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ABSTRACT
The United States’ decision to withdraw from the Paris Agreement (pending possible
re-engagement under different terms) may have significant ramifications for
international climate policy, but the implications of this decision remain contested.
This commentary illustrates how comparative analysis of US participation in
multilateral environmental agreements can inform predictions and future
assessments of the decision. We compare and contrast US non-participation in the
Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement, focusing on four key areas that may
condition the influence of US treaty decisions on international climate policy: (i)
global momentum on climate change mitigation; (ii) the possibility of US non-
participation giving rise to alternative forms of international collaboration on
climate policy; (iii) the timing and circumstances of the US decision to exit; and (iv)
the influence of treaty design on countries’ incentives to participate and comply.
We find that differences across the two treaties relating to the first three factors are
more likely to reduce the negative ramifications of US withdrawal from the Paris
Agreement compared to the Kyoto Protocol. However, the increased urgency of
deep decarbonization renders US non-participation a major concern despite its
declining share of global emissions. Moreover, key design features of the Paris
Agreement suggest that other countries may react to the US decision by scaling
back their levels of ambition and compliance, even if they remain in the Agreement.

Key policy insights
. Increasing global momentum on mitigation since 1997 means that US withdrawal

from the Paris Agreement is potentially less damaging than its non-participation in
the Kyoto Protocol

. Despite the declining US share of global emissions, greater urgency of deep
decarbonization means that the non-participation of a major player, such as the
US, remains problematic for global cooperation and achieving the Paris
Agreement’s goals

. Differences in the design of the Kyoto Protocol and Paris Agreement suggest that
US non-participation is more likely to prompt reluctant countries to stay within the
Paris framework but reduce levels of ambition and compliance, rather than exit the
Agreement altogether
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Introduction

On 1 June 2017, United States President Donald Trump announced his Administration’s plans to withdraw from
the 2015 Paris Agreement, and to ‘begin negotiations to re-enter either the Paris Accord [sic] or a really entirely
new transaction on terms that are fair to the United States’ (White House, 2017). Recent analysis indicates that
US inaction on climate policy could put out of reach the Paris Agreement’s goal of keeping global warming ‘well
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below’ 2°C (Sanderson & Knutti, 2016), a goal that is already in jeopardy under existing Nationally Determined
Contributions (NDCs) (Rogelj et al., 2017). Nevertheless, it remains contested whether the net effect of the
decision will be beneficial, corrosive or inconsequential for international climate policy and for multilateralism
more broadly (Galik, DeCarolis, & Fell, 2017).

In this article, we illustrate the value of comparative analysis for informing assessments of the potential
impacts of the US withdrawal from the Paris Agreement, focusing on what might be learnt from US non-partici-
pation in the 1997 Kyoto Protocol. We argue that there are key differences between the Kyoto Protocol and the
Paris Agreement, both in terms of their substance and wider political and economic context. These reduce the
likely extent of negative ramifications of US formal withdrawal from the Paris Agreement and the accompanying
retreat from its commitments under that treaty.1 However, significant concerns persist regarding the effect of US
withdrawal from the Paris Agreement on international climate policy, including the potential for the withdrawal
to dampen mitigation action, especially in already reluctant countries or countries whose mitigation actions are
conditional on access to funding that will likely be affected by US withdrawal.

As this article goes to press there are mixed signals emanating from the Trump Administration as to whether
the US will in fact follow through on withdrawal or seek to re-engage on different terms. Irrespective of this
uncertainty, it is clear that the Administration seeks to retreat from its current NDC (White House, 2017), and
the threat of withdrawal could have significant implications for global climate policy even if it is not ultimately
carried through. In addition, it remains important to investigate the implications of a possible (if not certain)
withdrawal in order to assess how strongly the US should be urged to stay in the Agreement, and to
develop contingency plans in the event that formal withdrawal does take place.

