the Road to Paris 

                                                
1 Please note this paper has been prepared in my personal capacity. The views contained in this document are my own and may not 
represent the views of the State of California or the California Environmental Protection Agency (CalEPA). 



	  

 
	  

States and regions have a critical role to play in ensuring the success of a strong global climate agreement this year. 
According to the United Nations Development Program, 50-80% of the mitigation and adaptation efforts necessary to tackle 
climate change will be implemented to the subnational or local levels of governance. Subnational governments are 
particularly well placed to address climate change for a number of reasons: 
 
• They	  are	  often	  responsible	  for	  the	  development	  and	  implementation	  of	  policies	  that	  have	  the	  most	  impact	  on	  

climate	  change,	  including	  in	  the	  areas	  of	  air	  quality;	  transportation;	  energy	  and	  energy	  efficiency;	  the	  built	  
environment;	  natural	  lands;	  technology	  innovation,	  development,	  and	  transfer;	  and	  others	  that	  have	  direct	  
implications	  for	  greenhouse	  gas	  emissions	  levels	  

• Subnational	  governments	  often	  serve	  as	  the	  laboratories	  for	  policy	  innovations	  which	  are	  then	  adopted	  at	  the	  
national	  and	  even	  international	  level;	  

• Subnational	  governments	  provide	  the	  critical	  link	  in	  the	  vertical	  integration	  of	  climate	  policies	  between	  national	  
and	  local	  governments;	  and	  

• Subnational	  governments	  are	  already	  demonstrating	  that	  economic	  growth	  and	  environmental	  protection	  are	  
complementary.	  

 
California’s Climate Leadership 
California has long been a leader on environmental issues, and has set some of the world’s most aggressive near, medium 
and long-term climate related targets. The State’s landmark climate legislation, AB32, set a GHG goal for 2020 to return 
emissions to 1990 levels. The Air Resources Board (ARB) developed a Scoping Plan to implement AB32, which established 
a suite of policies to achieve the required emission reductions, including a cap-and-trade program. The program, which went 
into effect in 2012, sets a statewide limit on sources responsible for 85 percent of California’s GHGs. It has operated 
successfully since its inception, was linked with Quebec’s cap-and-trade program in 2014, and was expanded to include 
fuels in 2015. The allowance auctions have so far generated $1.6 billion, which is being reinvested in further GHG emission 
reductions, with 25% directed to benefit disadvantaged communities. 
 
In 2015, Governor Brown announced by Executive Order a 2030 emission reduction target of 40% below 1990 levels. In his 
2015 inaugural address, he also announced a series of complementary goals, including increasing from one-third to 50 percent 
the State’s electricity derived from renewable sources; 
reducing current petroleum use in cars and trucks by up to 50 percent; and  
doubling the efficiency of existing buildings and make heating fuels cleaner. Goals related to reducing short-lived climate 
pollutants and managing California’s farms and rangelands, forests and wetlands to store more carbon round out the 
Governor’s “5 Pillars.” A concept paper on California’s short-lived climate pollutant strategy was announced in May 2015.2 
 
California’s comprehensive approach to emission reductions also entails a number of complementary policies, including 
numerous energy efficiency goals, targets for energy storage, and policies for integrating climate considerations into local 
planning efforts. California has also developed “Safeguarding California,” a detailed plan related to climate adaptation and 
resilience.3 
 
At the same time, the Brown Administration has acknowledged that the State can’t tackle global problems like climate 
change entirely on its own, so a key part of the approach includes building coalitions with other willing partners to solve 
these challenges. Under Governor Brown’s leadership, California is actively involved internationally on climate change 
with other states and international partners through bilateral and multilateral initiatives: 
 
• China:	  California’s	  cooperation	  with	  China	  predates	  the	  China-‐US	  agreement	  on	  climate	  at	  the	  end	  of	  2014,	  and	  

includes	  both	  national	  (NDRC,	  MEP)	  and	  subnational	  (Guangdong,	  Shenzhen)	  engagement	  on	  climate	  change	  and	  
low	  carbon	  development.	  Chinese	  and	  Californian	  officials	  have	  met	  regularly	  over	  the	  past	  2	  years	  to	  discuss	  
emissions	  trading,	  air	  quality,	  and	  vehicles.	  

