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This framework memo considers key issues around the relationship between nationally 
determined contributions (NDCs) and other areas of climate action, particularly sub/non-state 
actions. It covers: 
1. Opportunities in linking non-state and sub-national climate actions to NDCs 
2. Challenges in linking non-state and sub-national climate actions to NDCs 
3. Institutionalizing links between NDCs and the groundswell of climate actions  

The Paris Agreement represents a new era of global climate governance, in which the role of 
non-state and sub-national actors have become increasingly important in realizing a carbon-
neutral and climate resilient future. The ‘Non-State Actor Zone on Climate Action’ (NAZCA) 
showcases over 11,000 climate actions by companies, investors, cities, regions and civil 
society. These non-state and subnational climate actions will play an important role in 
implementing the Paris Agreement. 

Non-state and subnational climate actions do not constitute a wholly separate sphere of 
governance from traditional climate negotiations; they interact with each other and with national 
policies and strategies in a multi-level governance landscape. Better alignment in this 
landscape, in particular between sub-national and non-state efforts and global and national 
mitigation and adaptation targets, could help harness the full potential of climate actions and 
enable synergies, now in the immediate future, catalyzing pre-2020 actions and impacting in the 
overall ambition of the next round of NDCs. 

This memo specifically focuses on Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) - in which 
governments communicate their contributions to achieving the Convention’s goals starting in 
2020. We argue that closer alignment between NDCs and other climate actions could, inter alia, 
create buy-in from private stakeholders, sub-national authorities and civil society; leverage 
technical expertise and capacity; enable sector specific decarbonization pathways; improve 
transparency; and demonstrate the feasibility and build political support for increasing national 
targets. Alignment between NDCs and climate actions needs to take place at different scales 
(local, regional, national and international), among different types of actors (cities, regions, 
countries, companies, investors and civil society) and among and within different sectors. 
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Opportunities in linking non-state and sub-national climate actions to NDCs                                                                                                                            

Inspiring national climate actions 

Climate actions by non-state and sub-national stakeholders that focus on mitigation and 
adaptation relevant to the implementation of NDCs can inspire national policy-makers to adopt 
higher ambitions. First, climate actions can demonstrate innovative and particularly effective 
solutions, showing that even very  ambitious NDCs (e.g. those involving transformation of whole 
sectors) are plausible strategies. Second, taking into account the mitigation potential of sub/non-
state climate actions can often allow national targets to be adjusted upwards. For instance, a 
recent comparison between ambition levels of INDCs of the EU, USA, China, India, Indonesia, 
Brazil, Russia and Japan, and the mitigation potential of 19 cooperative initiatives indicated that 
substantial gains can be made beyond current national ambition levels (Öko-Institut, 
NewClimate Institute, and Fraunhofer ISI, 2016). Countries could increase their ambition levels 
in NDCs simply by supporting and aligning their targets with ongoing initiatives. Conversely, 
ambitious NDCs can provide confidence, structure, and support for sub/non-state actors. 

Achieving the conditional targets 

In the mitigation component of NDCs, many countries make the distinction between 
unconditional and conditional commitments. Next to ‘harder’ unconditional mitigation pledges, 
governments have also provided long-term GHG emission reduction targets, or optional, more 
ambitious, pathways. For instance, the US defines 'higher abatement scenarios' based on what 
non-state and subnational actors achieve in addition to government targets. Most conditional 
mitigation targets, however, are found among developing countries, whose more ambitious 
targets hinge on external factors, in particular capacity building through international 
cooperation, and financial and technical support. For example, in its 2015 INDC, Colombia 
commits to an unconditional target of 20 % GHG reduction by 2030 compared to a business as 
usual (BAU) scenario, and a 30 % conditional target, if it receives international support. Ghana 
pledges a 15 % unconditional target by 2030 and a 45 % conditional target if external support 
“cover[s] the full cost of implementing the mitigation action (finance, technology transfer, 
capacity building)”. Voluntary climate action and cooperative initiatives could facilitate the 
international support needed to achieve the conditional targets. For example, Ghana’s INDC 
stipulates conditions for several of their mitigation actions such as rural household lighting. 
Linking non-state, sub-national and multi-stakeholder initiatives such as the CEM Global 
Lighting Challenge, could support the implementation of such conditional mitigation actions. 

