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Abstract

Until the late 1990s, developing countries had perceived the pursuit of development as
coming into conflict with the mitigation of climate change. Research showed that mitiga-
tion and development can go hand in hand, giving rise to the co-benefits approach. In this
paper, the relationship between aiming for development and aiming for climate change
mitigation is analyzed from the perspective of the developing country India. While indus-
trialized countries prefer the approach of co-benefits of mitigation, developing countries
tend to follow the development-first paradigm with mitigation co-benefits, as a literature
and document study show. India had a long way to come from the notion that mitigation
was threatening economic growth to adopting the co-benefits approach. The paradigms of
“differentiated responsibilities” and of having a right to emit as much as the industrialized
countries are deeply rooted. This is also shown by India’s reaction to the current economic
crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Keywords Climate policy - Co-benefits - Developing country - Differentiated
responsibilities - India - Mitigation of climate change - NAPCC - Paris agreement -
Sustainable development - UNFCCC

JEL Classification D63 - F53 - N4 - Q01 - Q54

Introduction

Developing countries are striving for development up to the standard of living in industri-
alized countries. Economic growth and poverty reduction are therefore the first priorities
in policy-making (Urge-Vorsatz and Herrero 2012). Closely related to this is the increase
in energy demand due to higher economic output and population growth. The Interna-
tional Energy Agency (IEA) estimates that if policies remain unchanged, India’s energy
demand will double by 2040 (IEA 2020a). If there is no change in the development path,
the increasing energy demand and population growth will lead to higher emissions of
greenhouse gases (GHG). The GHG emissions of a country are positively dependent on
carbon intensity, energy intensity of the gross domestic product (GDP), GDP per capita,
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and on population (Parikh and Parikh 2002). It is very likely that the GDP and population
will continue to rise in developing countries. From 1990 to 2018, India’s population grew
by 55% while the GDP per capita has increased 4.5-fold (World Bank 2020). Without an
adjustment of policy objectives, emissions will inevitably rise if there is no massive tech-
nological progress (Parikh and Parikh 2002).

Climate change harms all countries. However, it is often the developing countries that
are affected severely by the consequences due to their geographical conditions or depend-
ence on climate-sensitive sectors like agriculture (Leichenko and Silva 2014). Climate
change can therefore seriously constrain their development objectives in the areas of pov-
erty alleviation, access to clean water and energy, food security, etc., and thus jeopardize
the future prosperity of developing countries (Beg et al. 2002). Consequently, the mitiga-
tion of climate change is another policy objective for developing countries that has become
increasingly important over the years. Such policies can have negative impacts on develop-
ment targets, especially in the short term, which is why governments are often unambitious
about taking mitigation measures (Pearce 2000). On the one hand, negative effects can
result directly from mitigation policies; for example, the promotion of renewable energies
can lead to higher electricity prices and thus come in the way of poverty alleviation. On the
other hand, there are opportunity costs, since financial resources spent on mitigation cannot
be invested in development measures. So, mitigation policy is closely linked to develop-
ment policy, and it is necessary to find strategies that are not contrary to the objectives.
An optimal policy would address and positively reinforce both. In other words, it would
include measures which serve one objective and simultaneously benefit the other objective.

Industrialized countries have the incentive to emphasize the positive link between
development and mitigation goals, as this could make climate protection more attractive
for developing countries. However, developing countries like India are reluctant to follow
the approach of co-benefits of mitigation because of fears that co-costs, which slow down
development, might predominate (Jakob and Steckel 2014). In the area of climate financ-
ing,l on the other hand, the link could be valuable for developing countries, as it offers the
opportunity to achieve development goals through financial support of mitigation by indus-
trialized countries.

The co-benefits approach has become increasingly relevant to international negotiations
over the years and influenced decisions in climate finance. Whether mitigation of climate
change or development goals are of greater importance is a recurring concern in the design
of international agreements and climate financing instruments. In this paper, the relation-
ship between aiming for development and aiming for mitigation of climate change is ana-
lyzed from the perspective of India as a developing country. For this purpose, the national
climate policy is presented and placed into the context of the co-benefits approach. By
means of a literature and document study, the development of the conflict of interest is
analyzed from the beginning of climate policy activity. Thus, the research questions of this
paper are (1) what is the relationship between aiming for development and aiming for cli-
mate change mitigation in India’s policy and (2) what influence does the conflict of interest
between development and climate change mitigation have on international climate policy.

