
 C
lim

at
e

Fa
ct

s

Tracking Carbon with 
Transparency: Improving 
Accuracy and Accountability in 
the International Global Warming 
Agreement 
Having a strong, credible, and transparent system for tracking greenhouse 
gas emissions and the actions of a country is an essential building block of 
an effective international system to address global warming. This was a key 
issue at the Copenhagen Climate Summit in 2009 as it was agreement on 
the elements of the transparency and accountability in the final hours that 
enabled the full package to be agreed upon by key countries.1 Resolving 
important details about how these pieces would be implemented has been a 
central part of the ongoing global warming negotiations. Advancing progress 
toward robust measurement, reporting, and verification systems is an 
imperative for the Cancun Climate Summit. 
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Transparency and Accountability Are Essential to 
Assess and Ensure System Performance 
While there are critical political reasons in key countries to include 
the transparency and accountability provisions, they are also 
essential elements for assessing and ensuring the environmental 
performance of the system. Effective environmental systems can 
provide answers to five key questions:

1.  Where are we today? For global warming, this is fundamentally 
about having information on the current and historic emissions 
of global warming pollution in the key countries.

2.  Where are we committing to go? This is essentially a detailed 
commitment or law outlining what specific level of emissions a 
country stipulates that it will achieve.2 

3.  How well are we doing in making progress toward our 
environmental objective or commitment? This is a regular, data 
driven assessment of a country’s progress over time. 

4.  Do we have confidence in these assessments? Answering this 
question comes down to having detailed information on what 
went into that assessment (e.g., accuracy of the data), the 
transparency of the information (e.g., is it available to the public 
and in enough detail that people can judge for themselves the 
results), and some ability for outside and independent review. In 
a nutshell, do we have the information needed to believe in the 
assessments? 

5.  What are the implications if we determine that we are off 
track? The last aspect of the general framework for transparency 
and accountability applies to how the agreement addresses any 
shortfalls identified in answering the previous questions. 

Recognizing Agreement in Copenhagen on Important 
Improvements to Transparency and Accountability 
The agreement in Copenhagen addressed each of these key 
questions and outlined a package that created a foundation for 
improving the way that the international climate system seeks to 
ensure that all countries are moving in the right direction. The 
agreement does this by:

1.  Requiring that countries monitor and report their emissions 
and actions more frequently and specifying what that 
reporting should contain. Developed countries currently 
report emissions every year, but only report progress towards 
their commitments every four to six years. Most developing 
countries have only reported their emissions once since 1992 
and the majority of countries have only official emissions data 
reported for 1994.3 The official reporting on developing country 
emissions reduction actions is tied to the emissions reporting 
so the formal reporting is just as infrequent. The Copenhagen 
Accord outlines that developing country reporting will be done 

via National Communications—the formal reporting structure 
that already exists under the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)—every two years. 
While the Copenhagen Accord does not outline a similar vision 
for developed countries, such a framework should be applied to 
developed countries.4

2.  Agreeing that the reports on emissions and actions will 
be subject to “international consultation and analysis.” 
The agreement in Copenhagen outlines that the National 
Communications that contain reporting on emissions and 
emissions-reduction actions will be subject to a process of 
international consultation and analysis. The agreement does not 
explicitly outline a similar process for developed countries, but 
such a system should be applied to developed countries as well.

Moving to the Next Level of Transparency and 
Accountability in Cancun and Beyond 
While the agreement in Copenhagen provided some important 
improvements to the transparency and accountability aspects of 
the international global warming system, important detailed rules 
need to be outlined in subsequent agreements. Such agreements 
need to provide more detail for developed and developing countries, 
including the following.

Explicitly Outlining the Process for Developed Countries Would 
Build Trust and Ensure a Common Minimum Level for Their 
Monitoring and Reporting
Under the UNFCCC and subsequent guidelines, developed 
countries are to report their emissions every year and they are 
to report their emissions reduction actions every 4 to 6 years 
through their National Communication.5 To ensure transparency, 
comparability, and accountability, further guidelines should be 
agreed for developed country monitoring and reporting. Such 
guidelines should commit countries to:

1.  Produce national emissions inventories on an annual basis. 
Such inventories should include all sources of emissions and 
sequestration as outlined in the most recent guidelines from the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). 

2.  Abide by a standard format for reporting on the use of market 
mechanisms and land-use, land-use change, and forestry 
(LULUCF). This reporting should contain transparent details on 
how a country reports its LULUCF emissions and what actions 
were counted as offsets by the country.6 

3.  Submit a national report every two years. This report should 
include details on the countries greenhouse gas emissions, 
a detailed description of mitigation actions planned and 
implemented, the implementation status of the country’s 
emissions reduction actions, and use of market mechanisms and 

PAGE 2 | NRDC Tracking Carbon with Transparency: Improving Accuracy and Accountability in the International Global Warming Agreement



LULUCF. This report would continue to be subject to frequent 
expert review by the in-country review teams that currently 
evaluate and identify issues with developed country emission 
inventories and National Communications. The emissions 
inventory data will be drawn from the annual inventory, while 
the reporting on emissions reduction actions should be reported:

  a.  economy-wide since developed countries have 
undertaken targets for the emissions from all sectors;

  b.  with sufficient detail on the status of actions (e.g., this 
law was adopted on this date); and

  c.  with details on the impact of the measure(s) in reducing 
economy-wide emissions towards the country’s 
commitment.