Predicting the impacts of US withdrawal: comparing counterfactuals and past experience

In a recent commentary, Kemp (2017b) argues that the Trump Administration’s position on climate change
could have (and to a significant extent has already had) adverse effects on international climate policy, even
without the US formally withdrawing from the Paris Agreement. Importantly, the withdrawal announcement
followed sweeping changes to US federal climate policy after President Trump took office in early 2017.
These changes pledged to roll back many of the climate change policies and measures introduced during
the Obama Administration. While some of these reversals continue to face legislative or judicial hurdles,
even their partial enactment is likely to mean that the US would not meet its existing NDC under the
Paris Agreement, namely, to reduce emissions by 26–28% below 2005 levels by 2025 (Höhne et al., 2017).
In these circumstances, Kemp (2017b) argues that US withdrawal may, on balance, be better for global
climate policy than if it had remained in the Paris Agreement as an obstructive state. This is especially the
case if the US decision to withdraw prompts other states and sub-state actors to raise mitigation efforts in
response.

Comparing the impacts of a historical event (i.e. the US withdrawal from the Paris Agreement) with those
of a counterfactual (i.e. what would have happened if the US remained in the Paris Agreement) is a thought-
provoking and often valuable exercise, but raises a host of methodological and conceptual challenges (see
generally Levy, 2008). The fact that the Trump Administration’s rollback of US federal climate policy and
the announcement of withdrawal from the Paris Agreement are temporally so close makes it hard to disen-
tangle the effects of each. A further complication arises from the delay of over three years (for reasons dis-
cussed below) between announcement of the US withdrawal and the date on which it will take effect. These
concerns highlight the need to rely on consilience across multiple sources of evidence – including qualitative
evidence from stakeholder interviews – to explain actors’ reasons for their responses to a particular event
(O’Mahoney, 2015).

For this reason, a conclusive answer as to whether international climate policy is worse off with the US out of
the Paris Agreement is difficult to provide at this point. However, there is another question, less reliant upon
sensitive counterfactual assumptions, that can shed light on the present situation, namely: will the US retreat
from the Paris Agreement likely affect global climate policy in ways that are comparable to earlier US non-par-
ticipation in other environmental treaties? While still involving predictions about an uncertain future, compara-
tive analysis of this kind can help to isolate similarities and differences across treaties and their broader contexts,
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which may inform judgements about the likelihood of different types of responses, especially other countries’
reactions to a treaty withdrawal.

At the broadest level, we may look at how countries respond to the treaty actions of other countries in
general. One of the few quantitative studies on treaty withdrawals has found that membership of multilateral
treaties typically outlasts the vicissitudes of short-term domestic policy cycles: only 3.5% of these treaties had
any country withdrawals in the period between 1945 and 2004 (Helfer, 2005). However, across these 3.5% of
treaties, an average of eight countries per treaty had withdrawn, thus underscoring the risk of domino or
cascade effects.

There is the possibility that the present case may generate a distinctive reaction from other countries,
because of either the country involved, or the subject matter of the treaty. It has long been recognized that
US treaty behaviour is idiosyncratic in relation to both multilateral treaties in general (Scott, 2012) and multilat-
eral environmental agreements (MEAs) in particular (Bang, Hovi, & Sprinz, 2012). The list of multilateral treaties
that have been signed by US presidents and submitted to the US Senate but not ratified by that country includes
eight MEAs. Among them are the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and the Stockholm Convention on
Persistent Organic Pollutants (US Department of State, 2017).

At the same time, the relationship between US participation and MEA performance remains mixed. This raises
the possibility of distinctive features that may condition the relationship between US membership and treaty
performance, including contextual factors (such as the nature of the overall cooperation problem and US prac-
tice in relation to the treaty) and design of the treaty itself and its associated governance arrangements.2 For
example, US participation was widely seen as critical for one of the few notably successful MEAs, the ozone
regime, not least because US industry was the largest manufacturer of ozone-depleting substances at the
time (Barrett, 2003, pp. 223, 230). US approaches to other MEAs have been more complex. The Basel Convention
on hazardous waste was concluded with US support but the US has not ratified it; however, the impact of this
non-ratification has been limited because the US legislative framework is already largely in alignment with the
convention. Similarly, the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) (with a remit including but also
extending beyond environmental concerns) is recognized as a well-functioning regime despite US non-partici-
pation (Holbrook Smith, 2017, p. 184).3 The impact of US non-participation in UNCLOS has been limited by the
fact that the US government treats most its provisions as customary international law and therefore binding in
any event (Holbrook Smith, 2017, p. 188) and the US actively asserts legal rights (such as navigational freedoms)
protected by the UNCLOS. To take another example, the US participates in CBD negotiations despite not being a
party. However, the global biodiversity regime’s shortcomings are more commonly attributed to systemic
factors, such as the broad remit of the CBD, fragmented governance arrangements, and lack of political priority
accorded to biodiversity protection among parties (Morgera & Tsioumani, 2011). These examples suggest that
the effect of US participation in the climate regime may be conditioned by one (or more) unique contextual or
design features. Accordingly, US non-participation (and participation) in past climate agreements warrants
closer attention.