• Mexico:	  California	  and	  Mexico	  also	  forged	  agreements	  that	  presaged	  the	  eventual	  US-‐Mexico	  cooperation	  
announced	  in	  early	  2015.	  California	  and	  Mexico’s	  MOUs	  commit	  the	  two	  sides	  to	  cooperation	  on	  a	  number	  of	  

                                                
2 http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/shortlived/concept_paper.pdf  
3 http://resources.ca.gov/docs/climate/Final_Safeguarding_CA_Plan_July_31_2014.pdf  



	  

 
	  

areas	  including	  climate	  change,	  vehicles,	  forests	  and	  short-‐lived	  climate	  pollutants,	  as	  well	  as	  clean	  energy	  and	  
trade	  and	  investment.	  

• PCC:	  Through	  the	  Pacific	  Coast	  Collaborative,	  California	  is	  working	  with	  its	  neighbors	  in	  Oregon,	  Washington,	  and	  
British	  Columbia	  to	  advance	  carbon	  pricing,	  zero-‐emission	  vehicles,	  promote	  building	  energy	  efficiency,	  and	  
climate-‐resilient	  infrastructure.	  

• GCF:	  California	  continues	  to	  engage	  with	  the	  Governor’s	  Climate	  and	  Forests	  Task	  Force,	  a	  group	  of	  sub-‐nationals	  
working	  to	  protect	  tropical	  forests	  and	  to	  promote	  pathways	  for	  forest-‐maintaining	  rural	  development.	  

• Partnership	  for	  Market	  Readiness	  (PMR):	  California	  is	  a	  technical	  partner	  in	  the	  World	  Bank’s	  PMR	  initiative,	  
sharing	  cap-‐and-‐trade	  policy	  information	  and	  lessons	  learned	  with	  other	  jurisdictions	  seeking	  to	  establish	  a	  price	  
on	  carbon.	  

• ZEV	  Alliance:	  California	  is	  working	  to	  bring	  together	  countries	  and	  sub-‐nationals	  leading	  on	  zero	  emission	  
vehicles	  (ZEVs),	  with	  the	  goal	  of	  increasing	  ZEV	  sales	  globally	  through	  an	  action-‐focused	  collaboration	  to	  set	  
credible	  but	  ambitious	  targets	  and	  implement	  action	  plans	  to	  meet	  them.	  The	  ZEV	  Alliance	  met	  for	  the	  first	  time	  
in	  Oakland	  on	  May	  20th,	  with	  California	  hosting	  6	  countries	  and	  four	  other	  sub-‐nationals	  to	  set	  a	  course	  for	  a	  
high-‐impact	  ZEV	  announcement	  at	  COP	  21.	  

• California	  also	  has	  a	  number	  of	  other	  important	  bilateral	  agreements	  related	  to	  climate	  and	  the	  environment,	  
including	  with	  Quebec,	  Ontario,	  Japan,	  the	  Netherlands,	  Peru,	  and	  others.	  

 
California has a long history of environmental compliance and enforcement, as well as a strong monitoring, reporting and 
verification (MRV) system under AB32, and there are valuable lessons to be shared internationally on the importance of 
MRV rigor, information transparency, enforceability of policies, etc. 

California is already sharing some of these lessons internationally, including through its MOUs with China and Mexico, and 
through its involvement the World Bank’s Partnership for Market Readiness (PMR). As other jurisdictions model their 
policies on California’s, for these policies to be effective it is important that the measuring, tracking, and enforcement 
components are modeled and implemented as well. 

In addition, California is working with other sub-nationals to encourage greater national ambition during the international 
negotiations at COP 21, through the Subnational Global Climate Leadership MOU. 
 
