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 Memorandum  

Accelerating the Action Agenda through Robust and Credible 
Climate Commitments from Non-state Actors 

 July 21, 2015 

 

How can UNFCCC member states encourage robust and credible initiatives from non-state actors 
under the Lima-Paris Action Agenda? This memo summarizes findings and recommendations from 
Galvanizing the Groundswell of Climate Actions, a collaboration of organizations supporting climate 
leadership at all levels. The memo makes seven key recommendations: 
 

1.  STRUCTURE COMMITMENTS SMART FROM THE START 
National governments have a unique opportunity to shape the design of non-state initiatives in 
order to maximize their impact and credibility. To build on the momentum of the UN Climate 
Summit and ensure Lima-Paris Action Agenda (LPAA) labeled commitments realize their full 
potential, national governments should encourage and incentivize SMART criteria for 
commitments from the outset (see Appendix I for a more detailed indicative template for non-
state commitments):  

 Specific – Commitments should enunciate explicit targets, detailing what needs to be done 
and by whom; 

 Measurable – Commitments and targets should be capable of being tracked and verified in 
a quantifiable or qualitative manner, as appropriate; 

 Ambitious – Commitments should be significant improvements on business as usual and 
additional to any previous commitments, for example, by including more ambitious goals, 
new partners and/or scaled-up resources; 

 Resourced – Commitments should specify the resources, especially financial, human, and 
technical, they will need to secure to attain their goals, and how commitment makers will 
obtain those resources; 

 Time-bound – Measurement of progress in carrying out commitments should be 
benchmarked to a series of specific short-term timeframes, with broader long-term 
aspirations. 

 
While many of the initiatives introduced at the Climate Summit met most of the SMART criteria, 
only half of those initiatives included time-bound commitments and only one third incorporated 
explicit monitoring and accountability mechanisms (see Appendix III). Evidence from other 
platforms shows that ensuring SMART commitments from the beginning leads to more successful 
implementation and delivery over time. Short-term benchmarks over the first several years of 
operation are particularly important to ensure that all stakeholders can assess early progress and 
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that commitment makers can adopt any necessary course corrections. Because the time to review 
and improve upon initiatives before COP21 is limited, it is all the more important to ensure that 
they are as SMART as possible from the start. Not all initiatives will meet all of the SMART criteria 
from the outset, but governments can provide expectations and incentives for initiatives to become 
progressively more robust over time.  
 
 
2.  MINIMUM CRITERIA FOR COMMITMENTS 
It will be politically difficult -- but necessary -- for national governments to discourage 
commitments that do not meet minimum criteria of robustness and credibility from being formally 
recognized under the LPAA. The three minimum criteria for commitments should be: 1. Advance 
COP21 goals; 2. Include verifiable (quantitative and/or qualitative as appropriate) targets with 
explicit timeframes; and 3. Report to a NAZCA data provider on an annual or other regular basis. 
The LPAA team and NAZCA data providers can work closely with commitment makers that fall short 
on one or more of these minimum criteria to help them meet or exceed the necessary thresholds. 
Governments should also encourage data providers to de-list commitments if they fail to 
communicate on progress over a period of two years, as many already do, in order to maintain the 
credibility of LPAA labeled commitments and NAZCA itself. 
 
3.  STRENGTHEN THE ECOSYSTEM OF CLIMATE COMMITMENT PLATFORMS 

The existing ecosystem of commitment platforms for climate initiatives is diverse, but increasingly 
linked via NAZCA (Figure 1). Strengthening the ecosystem will require maintaining the flexibility of 
decentralization, while enhancing linkages, transparency, and accountability. In this way, 
commitment makers will be incentivized to join a “race to the top” rather than forum-shopping to 
find the platform with the weakest criteria. Cities, regions, and companies already have relatively 
well established commitment platforms, but cooperative initiatives designed to convene 
stakeholders across these sectors can be disadvantaged in reporting to platforms that target 
specific actor groups. The Climate Initiatives Platform (CIP) shows promise in showcasing 
heterogeneous cooperative initiatives, and its emerging wiki-style functionality could serve as a 
useful mechanism for engaging civil society and tracking the progress of initiatives. 
 