Support national monitoring, assessment, and review 

A recurring challenge when formulating NDCs in the run-up to Paris in 2015 has been the lack 
of high-quality and comparable data (Day et al., 2016). Data availability forms the basis for 
further analysis, scenario-building, evaluation and learning, hence, improving the quantity and 
quality of data remains a central challenge, especially for developing countries. Several non-
state and sub-national cooperative initiatives have advanced programmes and guidelines for 
collecting data from their constituents. The CDP, for instance, collected emissions data from 
nearly 2,000 companies worldwide, making it a leading source for information on voluntary 
climate action by companies; Carbon climate registry holds climate data for over 6000 local and 
sub-national governments; and, the Climate Bonds Initiative had nearly $42 billion marked 
green bonds in 2015. These private data sets provide a massive amount of useful data for 
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countries to tap into when developing their NDCs. However, different reporting standards and 
guidelines inhibit comparability across the different registries. Moreover, the level of overlap 
between the national and other climate actions is still a matter of debate. Against this 
background the research and analysis community could play an important role, both in helping 
to build reliable data systems to support monitoring and assessment at the national level, as 
well as to estimate impacts of non-state and subnational actions. 

Realizing the adaptation component 

Most – especially developing country – INDCs contain adaptation components. Moreover, many 
INDCs also point out a certain conditionality in successfully achieving adaptation. For instance, 
Vietnam estimates that state resources can only meet 30% of its adaptation need, necessitating 
external financial support, both public and private. Cooperative climate initiatives could help 
gather financial support and investments next to bi- and multilateral assistance programs, as 
well as build capacity, for instance at the local level, to cope with the impacts of already 
occurring climate change. For example, the Adaptation for Smallholder Agriculture Programme 
(ASAP), led by the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), channels climate 
finance to smallholder farmers so they can access the information tools and technologies that 
help build their resilience to climate change. 

 Challenges in linking non-state and sub-national climate actions to NDCs 

Realizing the potential of linking voluntary climate actions and the NDCs requires political 
willingness, but also methodological tools and data for understanding how and for what purpose 
the links should be made. The next section discusses challenges, especially regarding methods 
and data-needs, for evaluating the linkages between NDCs and voluntary climate action. 

 Methods for evaluating the linkages between NDCs and voluntary climate action 

The increasing importance attributed to non-state and sub-national actors in reaching the global 
climate targets calls for a more concerted approach to data-collection and analysis as well as 
the testing of new methods and focuses. A few analyses have started to model the potential 
effects of cooperative initiatives on GHG emission reductions and their impact vis-a-vis INDCs 
(e.g. UNEP, 2015; PBL, 2015; Öko-Institut, NewClimate Institute, and Fraunhofer ISI, 2016). 
However, often they assume perfect implementation of commitments, use a small sample of 
initiatives, and apply general assumptions about the overlap between commitments. Empirical 
evidence of their actual impacts is lacking (Chan, Falkner, Goldberg & Van Asselt, 2015), 
individual commitments are often omitted (NAZCA counts over 11,000 individual commitments), 
and assessments often disregard benefits other than GHG emissions. These issues could lead 
to inaccurate estimations of the GHG emissions reductions, double-counting, and attribution 
problems between actions and observed effects. Moreover, many (ex ante) impact assessments 
focus on mitigation effects, whereas the vast majority of climate actions do not directly focus on 
reducing emissions (Bulkeley et al, 2014; Chan, Falkner, Goldberg & Van Asselt, 2015). 

 Mapping the universe of non-state and sub-national climate actions 

For a country developing an NDC it is important to understand what non-state and sub-national 
climate action are taken within its jurisdiction. However, current data-collection projects fail to 
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present a clear and reliable and comprehensive overview of where and which types of actions 
take place within and across jurisdictions. Initiatives fostering data-exchange, openness, and 
transparent data protocols could lead to a more reliable mapping of the universe of climate 
actions. However, collaboration between academic and more policy-oriented data projects could 
still have a lot to gain in terms of synergies. Overall, there is large diversity in selection criteria 
across databases and platforms; different variables are used, and limited third party access to 
data, and in particular to ex post data, is provided, (see Widerberg and Stripple, 2016, for a 
review of five cooperative initiative databases). The proliferation of databases and platforms 
may enrich but also confuse our understanding of the wider universe of climate actions. NAZCA 
platform is only one of several repositories; others include the Climate Initiative Platform (led by 
UNEP, UNEP-DTU and the Nordic Council of Ministers) and more research oriented databases 
(e.g. Hoffmann, 2011; Bulkeley et al, 2014; Abbott et al, 2012, Hale and Roger, 2014; 
Widerberg, Pattberg and Kristensen, 2016, Chan, Falkner, Goldberg & Van Asselt, 2015). 