How far from Kyoto to Paris?

The closest precedent to the US withdrawal from the Paris Agreement is its refusal to ratify the 1997 Kyoto Pro-
tocol. The Clinton Administration signed the Protocol in 1998, but in 2001 the George W. Bush Administration
announced that it would not implement the agreement as the US Congress did not intend to ratify it (CNN,
2001). The Kyoto Protocol did eventually enter into force in 2005, but for reasons outlined below US non-par-
ticipation was widely seen as damaging for both the Protocol’s effectiveness (Böhringer & Löschel, 2003;
Buchner, Carraro, & Cersosimo, 2002) and legitimacy (Eckersley, 2007).

Will the same loss of effectiveness and legitimacy beset the Paris Agreement? Here we briefly compare and
contrast four areas of concern across the two agreements: (i) independent momentum for global mitigation; (ii)
the specific circumstances of US withdrawal from each treaty; (iii) the possible formation of alternative venues
for international cooperation on climate policy; and (iv) substantive provisions of each treaty that may influence
how other countries react to a major party’s withdrawal. These are not the only areas of potential comparison
between the Paris Agreement and the Kyoto Protocol: several others are noted in the conclusion as areas for
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further research. Nevertheless, these four dimensions have particular relevance for an assessment of the impli-
cations of the US volte face in respect of the Paris Agreement, as they allow an analysis of each treaty informed
by variations across key contextual factors (as identified in areas (i)–(iii)) and design features (area (iv)) discussed
above.

Is the momentum for international climate change mitigation now unstoppable?

The impact of US non-participation in climate agreements may be tempered by the presence of substantial inde-
pendent momentum for mitigation among other key actors.4 Hovi, Skodvin, and Andresen (2004) argue that US
exit from the Kyoto Protocol gave the EU an opportunity to take up global leadership on climate policy, and
Depledge (2005) reports an international ‘backlash’ to the decision that stimulated domestic mitigation
policy in other countries. Moreover, the US decision not to ratify the Kyoto Protocol significantly delayed but
ultimately did not prevent its entry into force. Nevertheless, while the EU and other remaining parties largely
complied with their original emission reduction targets under Kyoto, none increased their targets to make up
for the absence of the US (Shishlov, Morel, & Bellassen, 2016). In other words, a geopolitical shift in climate lea-
dership does not automatically translate into a higher aggregate commitment from the remaining states.

However, the world is now arguably very different to the time of the US retreat from the Kyoto Protocol in
that there is far greater independent momentum for action on climate change. The price of renewable energy
technologies has dropped considerably, reducing the national economic costs of mitigation and rendering
private investment in clean energy more attractive for investors (IEA and IRENA, 2017). For many countries
climate policy is driven by domestic forces that will be unaffected by the shifting US position. Thus large emitters
such as China and India are increasingly viewing climate change action as yielding domestic co-benefits for
energy security and human health, irrespective of the mitigation efforts of other countries (West et al., 2013).
Further, the US share of annual global CO2 emissions has fallen considerably from 22% in 1997 to 14% in
2015 (Global Carbon Project, 2017). During the same period, China’s annual emissions have risen from 14%
to 28% of the global total.