Under2MOU 
California is bringing together subnational jurisdictions under the Subnational Global Climate Leadership (Under2) MOU, 
which commits signatories to reducing their greenhouse gas emissions equivalent to 80-95% against 1990 levels or to under 
2 metric tons per capita by 2050. Each subnational government that joins the group will also lay out what it will be doing to 
achieve their goal in the form of an appendix. 
 
On 19 May 2015 12 founding signatories came together to sign the MOU: Acre, Brazil; Baden-Württemberg, Germany; 
Baja California, Mexico; British Columbia, Canada; California, USA; Catalonia, Spain; Jalisco, Mexico; Ontario, Canada; 
Oregon, USA; Wales, UK; Washington, USA; and Vermont, USA. The signatories span three continents and seven 
countries, and represent a total population of ~100 million residents  and a collective GDP of over $4 trillion (if these 
jurisdictions were a country they would represent the 4th largest economic entity in the world). Additional jurisdictions are 
being invited to join the MOU at any time up until COP 21 in December 2015. 
 
The Under2MOU is complementary to and coordinated with another initiative, the Compact of States and Regions. The 
Compact provides a mechanism for governments to measure and report progress against their emissions reductions 
commitments made under the MOU. Participation in both the Compact and the MOU involves collecting data on emissions 
reduction targets; however, the Compact provides the formal annual reporting mechanism to help governments track 
progress, compare and measure the effectiveness of their strategies. Once the data is submitted, the Carbon Disclosure 
Project (CDP) will develop a report annually that presents and analyzes this information, giving a good sense of how 
Under2MOU signatories are progressing against their goals. Capacity building and provision of resources, particularly for 
less developed countries, will be essential to supporting their ability to successfully report through these sorts of platforms. 
 



	  

 
	  

California hopes the Under2MOU will represent a significant proportion of world GDP by December. The MOU provides a 
backstop for action; on the one hand reassuring national governments that sub-nationals are ready to support their ambition 
with concrete action, but also asserting that even in the absence of a meaningful outcome in Paris, there will be a very 
significant set of jurisdictions around the world committed to doing aggressive action. It also presents a potential model for 
transparency on monitoring and tracking progress against commitments at the international level. 
 
Recognizing Subnational action on the Road to Paris and Beyond 
As it currently stands, the international negotiations do not include any formal process for subnational engagement. Cities, 
states and regional actors are also lumped into the category of “non-state actors,” which also includes NGOs and the private 
sector. This broad categorization fails to recognize the significant differences in how governments (even if not at the 
national level) make commitments, as well as their ability to establish, enact, enforce and monitor progress against climate 
policies and programs. Three proposals to better recognize subnational action on the Road to Paris include: 
 
1. Recognition	  for	  subnational	  climate	  action	  and	  ambition	  by	  the	  UNFCCC.	  Currently	  the	  NAZCA	  platform	  that	  was	  

created	  in	  Lima	  provides	  “non-‐state	  actors”	  (NGOs,	  companies,	  cities,	  states)	  a	  platform	  to	  submit	  their	  climate	  
actions,	  which	  are	  recorded	  in	  a	  searchable	  database.	  However,	  there	  is	  no	  interface	  between	  this	  database	  and	  
the	  commitments	  of	  countries	  under	  the	  UNFCCC,	  and	  no	  process	  under	  the	  UNFCCC	  for	  assessing	  whether/how	  
those	  contributions	  complement/overlap	  each	  other.	  The	  existing	  Common	  Tabular	  Format	  is	  insufficient	  to	  
appropriately	  present	  subnational	  ambition,	  and	  a	  subnational	  carbon	  pricing	  mechanisms	  and	  market	  linkages	  
grow,	  these	  shortcomings	  will	  be	  thrown	  into	  even	  greater	  relief.	  Subnational	  governmental	  climate	  action	  and	  
ambition	  should	  be	  recognized	  directly,	  either	  through	  the	  provision	  of	  data	  from	  sub-‐nationals	  to	  the	  UNFCCC,	  
through	  a	  reconciliation	  between	  the	  NAZCA	  portal	  and	  country	  reports,	  and/or	  or	  through	  a	  process	  where	  
national	  governments	  report	  on	  behalf	  of	  their	  sub-‐nationals	  on	  their	  climate	  actions	  and	  ambitions	  to	  the	  UN.	  
Leading	  jurisdictions	  on	  MRV	  and	  transparency	  like	  California	  can	  serve	  as	  test	  grounds	  for	  vertical	  integration	  
and	  more	  integrated	  accounting	  and	  reporting	  efforts.	  