The study examines development and climate policy strategy papers and action plans
of the Indian government since 2006, as well as international climate policy documents

! It should be noted that climate finance, i.e., transfers from industrialized countries to developing coun-
tries, can be problematic, e.g., due to debt traps, or the donorship-syndrome (see, e.g., Hourcade et al. 2021;
Browne 2022).
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including the IPCC Assessment Reports since 2001 and the outcomes and agreements of
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) Parties (Con-
ferences of the Parties) (COP) since the UNFCCC was developed in 1992. The content of
the policy documents was examined for linkages between development and climate policy
and for references to the term “co-benefits”. In the next section, we will look at the evolu-
tion of the co-benefits approach, demonstrating the ambivalent relationship between miti-
gation and development using examples from India. This is followed by a presentation of
India’s political stance on mitigation and development objectives, and the meaning of the
co-benefits approach in the developing country’s policy-making. The paper shows if and
when India’s policies have moved more toward the mitigation objective. The last section
concludes.

Linking mitigation and development

The link between sustainable development and climate change mitigation is interpreted as
co-effects that arise either from climate policy measures or from development policy meas-
ures and, simultaneously have an impact on the respective other policy area (Cohen et al.
2021).

Not least since the UN countries’ agreement on the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDG), the link between policies to achieve sustainable development goals and climate
change policies has been intensively discussed (see, e.g., Bizikova et al. 2007; Laukkonen
et al. 2009; Cohen et al. 2021).

Developed countries are trying to reinforce the positive interaction of both policies to
encourage developing countries to join global climate change agreements (see, e.g., Bollen
et al. 2009; Steward et al., 2013).

The most promising policy approaches are those that leverage natural synergies between
climate action and development priorities to advance both goals simultaneously. Many of
these synergies are e.g. in energy efficiency, renewable options and education and aware-
ness (IPCC, 2007:702).

A link between mitigation and development has evolved gradually and was not directly
implicated in the emerging climate change discourse in the late 1980s. The policy and
research areas were treated rather separately due to major conceptual and methodologi-
cal differences (see Cohen et al. 1998). Since the late 1990s, the interrelationship and the
associated concept of co-benefits has been increasingly discussed in science and politics
(Mayrhofer and Gupta 2016).

The participation of developing countries in international climate policy became impor-
tant due to their rapidly growing emissions. India, for example, is one of the main emitters
of CO2, accounting for about 7% of the annual global CO2 emissions (Our World in Data
2020). Among the Asian countries, only China emits more. The high relevance of devel-
oping countries in the abatement of GHG led to a strengthening of the linkage between
mitigation and development to motivate them to take more action in climate policy (Najam
et al. 2003).

From 2001 onwards, there was a sharp increase in publications on co-benefits, which is
certainly also triggered by the study “IPCC Special Report on Emissions Scenarios (SRES)”
on the relationship between mitigation and development in 2000/2001 (Bizikova et al. 2007).
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is a directional body for international
climate policy-making. At irregular intervals, it publishes its comprehensive “Assessment
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Reports”. They allow an insight into how dealing with climate chance has developed over the
years and where the beginnings of a more integrated approach are. Sustainable development
became a real issue in the Third Assessment Report, published in 2001 (Najam et al. 2003).
The report demonstrates that the reduction of GHG emissions, neglecting sustainable develop-
ment effects, is not the right path. Instead, mitigation is discussed from three different per-
spectives: cost-effectiveness, equity, and sustainable development. In contrast to the previous
reports, which focused on cost-effectiveness of mitigation, the Third Assessment Report also
takes into account development aspects (IPCC, 2001).

The Fourth Assessment Report, published in 2007, emphasizes “making development
more sustainable” (IPCC, 2007:695). Although an ambivalent relationship between mitigation
and development is reported, it clearly states the close connection between the two objectives.
From then on, at the latest, the interaction of mitigation and sustainable development became
central, which is also reflected in the dedication of an own chapter on this topic (Chapter 12:
Sustainable Development and Mitigation). In the Fifth Assessment Report, published in
2014, the attention is put on adaptation on climate change and equity considerations (Byra-
van et al. 2017). The interaction between sustainable development and mitigation is granted
and is declared as a basic concept for the whole report: “Sustainable development, a central
framing issue in this Assessment Report, is intimately connected to climate change” (IPCC,
2014:287). With the 2030 Agenda adopted in 2015, the countries of the United Nations com-
mitted themselves to 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG). The guiding principle of the
2030 Agenda is to enable people around the world to live in human dignity while at the same
time preserving the natural foundations of life in the long term (UN, 2015). The 2030 Agenda
defines global goals taking into account social, environmental and economic aspects. Goal 13
is “Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts”. Thus, Mitigation of Climate
Change ranks equally with the other goals.