These factors together suggest that the US withdrawal is less threatening to the Paris Agreement’s function-
ing than was the US retreat from the Kyoto Protocol. Indeed following the US announcement, the EU, China,
India and other major economies have affirmed that they will remain in the Paris Agreement (Gowen &
Denyer, 2017). Prior to the announcement, there were already indications that India and China would exceed
their current NDCs (Höhne et al., 2017). So far, the signs that parties may take up the slack of the US withdrawal
remain mixed. Indian Prime Minister Modi declared that his country would go ‘above and beyond’ the Agree-
ment in the wake of the US announcement (BBC News, 2017), but EU officials have declined to increase their
mitigation target in order to compensate for US inaction (Boffey, 2017).

A further important difference between 1997 and the present is the greater urgency for deep, concerted
decarbonization required to bridge the gap between current policies and the Paris Agreement’s temperature
goals (Bataille et al., 2016). Greater urgency can cut both ways for national motivations to reduce emissions.
On the one hand, it could render remaining parties more likely to stand by their existing NDCs and take up
some of the US ‘slack’ if they perceive that it will be too late for the US to make up for lost time under a
future president. On the other hand, greater urgency renders the non-participation of a significant player
more problematic (Sanderson & Knutti, 2016). Rapid and deep decarbonization also implies greater short-
term economic costs than a more gradual and less ambitious mitigation pathway (Clarke et al., 2014). This
in turn raises the need for mutual assurance and renders cooperative arrangements more vulnerable to
instability if a major player defects.

Thus, heightened global momentum on climate change does not eliminate the basic collective action
problem – and associated risks of free riding – that the drafters of the Kyoto Protocol had to contend with
(Sauquet, 2014). Even in the lead-up to the 2015 Paris talks, when global momentum was already building,
major economies remained concerned to formalize mutual assurance arrangements, first through bilateral
deals that the US struck with China and India, then multilaterally through the Paris Agreement itself. This
suggests that, in formulating their climate policies, states do not simply look to each other’s domestic policies
for assurance, but still place considerable value on the reciprocity of international promises.
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Paving the way for rival initiatives?

It is often overlooked that US damage to the Kyoto Protocol framework resulted not only from its absence from
the Protocol but also from its creation of rival forums for international collaboration on climate policy. Thus, one
potential risk to anticipate is whether the US uses its exit from the Paris Agreement as an opportunity to under-
mine multilateral climate cooperation more generally by advocating for new institutions on climate change
mitigation outside the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) process. After
the US indicated that it would not ratify the Kyoto Protocol, it negotiated alternative agreements and insti-
tutions (based on voluntary pledges) that pointedly avoided binding targets and timetables for emission
reduction as well as clear criteria for differentiation between developed and developing countries (McGee &
Taplin, 2009). The most prominent of these institutions was the Asia-Pacific Partnership on Clean Development
and Climate (APP). While the APP ultimately withered on the vine, its presence – along with notable fact of US
participation in the APP but not the Kyoto Protocol – was sufficient to cast a shadow over the UNFCCC’s legiti-
macy prior to the negotiation of a successor agreement (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen & McGee, 2013). While President
Trump’s withdrawal announcement mentioned the possibility of negotiating an ‘entirely new transaction’
outside the Paris Agreement, subsequent evidence suggests that it is more likely that the Trump Administration
would seek to renegotiate its participation in the Agreement on terms more favourable to the US rather than
pursuing a new and potentially rivalrous club (Reuters, 2017). It remains unclear whether the Administration
has sufficient motivation to follow through on a plan to re-engage on different terms, let alone to build alterna-
tive and competing institutions, considering the presence of strong voices of climate change denial in the
Trump Administration.

Moreover, since the Kyoto Protocol period, the UNFCCC has increasingly positioned itself as an ‘orchestrator’
of a wider suite of climate initiatives that complement its own objectives (Bäckstrand & Kuyper, 2017), and for
this reason may find itself less threatened than before by climate-oriented clubs organized by smaller groups of
countries. However, while the UNFCCC has acquired more credibility as a result of this process, it remains to be
demonstrated empirically that the UNFCCC as an orchestrator, or as the fulcrum of a regime complex (Keohane
& Victor, 2011), is now more effective than before in strengthening global climate policy. A final possibility is that
US withdrawal from the Paris Agreement may create momentum for other countries to create higher-ambition
coalitions or clubs, with the US in a non-leading role or altogether absent. For example, the EU, Canada and
China jointly convened a ministerial meeting on climate change in Montreal in September 2017 with a view
to bolstering support for the Paris Agreement in the wake of US retreat.