An additional and related technical challenge is the availability and the collection of data. Data 
may exist on climate action, however, they may not be accessible to a wider audience. Many 
initiatives may provide information, they are not requested to report, and some initiatives do not 
desider to be monitored. 

Measuring impacts of non-state and sub-national climate actions 

A hurdle in establishing links between climate actions and NDCs is the lack of understanding of 
the ex-post effects of climate actions, both in terms of reduced greenhouse gases, as well as 
other effects. 

Specifically regarding mitigation, different units of analysis have been employed. Direct effects 
could relate to reduced CO2 eq. in consumption and production; achieved energy efficiency; 
reduced energy intensity; reduced energy use; or the proportion of renewable energy in the 
energy mix. Such a broad array of units of analysis hinders cumulative knowledge and 
aggregated overviews on the mitigation effects of climate actions, and may be reason to 
coordinate between the largest data providers to ensure comparability. 

Even less comparable data is available to assess indirect effects, and effects in terms of 
sustainability co-benefits and adaptation. A very wide array of units of analysis could be 
employed, including the number and type pledges and commitments, measures of finance 
flows, technology transfer, knowledge exchange, capacity building, as well as the number of 
people and communities, or areas (e.g. in forestry), affected. An opportunity to explore more 
standardized non-mitigation or indirect mitigation effects in a comparative manner may be to 
review indicators used for the Sustainable Development Goals. This would also be an 
opportunity to link climate actions to other national strategies than the NDC, in particular the 
national implementation of SDGs and the 2030 Development Agenda. 

Understanding the overlaps between climate actions in relation to national level GHG 
accounting 

As NDCs are based on GHG accounting, an important challenge is to account for overlaps in 
achieved emission reductions. There are different types of overlaps which may lead e.g. to 
double counting of reduced emissions at the national level. First, a multiplication of featured 
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commitments occurs when actors make the same commitment across different forums, e.g. 
Barcelona is part of 5 different city networks working on climate change related issues. Second, 
overlaps occur when climate actions are hierarchically nested, e.g. Barcelona is situated in the 
region of Catalonia, the country of Spain, the European Union – and pledges at all levels are not 
aligned. Finally, problems with overlaps also occur when a non-state actor takes action across 
multiple national jurisdictions, in which case it is not clear to which country’s climate targets it 
contributes to. For instance, Unilever (11 individual actions and 9 cooperative initiatives in 
NAZCA) sells products in 190 countries and has nearly 260 production sites globally. In such 
case, non-state efforts may not be accounted for as contributions to any specific NDC. 

Research efforts have been made to analyse overlaps. For instance, some scholars and 
organizations have indicated a proliferation of institutions and initiatives (UNFCCC, 2015; UNEP 
and UNEP DTU Partnership, 2016; Abbott, 2012; Bulkeley et al, 2014; Hale and Roger, 2013); 
some have focused on overlaps in reported mitigation (potential) in units of CO2-e (UNEP, 
2015; Roefsema et al; Höhne et al, 2015); some have focused on overlaps in terms of actors 
participating across different climate actions (Widerberg and Pattberg, 2015); and overlaps have 
also been discussed in terms of rules and norms (Green, 2013). However, there is no 
agreement on methodologies to estimate links between NDCs and climate actions and existing 
findings range from very limited overlap (in terms of reported mitigation (potential) in units of 
CO2-e (UNEP, 2015), to very significant overlap (Roelfsema et al., 2015). 