Figure 1.  The evolving ecosystem of climate commitment platforms  

 

http://climateinitiativesplatform.org/index.php/Welcome
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COP21 also represents a significant opportunity to strengthen commitment platforms and to 
contribute to enhanced coherence through aggregation into NAZCA. National governments should 
encourage progressive harmonization around SMART criteria across NAZCA data providers as 
commitments are registered on their platforms. This would mean encouraging all NAZCA data 
providers to ensure that their reporting systems capture the core SMART criteria over time, while 
recognizing the diversity of and constraints on the actions registered. Such harmonization will 
facilitate independent analytical studies that can promote accountability and assess gaps in 
implementation, substantive focus and geographical coverage. 
 
4.  ENCOURAGE INDIVIDUAL COMMITMENT MAKERS TO JOIN COOPERATIVE INITIATIVES 
Individual cities, companies, regions, and investors have made many significant climate 
commitments. However, experience has demonstrated that commitments aligned with cooperative 
initiatives and communities of commitment makers are more likely to be impactful, accountable 
and transparent. Therefore, national governments should encourage individual commitment 
makers to link with cooperative initiatives in sectoral, thematic, or regional areas as appropriate. 
For example, individual city or company commitments should be encouraged to join existing 
cooperative initiatives to multiply their impact and enhance their accountability. Moreover, 
cooperative initiatives often have independent secretariats that can recruit new participants, 
harness resources to drive implementation, and otherwise orchestrate effective actions. 
 
5.  INVOLVE CIVIL SOCIETY IN FORMULATING AND IMPLEMENTING COMMITMENTS 
When civil society actors are included within the governance structure of non-state initiatives, they 
can advance progress from the inside. Equally important, they can call out other participants when 
actions fall short of expectations, providing Internal mechanisms of accountability. National 
governments should encourage initiatives to give civil society partners a seat at the table from 
the beginning, to support implementation – encouraging ambition, solving problems, and moving 
toward delivery – and create accountability. 
 
6.  RECOGNIZE CO-BENEFITS AS A CORE COMPONENT OF INITIATIVES 
Many valuable initiatives aim first and foremost to deliver development, health, or economic 
benefits. Emissions reductions are often part and parcel of pursuing these goals. Such initiatives 
often focus on capacity building, technical assistance, and knowledge production, rather than 
emissions reductions narrowly defined. This holistic view highlights the fact that many climate 
initiatives will also contribute to advancing the post-2015 development agenda and Sustainable 
Development Goals, while many sustainability initiatives will in turn produce climate co-benefits. 
The sustainable development focus is particularly important in developing countries. National 
governments should encourage initiatives that identify and produce co-benefits, such as 
development, health, innovation, and economic growth, along with climate impacts. 
 

7.  SUSTAIN MOMENTUM POST-PARIS 

There is a risk that the momentum of the LPAA will ebb after COP21. Strategically timed events in 
intergovernmental and public-private venues can enhance momentum and help turn commitments 
into action on the ground. The annual high-level event on enhancing implementation of climate 
action called for at COP20 provides one prominent moment within the formal process, but informal 
events should also be explored (see Appendix III for examples from other processes). National 
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governments should identify key moments for following-up and scaling-up initiatives beyond 
2015, working in partnership with other governments.   
 
Because continuity and capacity are two key features of robust initiatives, national governments 
and their partners should consider establishing an ongoing “institutional home” for initiatives. 
This body, which should be multi-stakeholder in nature, could serve several important functions, 
including: 

 Checking on initiatives on a regular basis to encourage progress; 
 Helping initiatives to troubleshoot problems as they arise; 
 Encouraging all initiatives to espouse SMART criteria and amplify their impact; 
 Connecting initiatives to additional resources or partners; 
 Identifying opportunities to seed and support new initiatives and enlisting the right actors to 

participate. 
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Appendix I: Indicative SMART Climate Commitment Template 
 

Name of Commitment 

Organization Details and Contact Information 

Lead implementing/coordinating 
organization(s) 

 

NAZCA Data Provider   

Is this commitment part of a Cooperative 
Initiative?  Which one? 

 

Contact persons responsible (please 
provide details for at least two (2) senior 
persons) 

Names  

Titles, Departments  

Emails  

Phone numbers  

Other partners involved in 
formulation/implementation, including 
civil society organizations 

Organization  

Description of Role  

Contact Details  

Commitment Details 

Brief description of commitment and 
how it advances COP21 goals 

 

How does the commitment go beyond 
business-as-usual? Specify reference 
year.  