The mechanics and timing of US withdrawal

President Trump’s announcement shows the Paris Agreement was not entirely ‘US-proofed’ (Kemp, 2017a).
Nevertheless, the circumstances of US withdrawal from the Paris Agreement, coupled with the Agreement’s
withdrawal provisions, provide important counterpoints to those of the Kyoto Protocol, which may limit the
potential negative effects of US withdrawal from the former.

First, US ratification of the Kyoto Protocol indisputably required the advice and consent of the US Senate.
Even before the Protocol was adopted, the Senate made clear (via the 1997 Byrd-Hagel resolution) that it
would not approve it. In contrast to the Kyoto Protocol, the Paris Agreement was designed to enable a US Pre-
sident to join it via executive action only (Kemp, 2016). This not only made it possible for President Obama to
join the Agreement over the objections of Republican Senators, but will also make it easier for a future President
to re-join (albeit correspondingly easier for a future President to withdraw). If there is a change in administration,
the new President could notify the United States’ intention to re-join the Paris Agreement from inauguration day
(20 January 2021); re-entry would formally take effect thirty days after the date of notification (as per Article
21.3).

Second, at the time the US repudiated the Kyoto Protocol, it had not yet entered into force. US repudiation of
the Protocol meant that the remaining parties had to court the participation of Russia to satisfy the Protocol’s
requirement of ratification by 55 parties, accounting for 55% of emissions from Annex I Parties (the developed
countries) (Article 25.1). In exchange for its willingness to ratify the Kyoto Protocol and thus enable the Protocol’s
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entry into force, Russia was able to secure concessions on arrangements for implementing the Protocol as well
as obtain EU support for Russia’s accession to the World Trade Organisation (Dessai & Schipper, 2003; Henry &
Sundstrom, 2007). In contrast, the Paris Agreement has already come into force (on 4 November 2016). As with
the Kyoto Protocol, Russia has delayed ratifying the Paris Agreement and may not do so until 2019 (TASS, 2017).
US non-participation provides Russia with cover for delaying ratification, but as the Paris Agreement is already in
force, Russia will not be able to extract as many concessions for its participation.

Third, the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement provide that parties may not commence withdrawal until
three years after the treaty’s entry into force (UNFCCC 1997, Article 27.1; UNFCCC 2016, Article 28.1), and with-
drawal takes effect one year after notification (UNFCCC 1997, Article 27.2; UNFCCC 2016, Article 28.2). However,
the fact that the US had already ratified the Paris Agreement, but not the Kyoto Protocol, renders the effect of
these provisions different in each case. As the US was not a party to the Kyoto Protocol, the decision not to ratify
had immediate effect. But the earliest that the US can withdraw from the Paris Agreement is 4 November 2020,
the day after the next US Presidential election. Given this delay, it is uncertain that withdrawal will ultimately
proceed. The Trump Administration could change its position, or may undergo significant internal change, or
lose the next presidential election. These factors are likely to diminish the short-term signalling effects of the
US decision. So too may the presence of widespread US public support for remaining within the Paris Agree-
ment, although this is counterbalanced by entrenched opposition towards action on climate change within
the Republican Party (Marlon, Fine, & Leiserowitz, 2017).5 Moreover, if the Trump Administration follows
through, or expands, on its existing plans to reverse domestic mitigation measures this will leave little time
for a successor administration to fulfil the US NDC by 2025 (Höhne et al., 2017), and render re-entry to the
Paris Agreement less attractive. As long as the US remains a party to the Paris Agreement, and continues to
be entitled to participate in the Agreement’s decision-making bodies, it could hamper or interfere in the effec-
tive functioning of these bodies (Kemp, 2017b), although at the time of writing there were signs that some US
negotiators – including career diplomats representing the US at the 2017 Conference of the Parties to the
UNFCCC – remained willing to play a constructive role despite operating under political constraints (Friedman
& Plummer, 2017).