The most recent IPCC report from 2022 also follows this direction. It not only emphasizes
the inseparability of development and mitigation, but also refers to the SDGs: “There are ever
closer linkages between climate change mitigation, development pathways and the pursuit of
sustainable development goals. [...] Climate change mitigation framed in the context of sus-
tainable development, equity, and poverty eradication, and rooted in the development aspira-
tions of the society within which they take place, will be more acceptable, durable and effec-
tive” (IPCC, 2022:67). In this report, at the latest, it becomes clear that mitigation of climate
change can only be addressed jointly with sustainable development goals (also see Stahlke
etal. 2021).

By strengthening the link between mitigation and development through the IPCC and at
the insistence of developing countries (Najam et al. 2003), this could no longer be ignored in
national and international policy-making. Nevertheless, it is unclear how exactly the relation-
ship is to be structured. Due to the different interests of industrialized and developing coun-
tries, the prioritization of the global reduction of GHG emissions and of national development
is varying.

The co-benefits approach
The co-benefits approach is not a rigid policy but rather an idea that combines the pursuit
of mitigation with other non-climate-specific goals (Mayrhofer and Gupta 2015). In the lit-

erature, a common definition of co-benefits does not exist (Karlsson et al. 2020). There are
major differences in the interpretation and in the first and second policy objectives, that is,
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which of them is to be more focused. Climate protection can be the main addressee as well
as a co-benefit of other political measures especially in a development context.

Mayrhofer and Gupta (2016) identify three paradigms: development-first, climate-first,
and seeking for synergies. Depending on the interests and perspectives taken (national/
international, developed/developing country, etc.), policies are preferred that aim at mitiga-
tion or development with additional benefits for the other. In an initial framing paper from
2013, the Green Climate Fund (GCF) also dealt with this issue by mentioning two options:
mitigation as the main focus with developmental co-benefits, or a strategy that maximizes
co-benefits and only indirectly seeks mitigation (Winkler and Dubash 2016).

Some authors examine policies that address both goals equally. For example, Dubash
et al. (2013) practice a holistic analysis of co-benefits, treating and assessing both sustain-
able development and mitigation as equivalent policy objectives. The other direction is to
focus on development goals that can have subordinate mitigation effects (see, e.g., Metz
et al. 2002; Michaelowa and Michaelowa 2007; Eyckmans et al. 2016).

The co-benefits approach can be used to mainstream climate protection into other policy
areas (Mayrhofer and Gupta 2015). Developing countries are often hesitant to implement
climate-specific measures, which is why following the path of development taking climate
effects into account is a more feasible option for them (IPCC, 2007:695). If political meas-
ures become more sustainable, co-benefits for mitigation can be achieved by pursuing the
development goal. However, from an international perspective, climate-specific measures
are interesting. Most studies, at least those on climate change, deal with the approach of
co-benefits of mitigation, that is, measures aimed at mitigation and generating co-benefits
that serve the development goal (IPCC 2007:695ff) (see, e.g., Pittel and Riibbelke 2008;
Nemet et al. 2010; Karlsson et al. 2020). The resulting co-benefits that help to achieve the
development goal can be used to make a climate-specific measure more acceptable.

For a more detailed review of the emergence and use of the term ‘“co-benefits” in sci-
ence and politics, see, for example, Mayrhofer and Gupta (2016), Buchholz et al. (2020),
and Helgenberger et al. (2019).

Examples of conflicting interests in India’s national policies

India as a developing country, the world’s third-largest producer of GHG emissions, and as
a country severely affected by climate change provides numerous examples of the complex
interactions of mitigation and development. In the best case, a policy measure can address
both at the same time or even strengthen each other. The following example demonstrates
such a situation.

