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The Copenhagen Warning

The 2009 climate summit in Copenhagen (COP15)
is the defining cautionary tale of multilateral
negotiation mismanagement. Despite years of
preparation, enormous political attention, and the
attendance of over 115 heads of state, Copenhagen
ended in disarray. The outcome, the Copenhagen
Accord, was rejected by a significant portion of
states on the spot, with several delegations calling
the process "undemocratic" and "illegitimate."

The root cause was procedural, not substantive. At
a critical moment, the Danish Presidency convened
a small, hand-picked group of approximately 28
countries to produce the final text — excluding most
of the world's nations without their consent. When
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the result was presented to the full plenary with only
an hour for consideration, those left out objected
loudly. The Accord could not be formally adopted;
instead, the COP simply "took note" of it. Formal
adoption required a further two years.

The damage extended well beyond the text itself.
Countries that had been sidelined did not merely
disagree with the outcome — they rejected the
COP's right to produce it. Research based on
systematic content analysis of government
statements shows that negative assessments of
Copenhagen's procedures outnumbered positive
ones by nearly four to one. When parties do not
trust the process, they are much less likely to view
any negotiated outcomes as legitimate.
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The Paris Agreement was the product of a carefully designed negotiation process.
Research shows that the French Presidency'’s decision to include all parties, listen to
every delegation, and build agreement text from the ground up generated near-
universal support for the final deal. The lessons from COP21 offer a concrete
blueprint for any Presidency seeking a durable multilateral outcome.
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The Paris Turnaround

France spent years studying what went wrong in
Copenhagen and designed COP21 specifically to
avoid repeating those mistakes. The French
Presidency committed publicly, at the outset, to
three principles: nothing is agreed until everything is
agreed; all parties are included; and transparency is
upheld throughout. These slogans translated into
three concrete operational measures:

1. Intensive bilateral listening.

The French Presidency held continuous, short
bilateral meetings with every delegation and
country group throughout the two-week conference.
Critically, the purpose of these meetings was
listening, not lobbying. Teams of regional experts
tracked the evolving positions of individual
countries, building a granular map of red lines,
areas of flexibility, and possible compromises. As
one Dutch negotiator observed, "They did not say
much — it was not much of a conversation — but
they were listening." This gave the Presidency the
detailed knowledge it needed to draft text that could
actually hold.

2. Representatively designed informal
negotiations.

France structured informal meetings around four
principles: geographical balance in co-chairs
(always pairing a developed with a developing
country representative); a representative set of
delegations drawn from all major groupings; groups
and countries choosing their own representatives
rather than being assigned by the Presidency; and
open-ended discussions with no predetermined
outcome. Even small delegations reported feeling
genuinely included. One negotiator noted that "even
a small room was always big enough to ensure that
inclusiveness was felt."

3. Bottom-up, iterative text development.

Rather than tabling a Presidency draft and asking
parties to react, France built the agreement text
directly from its consultations. New drafts were
circulated each morning, revised each day in light of
discussions, and explicitly linked to what parties
had said. The Presidency strategically gave drafting
responsibilities on specific topics to delegations
with particular interests, including those that had
previously obstructed negotiations. The result was a
text that nearly every party could find themselves in.
As one negotiator put it, countries "felt they had
contributed parts of the text and could recognise
their own formulations in the final agreement."
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Invest in bilateral listening. Arrange dedicated
one-on-one meetings with every delegation —
not to persuade, but to listen. A Presidency that
understands each party's red lines before the
final text is drafted is far better placed to find a
compromise that sticks.

Make inclusiveness visible in your meeting
design. Informal negotiations should be
geographically balanced, co-chaired by
developed and developing country
representatives, and open-ended. Every party
must feel — not just be told — that their voice
shapes the outcome.

Build agreement text from the bottom up.

Let draft text emerge from consultations, not
from a pre-cooked Presidency document.
Circulate iterative drafts openly, and give even
historically obstructionist delegations
meaningful drafting responsibilities. Authorship
breeds ownership.

Secure major-power alignment before the
room. Engage the most powerful delegations
intensively in the run-up to the COP. Bilateral
agreements between key actors—settled
outside the formal process—can resolve issues
that would otherwise deadlock the plenary.
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Staff up for the governance costs. Inclusive
processes are expensive in diplomatic
manpower. A Presidency that cannot resource
the process adequately will struggle to
implement any of the above. Plan the size and
expertise of your negotiation team well in
advance.

Manage expectations. Inflated expectations
can doom a negotiation before it begins.
Copenhagen was declared “the most important
meeting of our time” before a single clause had
been agreed, setting a bar that virtually
guaranteed disappointment. A Presidency
should resist the temptation to build political
momentum through maximalist framing and
instead communicate honestly about what is
achievable. The Paris Agreement contained “no
surprises” — a phrase the French used explicitly
as a guiding commitment.

and water are available around the clock and
accessible to all delegations equally. Make
accreditation and security checks fast and
frictionless. Transport links to the venue should
be frequent and reliable. Meeting rooms should
be plentiful enough that informal consultations
can be convened at short notice without
competing for space.
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