A final difference concerns the roles of states vis-à-vis non-party stakeholders under each treaty. The Kyoto
Protocol largely followed a state-centric approach that is typical of many MEAs. Non-party stakeholders were
involved mainly as implementing entities or financial intermediaries under the market-based Clean Develop-
ment Mechanism. The Paris Agreement’s implementing decision makes considerably greater provision for
non-party stakeholders, including businesses and sub-national governments (see for example UNFCCC 2016,
Part V). Although these actors cannot formally join or exit the Agreement itself, they can register their
support for the Agreement under the UNFCCC’s Non-State Actor Zone for Climate Action (NAZCA). A coalition
of stakeholders within the US has already registered an initiative known as ‘We Are Still In’, which was formed
after the US withdrawal announcement (We Are Still In, 2017). Even if initiatives such as these make no differ-
ence to the formal status of US membership, they may have the effect of lessening the signalling effects of the
US withdrawal.

Does the design of the Paris Agreement minimize risks of defection?

The precedent of the Kyoto Protocol shows how US non-participation can send a negative signal to other hesi-
tant or reluctant countries. Australia relied on US non-participation in the Protocol as one of its main arguments
for declining to join (Crowley, 2007), whereas Canada withdrew from the Kyoto Protocol in 2011, in part because
the US was not a party and China did not have emissions reduction commitments under the agreement (Grubb,
2016; Guardian, 2011).

However, is it possible that the design of the Paris Agreement reduces the risk that others will with-
draw? In one respect the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement are similar in that neither imposes
deep emissions reduction commitments, although at the time of its conclusion the Kyoto Protocol was
regarded by industrialized states as imposing not-insignificant economic costs (Hovi et al., 2004). In
legal and institutional terms, the Paris Agreement and Kyoto Protocol are markedly different. Key pro-
visions help to lower the costs of staying within the Agreement when compared with the Protocol.
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First, the NDC approach provides considerable national flexibility in how countries frame their contri-
butions to mitigation, reducing the likelihood that parties will find themselves bound to targets that
lack domestic ownership and support.

Second, Article 4.2 of the Agreement was drafted as an obligation of conduct rather than an obligation of
result, meaning that while parties are bound to prepare, communicate and maintain successive NDCs, they
are not legally bound to achieve them (Rajamani, 2016). In contrast, the Kyoto Protocol targets were obligations
of result, and Canada judged that it was preferable to withdraw from the Protocol altogether, rather than risk
non-compliance.

Third, the Paris Agreement’s mechanism to encourage compliance is intended to be facilitative, non-adver-
sarial and non-punitive (UNFCCC 2016, Article 15.2). The Kyoto Protocol’s compliance framework was not as
strong as under some other MEAs and has been criticized for being non-binding and not leading to second-
order punishments for non-compliant parties (Hovi, Greaker, Hagem, & Holtsmark, 2013). However, the frame-
work did include a requirement that is absent from the Paris Agreement, namely that parties falling short of their
targets in one commitment period make up the difference in the next. Moreover, the Protocol possessed an
institutional system for compliance with a Compliance Committee comprising both facilitative and enforcement
branches that were active in supervising compliance with the Protocol.

Together these features of the Paris Agreement make it less likely that other countries will follow the US
example and withdraw. Indeed given the reputational costs that the US has incurred by retreating from the
Agreement, other states may strategically decide to remain in the Agreement in order to retain a relatively
low-cost means of bolstering their environmental credentials and wider reputation for treaty compliance. The
flipside of lowering the costs of continued membership is that it makes it easier for countries to remain in
the Paris Agreement while failing to implement their current NDCs or ratchet up their mitigation efforts in
future. For example, Australia has long been closely allied with the US in its approach to international climate
policy, and particularly under conservative governments has been a reluctant player on mitigation action
both domestically and internationally (Beeson & McDonald, 2013; Crowley, 2007, 2017). Despite a handful of
more conservative Members of Parliament calling for a review of Australia’s membership of the Paris Agreement,
the government has signalled its intention to remain a party (Taylor, 2017). Nevertheless, there are growing
signs that Australia will fail to put in place domestic policies that are sufficient to fulfil its NDC (Crowley,
2017). US non-participation will strengthen the hand of those MPs that have so far successfully restrained a mod-
erate Prime Minister, Malcolm Turnbull, who had previously been committed to stronger action on climate
change (Taylor, 2017).