 

Jurisdictions where implementing 
entities based 

 

National, regional, and local jurisdictions 
where actions/impact will occur 

 

Verifiable targets of the commitment Target  

Timeline 
(provide annual 
benchmarks 
and longer-term 
targets) 

 

GHG Impact (if 
applicable) 

 

Social, 
economic or 
environmental 
co-benefits (if 
applicable) 

 

Metrics/ 
Assessment 
methodologies 

 

Strategy for regular reporting on 
progress  

 

Implementation strategy, including 
specific resources and funding sources 
that will be employed  

 

http://climateinitiativesplatform.org/index.php/Welcome
http://climateinitiativesplatform.org/index.php/Welcome
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Appendix II: Key Terms 
 
The terminology employed in this realm is relatively new, and is often somewhat confusing. 
Therefore, we clarify here the key terms used in this memo: 

1. Action: Specific program or policy that addresses climate change (e.g. California’s climate 
legislation, Bogotá’s bus rapid transit system); 

2. Target: A component of a commitment, usually intended as a milestone of progress on the 
way to meeting the commitment (e.g. 30% emissions reductions by 2018, within a 
commitment to reduce emissions 40% by 2020) 

3. Commitment: Pledge to take specific actions or reach certain output targets within a fixed 
period (e.g. company commitments under WWF’s ClimateSavers initiative, Copenhagen’s 
pledge to become carbon neutral by 2025); 

4. Initiative or Commitment Platform: Institutional arrangement to generate, support, report, 
and monitor actions or commitments (e.g. ICLEI carbonn, New York Declaration on Forests) 

 
Appendix III: Lessons Learned from Other Conferences and Platforms 
Events such as the UN Secretary-General’s Climate Summit and COP21 offer high-visibility moments 
to catalyze and scale-up climate initiatives from non-state actors that also support and implement 
national government commitments and intergovernmental agreements. However, non-state 
initiatives often lack effective accountability mechanisms, or struggle to succeed because their 
design, resources, and capacities are insufficiently robust from the outset. For this reason, there is 
tremendous potential for key orchestrators to strengthen the existing ecosystem of climate 
commitment platforms by putting forward best practices and criteria for commitments and 
initiatives and strengthening the linkages among them. The lessons learned outlined below reflect 
the collective experience of organizations that have worked with climate change and sustainable 
development initiatives, involving state and especially non-state actors. 
 
UN CLIMATE SUMMIT INITIATIVES    

The UN Climate Summit was the largest-ever climate meeting outside of the official UNFCCC 
negotiations, drawing leaders from national and subnational governments, cities, civil society, 
businesses and indigenous groups together to catalyze climate action. Together, these participants 
produced action plans and statements with commitments that varied widely in their robustness. A 
majority of the initiatives launched at the Climate Summit were specific and measurable, and 
approximately one-half articulated timelines for implementation (Figure 1). However, only one-
third of the commitments specified monitoring and evaluation mechanisms. Only two listed specific 
financial commitments to fund their implementation.1 Additionally, only eight initiatives detailed 
explicit emissions mitigation targets tied to particular years, and only five could be confidently 
characterized as providing action additional to national pledges submitted to the UNFCCC.2 
However, if fully implemented, these five initiatives alone could reduce the greenhouse gas 
emissions gap by 2.54 gigatonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent by 2020, equivalent to nearly the 
annual emissions of India. 
                                                           
1 Hsu, A., A.S. Moffat, A.J. Weinfurter, and J.D. Schwartz. “Towards a New Climate Policy.” Nature Climate Change, May 
2015. 
2 Hsu, A., A.S. Moffat, A.J. Weinfurter, and J.D. Schwartz. “Towards a New Climate Policy.” Nature Climate Change, May 
2015. 
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Figure 1.  Analysis of 35 multi-stakeholder initiatives from UN Climate Summit on criteria of robustness3 

 
 
 
2014 SIDS CONFERENCE PARTNERSHIPS 
As host of the 3rd International Conference on SIDS, Samoa put forward a set of SMART criteria that 
all partnerships should adhere to: SIDS-Specific; Measurable and Monitorable; Achievable and 
Accountable; Resource-based and Results-focused; and with Timelines for implementation and 
Transparency by all parties. One of the primary recommendations of the SIDS Conference is to form 
a multi-stakeholder steering group to follow up on and promote coherence across initiatives, 
separate from but supported by the intergovernmental Secretariat. The SIDS Conference 
accountability framework also recommends organizing an annual partnership dialogue on the 
margins of a high-level event, which will be action-oriented and focus on sharing results and lessons 
learned.4 Following the SIDS Conference, the UN created an implementation matrix that maps 
paragraphs from the intergovernmental outcome document to UN entities and cooperative 
initiatives that are working to operationalize the relevant language.5  
 