About 60% of the Indian population, especially in rural areas, used traditional cook-
ing stoves in 2016 (IEA, 2018, 2020b). The burning of coal or biomass like wood or
cow dung causes emissions that are harmful to the climate and health. The promotion of
alternative cooking options could provide benefits for many different policy targets. In
2016, the Indian government launched the program ‘“Pradhan Mantri Ujjwala Yojana”
to supply 50 million households living below the poverty line with liquefied petroleum
gas (LPG) through subsidies (Swain & Mishra 2020). This should reduce GHG emis-
sions and indoor pollution caused by traditional cooking, empower women, boost the
economy, and improve living conditions in rural areas (Sahoo et al. 2018). In the Indian
state Odisha, for example, LPG connections increased from 12 to 33% in 2017 (Sahoo
et al. 2018). A study conducted in this state, characterized by high poverty, found that
the initiative actually led to women being better off socially and economically. Since
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they no longer have to collect firewood or make cow dung cake, they now have more
time for childcare and economic activities, for example (Swain and Mishra 2020). The
results of this study indicate that a political measure can both reduce GHG emissions
and contribute to important development goals such as poverty reduction and economic
growth. However, there are also measures to prevent GHG emissions which have nega-
tive implications for the development of a country. Such effects have been observed for
some hydropower projects, for example.

The West Himalayan region has great potential for hydropower projects due to the abun-
dance of water and the hilly landscape. As the demand for electricity is strongly on the rise,
hydropower projects can contribute to a climate-friendly growth of the region (Sharma and
Thakur 2017). A study in the state of Jammu and Kashmir by Sharma and Thakur (2017)
on a project that also generates carbon credits under the Kyoto Protocol found positive
development effects, such as the improvement of transportation and communication facil-
ities. However, the case study also identified considerable negative effects that increase
poverty for some population groups. The examined project caused displacing of people,
danger of waterlogging, salinity, and acquisition of agricultural land. Another study, also
conducted in this region, found increasing deforestation, loss of flora and fauna, soil ero-
sion, and the drying up of natural water as a result of the tunneling activity for hydro pro-
jects (Sharma and Rana 2014). In addition, construction and operation can pose a threat to
the people living in this region, resulting in a high number of deaths caused by landslides,
water inrushes in tunnels, and blasting (Kumar and Katoch 2017). Hydropower projects
can thus prevent GHG emissions, but might harm sustainable development more than pos-
sibly other energy sources would. So, climate protection can have co-benefits for a certain
development goal, such as economic growth, but also work against another, such as pov-
erty alleviation. These conflicting goals often relate to distributive justice. In many cases,
only certain population groups benefit, while others bear the costs. Many growth-stimulat-
ing policies benefit only the already propertied population, while the lower segments of the
population do not participate or even suffer, which can increase poverty (see, e.g., Biichs
et al. 2011; Yenneti and Day 2016). The fact that the positive effects often do not out-
weigh the negative ones in large hydropower projects can be seen in the Narmada Bachao
Andolan movement. This is a social movement initiated by indigenous people, farmers,
and environmentalists (Mallick 2021). It started in 1985 and has its origins in the protest
against large dam projects across the Narmada River (Rekha et al. 2022). It quickly grew
into an international protest against the destruction of land, biodiversity, and resettlement
(Mallick 2021). Thus, the adverse effects of types of mitigation projects can be consider-
able and even rather detrimental to the local people and the development of the country.

However, it is not only climate protection measures that face this problem of addressing
different development goals in a contradictory way. In addition to the numerous measures
that promote development that are potentially harmful to the climate, there are also those
that simultaneously inhibit other development goals. To stimulate growth in India, many
state-owned coal mines were awarded to private companies during the liberalization of the
mining industry in 1991 (Singh and Kalirajan 2003). The states Jharkhand and Odisha in
particular have large coal reserves. The privatization not only brought income for the min-
ing industry, but also created jobs and infrastructure development (Mishra 2009). Besides
the negative consequences of coal for climate change, this measure also had other develop-
mentally restrictive effects. The sale dispossessed tribal people and other landowners with-
out adequate compensation, which is contrary to the development goal of poverty reduc-
tion and distributive justice (see, e.g., Lahiri-Dutt et al. 2012; Bedi 2013). This also caused
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serious water, air, and noise pollution, which in turn impaired the quality of life of the local
population (Mishra 2009).