4.  Submit annual national reports on funding provided to 
developing countries. This funding would be used by developing 
countries to assist in reducing emissions and adapting to the 
impacts of climate change. Such reporting should utilize a 
common reporting format to enable detailed, comparable, 
and accurate tracking of the support provided to developing 
countries. 

Detailing Improvements to the National Communication 
Process for Developing Countries is Essential 
While the agreement in Copenhagen outlined some important 
parameters for the improved system, detailed agreements and 
subsequent implementation guidelines are necessary to ensure that 

the system is both workable and delivers the necessary information. 
Such agreements and guidelines should commit countries to:7

1.  Produce annual greenhouse gas emissions inventories or to move 
to annual reporting over time, with special provisions for the least 
developed countries. The agreement should outline that countries 
ought to:

  a. use the 2006 IPCC guidelines (the most frequent ones); 

  b.  report the time-series of emissions from a historic point 
up to the most recent date possible;

  c.  provide detailed sectoral data, not just summary data; 
and

  d.  include documentation of methods and data sources. 

2.  Submit a national report every two years that includes details on 
the countries greenhouse gas emissions, a detailed description 
of mitigation actions planned and implemented, the status of 
implementation of the country’s emissions reduction actions, and 
information on the country’s process for domestic collection and 
validation of reported data. A full national communication that 
includes all the other details would be reported less frequently 
(e.g., every 4 to 6 years). The emissions inventory data will 
be drawn from the annual inventory, while the reporting on 
emissions reduction actions should be reported:

  a.  in a separate section focused on actions that are being 
implemented and grouped by the greenhouse gas sector 
where the measure will reduce emissions (actions that 
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1    See: http://switchboard.nrdc.org/blogs/jschmidt/copenhagen_accord.html. 

2    Countries have begun to outline these commitments as detailed here at www.nrdc.org/international/copenhagenaccords. 

3    Some countries have reported more frequent emissions data, but there is no formal agreement in the current system for them to report more frequently.

4     The Copenhagen Accord wasn’t very specific on how developed countries would have to report except for a vague statement that they should be: “will be measured, reported and verified in accordance with 
existing and any further guidelines adopted by the Conference of the Parties, and will ensure that accounting of such targets and finance is rigorous, robust and transparent”.

5     Countries subject to the Kyoto Protocol track progress towards their emissions reduction commitments through a system of reporting and accounting emissions according to agreed rules.  For example a country 
counts emissions from the loss of forests and increased carbon sequestration (so called Land-Use, Land-Use Change, and Forestry or LULUCF) according to agreed guidelines.  Although it is generally recognized 
that there are significant loopholes in this system which don’t fully track what countries get to count towards their Kyoto targets and “what the atmosphere sees”.

6    For countries that currently are under the Kyoto Protocol these rules are being separately negotiated, but there should at least be a common reporting requirement for all countries.

7     These recommendations are based upon a report conducted for NRDC—Reporting of National Communications and GHG Inventories by Non-Annex I Parties under the Climate Convention, available soon at 
http://www.nrdc.org/globalWarming/trackingcarbon.asp.
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cut across multiple sectors and planned actions should 
be separately listed);

  b.  with sufficient detail on the status of actions (e.g., 
this law was adopted on this date) and with special 
consideration of reporting for actions which are goals 
or targets (e.g., greenhouse gas intensity reduction or 
reduction below business-as-usual);

   c.  using performance indicators that quantitatively track 
progress towards the commitment (e.g., commitments 
to meet a certain greenhouse gas intensity target—
GHG/GDP—should report quantitative information 
on both emissions and gross domestic product).

3.  Provide details on how the country performs domestic data 
collection and validation to include:

  a.  what institutions are involved and whether there are 
formal arrangements establishing these responsibilities; 

  b.  the sources, procedures, and methods for collecting the 
information on emissions and performance towards the 
countries emissions reduction actions; and 

  c. their quality assurance and control procedures. 
 
Providing Financial Support to Aid Developing Countries in 
Building Regular Measurement, Reporting, and Verification 
(MRV) Systems is Necessary 
Developed countries should help developing countries build robust, 
transparent, and more frequent systems to track progress in reducing 
emissions. This funding should assist in building lasting institutions 
and systems to track this data over time. A modest and regular 
investment will pay significant dividends in helping these countries 
build such a system. 

Improving the System is in the Best Interest of  
All Countries 
Having a robust, transparent, and accountable system benefits 
all countries. For countries that are taking action, such a system 
will help them get the legitimate recognition they deserve for 
their actions. It will also help the country with its own domestic 
implementation since having accurate, up to date, and credible 
information will provide countries with the basis to understand the 
impact of their policies and identify areas for more targeted effort. 