To better estimate the links between climate actions and NDCs methods are needed to control 
for overlaps. Promising methodologies include sector-based approaches to align corporate 
GHG emissions targets with climate goals (Krabbe, O. et al 2015) and country-based 
approaches using samples of climate actions (e.g. Höhne et al 2015). Moreover, most research 
effort hitherto have focused on cooperative and partnership types of climate actions, while the 
additional contributions of individual commitments and pledges is even less understood. There 
is a need to create methodologies to understand the contribution of individual climate efforts. 

Enhancing sectoral linkages 

Currently some of the most important sectoral stakeholders are only shallowly engaged in 
climate action, including state-owned enterprises, small and medium enterprises, and the 
financial sector. These, however, are key areas that link to national policies, in particular NDCs. 
Engagement of these sectors at the national level will be key to leverage additional capacity and 
resources to realize targets and to adjust NDCs upward. However, currently almost all 
processes under Global Climate Action Agenda are taking place at the international level, e.g. 
during international climate conferences. To improve sectoral linkages, national governments 
need to act as a broker between sub-national sectors. 

Understanding the institutional parameters of climate actions 

Data platforms such as NAZCA currently emphasize the number of initiatives, but contribute 
little to enhancing the understanding on which initiatives work and why. Concerted efforts to 
compare different types of climate actions could contribute to a better understanding of the 
determinants of effectiveness of climate actions and which type of stakeholders should be 
engaged in which type of action to deliver on which NDC component. This better understanding 
of effectiveness would help governments to become effective brokers of climate actions that 
align with NDCs. 
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Institutionalizing links between NDCs and the groundswell of climate actions  

Various institutional fora and processes could be further developed to enhance linkages 
between national NDCs and climate actions from other actors.  

The Technical Examination Process 

Under Workstream 2, for pre-2020 action, countries have held regular Technical Examination 
Meetings (TEMs) on themes like renewable energy, cities, etc. that are intended as platforms to 
share solutions. Many meetings have featured the work of sub/non-state actors and initiatives 
as well. While widely supported, the TEMs have yet to fully deliver on their potential. While 
NDCs describe country’s pledges for post-2020 action, the likely rapid entry into force of the 
Paris Agreement, the 2018 facilitative dialogue, and the new round of NDCs expected by 2020 
all highlight the ongoing importance for countries of considering how to make their policies as 
robust as possible. The TEMs thus provide a forum to create the links suggested above. 

Review processes under the Paris Agreement and Decision Text 

The Paris Agreement and Decision Text create various processes to review countries’ progress 
toward their emissions reductions (the enhanced transparency mechanism described in Article 
13) as well as collective efforts toward the goals of the Paris Agreement (the global stocktake in 
Article 14; facilitative dialogue in 2018 in the decision text). Procedures and modalities for these 
processes are currently being developed. In this context, it may be useful to explicitly seek 
consideration of sub/non-state climate actions, both within individual countries and on the global 
level (van Asselt and Hale 2016; Van Asselt 2016).  

Formulating new NDCs 

As countries look to formulate new national contributions, they may benefit from engaging sub- 
and non-state actors early in the process. Many countries did this very well in the lead up to 
Paris, and so provide a rich set of experiences that others may learn from.  

Conclusion 

Non-Party efforts in the Paris Decision have been emphasized as an important pillar to catalyze 
and accelerate climate action between now and 2020. However, climate action will remain 
important beyond 2020, as they can contribute to the implementation of NDCs and and higher 
ambition.This memo discussed the relation between NDCs and a very diverse array of climate 
actions to combat and adapt to climate change. Businesses, governments, as well as regions, 
cities, and individuals are embarking on the challenge to reduce emissions and to adapt to the 
impacts of climate change. As we look towards closing linking & the state and non-state 
initiatives; monitoring those players’ actions and developing and applying methods to collate & 
align them, it is critical to connect to policy makers and researchers all over the world to identify 
best practice options and understand differences between geographical regions and 
stakeholders. Tracking & advancing progress of climate change through collective action 
requires creating new partnerships, identifying barriers, collating insights, capacity, resources, 
data solutions through strategic partnerships and creating the conditions that enable 
groundswell action to scale. 



 

 7 

Literature 

Abbott, K. (2012). "The transnational regime complex for climate change." Environment & 
Planning C: Government & Policy 30(4): 571-590. 

Bulkeley, H., et al. (2014). Transnational climate change governance, Cambridge University 
Press. 