The interaction between mitigation and development is therefore complex, since not
only can the two hinder or encourage each other, but they can also lead to conflicting dif-
ferent development goals. The co-benefits approach could take this into account by also
considering possible co-costs in an evaluation of policy measures (see, e.g., Ruth 2011;
Urge-Vorsatz et al. 2014).

India’s balancing act

This section will look at the rise of India’s climate policy. It shows how India has adopted
the co-benefits approach, starting from an attitude that just the main causers of climate
change, the industrialized countries, have to reduce GHG emissions. It is a common
dilemma that climate protection measures, which are desirable from a global point of view,
are considered to be of little use at the local level. There is also an incentive for measures
that are conducive to development in the country to be communicated internationally as
climate protection measures (see, e.g., Mayrhofer and Gupta 2015).

The focus in this section is on the relationship between the mitigation of climate change
and development objectives, and on the extent to which these objectives are seen condi-
tional on or contrary to each other. Hence, both international and national objectives will
be identified.

Early climate policy

India’s climate policy has gone through various phases, with the period around 2007 and
then again in 2015 probably marking the high points in its climate activities. Article 3, Par-
agraph 1 of the UNFCCC, which was adopted in 1992, states: “The Parties should protect
the climate system [...] on the basis of equity and in accordance with their common but
differentiated responsibilities ...”. This principle of “differentiated responsibilities” reveals
a disparity between developing and industrialized countries in carrying the burden of miti-
gation of climate change. Based on this principle, India expected to receive financial sup-
port for their climate activities from the global North, since climate change is mainly due
to past emissions from the latter (Atteridge et al. 2012). This manifested paradigm deter-
mined India’s climate policy. Another principle that India has adhered to is that of equity,
in the sense of having a right to emit as much as the industrialized countries (Bidwai 2012).
Equality, however, should not be measured in terms of the absolute emissions of countries,
but rather in terms of per-capita emissions (Shukla and Dhar 2011). In India, the per-capita
CO2 emissions have increased 1.6-fold between 1990 and 2017 (Our World in Data 2020).
Nevertheless, in 2017 it only had per-capita emissions of 1.8 tons, while, for example, Ger-
many emitted 9.7 tons CO2 per capita (Our World in Data 2020). Since India’s per-capita
emissions would be far lower than those of industrialized countries and many developing
countries, India did not see itself as responsible for entering into emission reduction com-
mitments (Jayaram 2018). Instead, it insisted on the right on equal per-capita emissions.
These two principles are also reflected in the National Environment Policy (NEP). In
2006, the NEP was introduced to set the framework for India’s environmental policy. It
concentrates on local environmental degradation, and climate change is only a small part
of it. While India recognizes that climate change is a global problem that poses a threat to
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India and other developing countries, it sees the responsibility as lying with the industrial-
ized countries due to its low per-capita emissions (only 4% of the USA’s and 8% of Ger-
many’s levels in the year 1994, as the NEP states) (Government of India 2006:42). India’s
understanding of equity is expressed by: “Equal per-capita entitlements of global environ-
mental resources to all countries” (Government of India 2006:43). The NEP demonstrates
the subordinate position of mitigation by emphasizing India’s “[o]ver-riding priority of the
right to development” (Government of India 2006:43).

India’s early climate policy was also determined by the assumption that mitigation
slows down economic growth and must therefore be weighed against national goals such
as poverty reduction (Atteridge et al. 2012). It was feared that India’s development would
be harmed, especially by energy-saving measures, as this could slow down rural electrifica-
tion (Parikh and Parikh 2002). As long as India saw its development of economic prosper-
ity threatened by mitigation actions, voluntary measures were only rarely taken (Sathaye
et al. 2006). The NEP explicitly mentions the economic costs that would arise from taking
mitigation measures: “... abatement of GHGs, would involve significant economic costs”
(Government of India 2006:41). Therefore, in the first phase of climate policy, mitigation
was seen more as a threat to economic growth (Isaksen and Stokke 2014), and possible
development co-benefits were not considered.