 
2. A	  platform	  to	  spotlight	  subnational	  leadership	  in	  Paris,	  as	  well	  as	  an	  on-‐going	  forum	  for	  sub-‐nationals	  to	  

regularly	  share	  their	  efforts	  to	  address	  climate	  change.	  These	  could	  be	  regular	  workshops	  held	  in	  tandem	  with	  
the	  on-‐going	  UNFCCC	  process,	  e.g.	  alongside	  the	  workshops	  to	  review	  the	  Biennial	  Reports/Biennial	  Update	  
Reports	  from	  UNFCCC	  Parties,	  under	  either	  the	  Subsidiary	  Body	  for	  Implementation	  (SBI)	  or	  the	  Subsidiary	  Body	  
for	  Scientific	  and	  Technological	  Advice	  (SBSTA).	  These	  would	  be	  important	  forums	  not	  only	  for	  sharing	  
information	  on	  success	  stories	  and	  lessons	  learned	  from	  subnational	  policies	  and	  programs	  that	  could	  have	  
valuable	  implications	  for	  national	  government	  adoption,	  but	  would	  also	  create	  a	  venue	  for	  measuring	  and	  
monitoring	  progress	  against	  subnational	  climate	  commitments.	  The	  UNFCCC	  meetings,	  particularly	  the	  COPs,	  
attract	  a	  broad	  audience,	  and	  have	  become	  as	  much	  platforms	  for	  information	  sharing	  and	  transparency	  as	  they	  
are	  for	  negotiating	  agreements.	  It	  would	  be	  a	  waste	  for	  the	  process	  to	  fail	  to	  formally	  recognize	  the	  opportunities	  
its	  convenings	  present	  to	  facilitate	  this	  kind	  of	  information	  sharing	  and	  follow-‐up.	  

 
3. Accreditation	  recognition	  for	  sub-‐nationals.	  Recognizing	  the	  important	  role	  sub-‐nationals	  can	  play	  in	  addressing	  

climate	  change,	  a	  new	  category	  of	  accreditation	  for	  subnational	  government	  entities	  under	  the	  UNFCCC	  should	  be	  
created,	  so	  sub-‐nationals	  no	  longer	  attend	  COPs	  under	  cover	  of	  NGO	  accreditation	  or	  at	  the	  mercy	  of	  their	  
national	  governments.	  

 
Conclusion 
The outlook for a global agreement in Paris is positive, but country commitments on their own will not meet the threshold 
scientists tell us is required to avoid dangerous climate change. Subnational governments like California are undertaking 
ambitious climate efforts in an attempt to help buttress ambition and close the emissions gap, both “domestically” and in 
partnership with other jurisdictions. The “Under2MOU” provides an interesting model for both subnational cooperation on 
climate, and tracking progress against goals through the Compact of States and Regions. 

At the same time, there is a need for better vertical integration of subnational climate goals into the UNFCCC process and 
into national reporting, both for recognition and to allow for more accurate accounting and disambiguation of policies and 
emissions inventories across international, national and subnational levels. The unhelpfully broad “non-state actor” 



	  

 
	  

designation should be done away with completely. Government-level emissions commitments, whether they be at the 
national or subnational level, should be accounted for, reported against in platforms and forums as part of the UNFCCC 
process. COPs have long been much more than a negotiating meeting of the Parties, and should be utilized for the 
opportunities they present to facilitate transparency and information sharing. 

Success on the Pathway from Paris will require not only that we find additional “wedges” of climate ambition to close the 
emissions gap, but also that we are able to accurately measure how fast and how far down the road we are moving. 
Subnational governments like California’s can provide models on both fronts, and have an important role to play in both 
making and measuring climate progress. 