Developing countries’ willingness to fulfil their existing NDCs may also be diminished by the US decision
to renege on its pledges of climate finance, particularly since many developing countries’ NDCs include
measures that are at least partly conditional on international financial support. Since the emission reduction
targets under the Kyoto Protocol applied only to developed countries, their achievement did not hinge on
the fulfilment of climate finance commitments. At the time of writing, Turkey is the only country that has
openly suggested that it may delay or decline ratification in response to US withdrawal from the Paris Agree-
ment (Hurriyet Daily News, 2017). Notably, Turkey’s President Erdoğan cited the scale-back of US climate
finance as a key reason for its stance. In addition, Indonesia and Saudi Arabia were reportedly reconsidering
their commitment to the Paris Agreement before the G20 meeting in Hamburg in 2017 (Guardian, 2017), but
they ultimately joined a declaration by 19 of the G20 members affirming the Paris Agreement as ‘irreversible’
(Guardian, 2017).

While countries such as Australia, Saudi Arabia and Turkey comprise a limited share of global GHG emissions,
they are nevertheless amongst the top twenty countries in terms of aggregate emissions from energy (Global
Carbon Project, 2017). Moreover, Russia (whose reluctant stance was noted in the previous section) remains the
world’s fifth-largest producer of GHG emissions from energy, while Indonesia is the world’s largest producer of
GHG emissions from land use (WRI, 2017). Continued stalling by some or all of these countries, motivated by the
US retreat, could make global progress on mitigation significantly harder, not least because the consensus-
based decision-making of the UNFCCC renders multilateral cooperation on climate change vulnerable to block-
ing by reluctant players (Depledge, 2008).
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Conclusion

A comprehensive assessment of the impacts of US withdrawal from the Paris Agreement will in time need to
take into account a broader range of factors than those presented here, including motivating or demotivating
effects on actors within the US, impacts on the negotiations of the ‘rulebook’ for implementing the Paris Agree-
ment, and ramifications for multilateralism more generally. Nevertheless, our comparison of the Kyoto Protocol
and Paris Agreement highlights important ways in which the negative effects of US withdrawal may be attenu-
ated under the latter. At the same time, such a finding does not mean that the negative impacts of US withdra-
wal from the Agreement will be insignificant, nor that US withdrawal will be better for climate policy than if it
had remained. Indeed, our analysis suggests that even under contemporary circumstances, some of the demon-
strated risks of US withdrawal under the Kyoto Protocol – in particular demotivating other countries at a time
when mutual assurance and greater ambition are still necessary –will remain a major concern for the immediate
future of the Paris Agreement.

Notes

1. Throughout the article we use the term ‘retreat’ to cover a range of actions that signal reversal of a country’s previous commit-
ment towards a treaty. Such actions could include: (i) announcing plans to formally withdraw from or exit a treaty (even if the
withdrawal is conditional or has not yet taken place); (ii) declining to ratify a treaty that a country has signed; or (iii) indicating
an intention not to comply with the treaty despite remaining a member.

2. On the relevance of a related set of factors for the broader effectiveness of international environmental law, see Bodansky
(2010, pp. 262–263).

3. Even so, negotiation of Part XI of UNCLOS (which deals with deep seabed mining) was held up for a decade due to US opposi-
tion; this slowed the Convention’s entry into force.

4. These include actors in the US itself at a sub-national level, although due to space limitations we focus on other international
actors.

5. Note also that most opinion polls that asked US residents in 2001–2004 about whether the US should participate in the Kyoto
Protocol found that a majority was in favour of participation (Brewer, 2004).
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