The national action plan on climate change (NAPCC)

Starting in 2007, India changed its climate policy, which eventually led to the adoption of
the National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC) in 2008. The climate debate was
being increasingly taken up nationally (Dubash 2013). The equity principle became gradu-
ally less relevant due to three other aspects that influenced or fueled climate policy: The
“hiding behind the poor” debate,” the growing need for climate adaptation measures, and
the existing energy insecurity caused by economic growth combined with a lack of supply
(Dubash 2013). So, on the one hand, India became increasingly aware of its vulnerability
and the danger this posed to its economic growth. On the other hand, it began embrac-
ing mitigation as an opportunity to achieve its development goals. For example, it realized
that creating a solar manufacturing hub could boost its economy (Mayrhofer and Gupta
2015). India also faced increasing international pressure to take climate action in order not
to endanger other foreign co-operations, such as the Indo—US nuclear deal or relations with
China.

The NAPCC sets the framework for India’s actions against climate change. It outlines
“eight missions” that include both mitigation and adaptation, with an enhanced focus
on solar power and energy efficiency. Probably the two most important missions are the
National Solar Mission, with the goal of deploying 20 GW of grid-connected solar power
by 2022 (later extended to 100 GW [Government of India 2020a]) and the National Mis-
sion of Enhanced Energy Efficiency, which, among other things, resulted in the introduc-
tion of the Perform Achieve and Trade (PAT) system. This is a market-based instrument
that encourages large energy consumers in the industry to trade energy-saving certificates
and is the first energy efficiency trading scheme adopted by developing countries (Virmani
and Rao 2015).

2 The “hiding behind the poor” debate was triggered by a Greenpeace report on the positive link between
emissions and wealth in India (see, e.g., Chakravarty and Ramana, 2011).
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Even if the NAPCC demonstrates India’s steps toward greater climate action, its devel-
opment goals determine the agenda. Almost all of the stated principles are related to devel-
opment objectives, such as poverty alleviation, economic growth, energy security, and
technological progress, and are closely linked to its need to adapt to climate change. Never-
theless, the NAPCC is an important step, indicating that India has changed its attitude that
mitigation and development are contradictory. Instead, it recognizes that pursuing develop-
ment could have co-benefits for the climate. This was a turning point in India’s climate pol-
icy. Especially the acknowledgement of the close link between mitigation and energy secu-
rity concerns has paved the way for more climate action (Dubash 2013). Co-benefits were
evident in areas such as energy efficiency, urban development, and water supply (Dubash
et al. 2018). There was a shift from considering mitigation as a threat to the acceptance
of the co-benefits approach. However, the country’s interpretation is characterized by the
development-first attitude. The NAPCC indicates that effects on sustainable development
are not co-benefits from many of the introduced measures, but the positive effects on the
climate result as co-benefits of measures that actually promote development. The state-
ment that “The National Action Plan on Climate Change identifies measures that promote
our development objectives while also yielding co-benefits for addressing climate change
effectively” (Government of India, 2008:2) at the beginning of the NAPCC demonstrates
India’s priority.

At the state level, this is even more evident. The NAPCC requests all Indian states to
submit “State Action Plans on Climate Change” (SAPCC), which should present state-
level climate activities (Chandel, 2016). However, these documents are often agendas for
social and economic development with possible co-benefits for the climate (Atteridge et al.
2012). In addition, the implementation of measures outlined in the SAPCCs often fails due
to a lack of co-ordination between central and state governments with respect to responsi-
bility and funding (Pahuja et al. 2014). India balances between addressing the development
and adaptation needs of the states, and the increasing international motivations to mitigate
climate change (Atteridge et al. 2012).

In addition, the NAPCC is still based on India’s principles of “differentiated responsibil-
ities” (Dubash and Ghosh 2019) and equity: “We are convinced that the principle of equity
that must underlie the global approach must allow each inhabitant of the earth an equal
entitlement to the global atmospheric resource” (Government of India 2008:2). Insisting
on the equity principle, India also appeases industrialized countries by claiming: “... India
is determined that its per capita greenhouse gas emissions will at no point exceed that of
developed countries even as we pursue our development objectives” (Government of India
2008:2). Conflicts of interest are evident both at the state level and at the international
level. Despite holding on to these notions, the NAPCC is an important step in India’s cli-
mate policy, as it acknowledges that development and mitigation are closely linked and
co-benefits can be realized.