Chan, S., R. Falkner, M. Goldberg and H. Van Asselt (2015). Strengthening non-state climate 
action: a progress assessment of commitments launched at the 2014 UN Climate 
Summit. Centre for Climate Change Economics and Policy Working Paper London, 
Centre for Climate Change Economics and Policy, Grantham Research Institute on 
Climate Change and the Environment, German Development Institute/Deutsches Institut 
für Entwicklungspolitik. 242: 53. 

Thomas Day et al., Preparation of Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs) as 
a Catalyst for National Climate Action (New Climate Institute, Nov. 2015). 

Green, Jessica F. "Order out of chaos: public and private rules for managing carbon." Global 
Environmental Politics 13.2 (2013): 1-25. 

Hale, Thomas, and Charles Roger. "Orchestration and transnational climate governance." 
The review of international organizations 9.1 (2014): 59-82. 

Hoffmann, M. J. (2011). Climate governance at the crossroads: experimenting with a global 
response after Kyoto, Oxford University Press. 

 Höhne, Niklas, Sebastian Sterl, and Hanna Fekete. "How much more could Germany 
achieve through non-state action?." (2015). 

 Krabbe, O., Linthorst, G., Blok, K., Crijns-Graus, W., van Vuuren, D. P., Höhne, N., Faria, P., 
Aden, N., Carrillo Pineda, A., (2015). Aligning corporate greenhouse-gas emissions 
targets with climate goals. Nature Clim. Change, http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nclimate2770. 

NewClimate Institute, and GIZ. “After Paris: What Is next for Intended Nationally Determined 
Contributions (INDCs)?” International Partnership on Mitigation and MRV, 2016. 
http://mitigationpartnership.net/sites/default/files/indcs_post_paris_1.pdf. 

Öko-Institut, NewClimate Institute, and Fraunhofer ISI. “Climate Initiatives, National 
Contributions and the Paris Agreement.” Draft Discussion Paper. Berlin, 2016. 
https://newclimateinstitute.files.wordpress.com/2016/05/discussion-paper-sbsta-final.pdf. 

  Roelfsema, M., et al. (2015). Climate Action Outside the UNFCCC: Assessment of the 
impact of international cooperative initiatives on greenhouse gas emissions. PBL Policy 
Brief. The Hague, PBL Netherlands Environmental Assment Agency. 2015: 40. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nclimate2770
http://mitigationpartnership.net/sites/default/files/indcs_post_paris_1.pdf
http://mitigationpartnership.net/sites/default/files/indcs_post_paris_1.pdf
https://newclimateinstitute.files.wordpress.com/2016/05/discussion-paper-sbsta-final.pdf


 

 8 

UNEP (2015). Climate commitments of subnational actors and business: A quantitative 
assessment of their emission reduction impact. Nairobi, United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP). 

UNEP and UNEP DTU (2016) PartnershipClimate Initiatives Platform (CIP), 
http://climateinitiativesplatform.org. 

UNFCCC (2015). NAZCA - the Non-State Actor Zone for Climate Action, 
http://climateaction.unfccc.int/.  

Van Asselt, Harro. “The Role of Non-State Actors in Reviewing Ambition, Implementation, 
and Compliance under the Paris Agreement.” Climate Law 6, no. 1–2 (2016): 91–108. 

Van Asselt, Harro, and Thomas Hale.  “How non-state actors can contribute to more effective 
review processes under the Paris Agreement.” Stockholm Environment Institute Policy 
Brief. May 2016. 

Widerberg, O., P. Pattberg, and K. Kristensen (2016) Mapping the Institutional Architecture of 
Global Climate Change Governance, Technical Report R-16/02, 27 May 2016,  IVM 
Institute for Environmental Studies, VU University Amsterdam 

Widerberg, O. and P. Pattberg (2015). Harnessing company climate actions beyond Paris 
Stockholm, Fores. 2015:6: 80. 

Who	  we	  are:	  Galvanizing	  the	  Groundswell	  of	  Climate	  Actions	  
Galvanizing the Groundswell of Climate Actions is a series of dialogues that brings together 
organizations supporting climate action at all levels. 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.	  
Since 2014, 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.  
 

www.climategroundswell.org 
 

http://www.climategroundswell.org
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