RIO+20 CONFERENCE COMMITMENTS 

The 2012 UN Rio+20 Conference on Sustainable Development was notable for the number and 
monetary value of commitments made by non-state actors. The Rio+20 experience revealed a lack 
of resources and effectiveness for centralized accountability mechanisms.  As a result, it indicates 
the need to invest adequate resources in decentralized commitment platforms, relying on these for 
most of the follow-up on commitments.6 One of the most vexing challenges for the monitoring of 
Rio+20 commitments was posed by “orphan commitments,” those that are not registered with an 
action network. Because they are not embedded in a peer network, many orphan commitments 
have little incentive to provide follow-up information on progress; many did not respond to 
repeated UN attempts to elicit updates. 
 

                                                           
3 NRDC, SMARTS Analysis of UN Climate Summit Commitments, prepared by Megan Majd, May 2015 
4 http://www.sids2014.org/partnershipframework 
5 http://www.sids2014.org/unmatrix  
6 American University School of International Service, Graduate Practicum Case Studies, April 2015 
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GOLD STANDARD CRITERIA IN OTHER COMMITMENT PLATFORMS 

Two platforms are consistently recognized for cultivating accountability in the commitments they 
register: the Clinton Global Initiative (CGI) and the Open Government Partnership (OGP). Both 
require that each commitment meet variations of SMART criteria to be registered with the 
platform. The OGP’s SMART system for commitments encourages only those that are Specific, 
Measurable, Answerable (or ‘Resourced’), Relevant, and Time-bound. And every CGI “commitment 
to action” must meet three specific criteria:  

1. New (with a new commitment to action, or new contributions from participating partners);  
2. Specific (with a clearly outlined approach, feasible objectives, a defined time period, and 

articulated intended results); and  
3. Measureable (with qualitative or quantitative targets that can be monitored through annual 

progress reports to CGI to demonstrate impact).  
 

As SMART commitments will inevitably vary in their time horizons, the OGP requires that 
commitments include both one-year and two-year benchmarks to allow stakeholders to assess 
progress against a common set of time-bound metrics. CGI has found that the biggest difference 
between successfully and unsuccessfully completed commitments is the amount of funding 
commitment-makers are able to secure – highlighting the importance of its “Resourced” criterion.7 
 
The CGI supports “action networks,” addressing specific issues or regions, to strengthen 
commitments and drive coordinated actions. CGI analysis has demonstrated that the power of 
successful initiatives derives in large part from including cross-sector commitments; these 
initiatives more often reach and even exceed their goals.8 This is partially because cooperative 
initiatives draw on the diverse capacities and the technical, and financial resources of participating 
actors. The CGI commitment platform, recognizing the greater success rate of cross-sector 
initiatives, provides regular opportunities for partner and resource matchmaking through 
networking forums across issues and regions. 
 

 
 
 

                                                           
7 https://www.clintonfoundation.org/files/cgi_commitments_portfolio_analysis_2005-2013.pdf 
8 https://www.clintonfoundation.org/files/cgi_commitments_portfolio_analysis_2005-2013.pdf 

Who we are: Galvanizing the Groundswell of Climate Actions 

Galvanizing the Groundswell of Climate Actions is a series of dialogues convened by the Stanley Foundation, 
the Blavatnik School of Government at Oxford University, and the Natural Resources Defense Council, and 
Yale University. Its objectives include: 

1. Bringing the groundswell of climate actions from cities, regions, companies, and other groups to a 
higher level of scale and ambition; 

2. Increasing efficient coordination among cooperative initiatives and sub- and non-state networks; 
3. Improving analysis and understanding of “bottom up” climate actions;  
4. Building a positive narrative of pragmatic, concrete action on climate change; and 
5. Identifying opportunities for the groundswell of climate actions and the multilateral process to 

support and catalyze each other. 
Over the past year, Galvanizing the Groundswell of Climate Actions has brought together city and regional 
networks, company networks, cooperative initiatives, governments, international organizations, and 
researchers to discuss and advance these objectives. By convening the community of actors that make up 
and support the groundswell of climate actions, we seek to realize the full potential of this extraordinary 
innovation in global governance.  
 
 

https://www.clintonfoundation.org/files/cgi_commitments_portfolio_analysis_2005-2013.pdf
https://www.clintonfoundation.org/files/cgi_commitments_portfolio_analysis_2005-2013.pdf