Preparatory actions in the run-up to the COP 15 in Copenhagen

India took the next important step in its climate policy in 2009. India teamed up with three
emerging economies—Brazil, China, and South Africa—to jointly represent their interests
at the Conference of the Parties (COP) 15 in Copenhagen. Joining this alliance initiated by
China had also strategic reasons, as China is an important trading partner and as a neigh-
bor a relevant factor for India’s national security (Atteridge et al. 2012). This alliance of
the four so-called “BASIC countries” gave India more power in the negotiations with the
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industrialized countries, as the emerging economies together are responsible for about one-
third of global emissions from energy use and are therefore a significant player in combat-
ing climate change (Shukla and Dhar 2011). In negotiations that preceded the COP 15,
India voluntarily committed to reduce its emissions intensity of GDP by 20-25% compared
to 2005 by 2020 (Jayaram 2018).

Nevertheless, the resulting Copenhagen Accord was not very successful in resolving cli-
mate action. Instead of binding commitments or more far-reaching international co-opera-
tion, countries only made general statements regarding their climate targets (Hunter 2010).
This and the emphasis on sustainable development in the Copenhagen Accord indicates
the strong negotiating power of the BASIC alliance. Again, the principle of “differenti-
ated responsibilities” (Article 1, Copenhagen Accord) and equity considerations (Article 2,
Copenhagen Accord) were laid down. In addition, it was also recognized that climate pro-
tection taken by developing countries is subordinate to their development goals: ... social
and economic development and poverty eradication are the first and overriding priorities
of developing countries ...” (UNFCCC, 2009). This virtually gave developing countries
permission for their development-first attitude. Therefore, it can be argued that the Copen-
hagen Accord was disappointing for the global goal of mitigation, but it was satisfying for
India, the other BASIC countries, and the rest of the developing world.

The internationally committed plan against climate change

The COP 21 in Paris in 2015 marks a watershed in international climate policy because
India and all parties of the UNFCCC agreed to limit the man-made global temperature
increase caused by the greenhouse effect to 1.5 °C compared to pre-industrial levels.
Around this time, India took an active part in international climate policy (Isaksen and
Stokke 2014). India founded the International Solar Alliance (ISA), which has 122 member
countries to date and aims to promote the use and quality improvements of solar energy
(IEA 2018). Moreover, the government also set the target of installing 175 GW of renew-
able energy by 2022 (Mohan 2017). This is also due to its recognition that mitigation has
valuable co-benefits for its energy goals.

As India is heavily dependent on crude oil imports, a shift toward renewable energies
also helps to enhance energy security. India imports 80% of its crude oil needs (Dalei and
Gupta 2020). Crude oil covers 20% of the total energy supply (ISA, 2020a). This depend-
ence, mainly on countries in the Middle East and Africa (Tiewsoh et al. 2017), could be
reduced by supporting other energies, such as renewables. The pursuit of energy security
is likely to have contributed to India’s commitment to expand climate-friendly energies.
The adoption of the co-benefits approach, and the growing understanding and media cover-
age of the causes and effects of climate change have influenced India’s climate activities
(Jayaram 2018). In 2014, this even resulted in the renaming of India’s “Ministry of Envi-
ronment and Forests” as “Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change.”

With the signing of the Paris Agreement and the associated commitment to pursue its
Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) submitted in the run-up to COP 21, India
agreed to contribute jointly to the global goal of climate change mitigation. For the first
time, India and other developing countries made an international binding commitment to
fulfill mitigation targets. The NDC, which describes the climate targets and action plans for
2021-2030, is the second key document for India’s climate policy alongside the NAPCC.
The NDC proposes three quantitative pledges: emission intensity is to be reduced 33-35%
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by 2030 from 2005 levels (Pledge 3), the share of non-fossil fuel-based energy is to be
increased to 40% (Pledge 4), and a carbon sink of 2.5-3 billion tons of CO2eq is to be cre-
ated through afforestation (Pledge 5) (Government of India 2015:29).

Despite these commitments, India has not fully renounced its principle of equity: “Our
objective is to establish an effective, cooperative and equitable global architecture based on
climate justice and the principles of Equity and Common But Differentiated Responsibili-
ties and Respective Capabilities, under the UNFCCC” (Government of India 2015:3). So,
the paradigm of “differentiated responsibilities” is also valid. This is reflected in India’s
making its climate targets dependent on financial and technological support from other
countries: “... and being sanguine about the unencumbered availability of clean technolo-
gies and financial resource from around the world, ...” (Government of India 2015:29).

India clarifies which goal it pursues primarily by stating: “... where eradication of pov-
erty is one of the foremost priorities” (Government of India 2015:4f). However, the NDC
also indicates a small shift toward a greater emphasis on mitigation: “... to exploit the co-
benefits of addressing climate change along with promoting economic growth” (Govern-
ment of India 2015:7). Although this statement suggests that a climate-first strategy is also
possible, the NDC in general and India’s policy actions continue to be focused on the pur-
suit of development. In the literature, India’s NDC is assessed as disappointing. The com-
mitments are seen as too unambitious and inconsistent with domestic policy (Mohan and
Wehnert 2018). It refers to the NAPCC, lists a large number of measures and policies that
are already in place or planned, and shows little progress (Dubash and Ghosh 2019). Even
though efficiency improvements are planned, India intends to stick to its coal-based energy
generation: “... coal will continue to dominate power generation in future” (Government of
India 2015:10). Most of the measures are described as climate protection, but with the con-
dition that development is guaranteed. Even if measures serve mainly the purpose of miti-
gation, these are always strongly linked to development goals (Dubash and Ghosh 2019).

As in the NAPCC, the co-benefits approach is also adopted in the NDC. While the
NAPCC tends to be more a national development agenda with co-benefits for the cli-
mate, the NDC is designed for international communication and is thus actually primarily
intended to pledge climate targets. India’s dichotomy between national and international
interests is apparent here. The co-benefits approach is used to present a good image abroad
and promote international relations, while at the same time communicating domestically
that development goals are the first to be achieved (Mayrhofer and Gupta 2015).

So, the measures to mitigate climate change described in the NDC do not greatly exceed
those in the NAPCC, are dependent on financial support from developed countries, and
the paradigm of equity still applies. These factors indicate that India maintains its devel-
opment-first attitude. However, a small progress in shifting the focus more to mitigation
with development co-benefits is apparent in the NDC. How India’s stance on the relation-
ship between climate and development will develop further will possibly be reflected in an
updated and more ambitious NDC as the first five-year cycle of the NDC ends.

Policy goals during a crisis

The difficulty of reconciling national development goals with the international fight against
climate change became obvious in 2020. The COVID-19 pandemic has severe economic
consequences worldwide. In India, repeated lockdowns have massively reduced economic
activity, which also has consequences for the energy sector (TERI, 2020). It is estimated
that the GDP fell by 9.3% between April and June 2020 (Statista 2020a). In reaction to this
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situation, the Indian government launched an action plan in mid-May. Under the program
“Atmanirbhar Bharat Abhiyan”, meaning “Self-reliant India Mission”, wide-ranging eco-
nomic assistance is promised. The national plan covers five areas—economy, infrastruc-
ture, system, vibrant demography, and demand (Government of India 2020b). Under the
headline “New Horizons of Growth”, policy reforms are presented, especially in the coal
sector.

In 2017, coal accounted for 44% of total energy supply, of which about 13% was
imported (IEA, 2018). India thus imports a share of its main energy sources oil (80%) and
coal (13%). The Atmanirbhar Bharat Abhiyan aims to reduce dependence on other coun-
tries and strengthen the economy. Given that India has one of the largest coal reserves in
the world with 100 billion metric tons (Statista 2020b), the Indian government has decided
to support the national coal industry. To this end, it will auction around 50 coal mines to
the private sector and commercialize the mining industry. The goal is to produce 1 bil-
lion tons more coal by 2023/2024. In addition to this measure, more than 6 billion dollars
will be invested in the expansion of coal infrastructure (Government of India 2020b). This
means that not only will climate-damaging emissions be released, but also important car-
bon sinks will be destroyed by deforestation (see, e.g., Ranjan et al. 2020). In addition, bio-
diversity will be threatened and indigenous population groups displaced (Energiezukunft
2020). The plan indicates that India expects more and faster benefits from coal production,
such as economic growth and independence, than from renewable energies. It is not only
climate commitments that are sacrificed, but also other development goals such as poverty
reduction or the health of the population. Making things even more difficult is the fact that
the coal lobby still holds great sway. This also shows how India is trying to position itself
between regional, national, and international interests. A crisis can quickly lead to shifts in
policy goals and a return to protecting the country’s own economic stability.

Updates from the latest COPs

The perceived equity of climate finance instruments influences the willingness of states to
participate in international agreements. The design or institutional arrangement of climate
finance mechanisms is therefore a key factor. It must be perceived as equitable by all coun-
tries. That this is a formidable challenge is demonstrated in the recent international climate
policy. The Climate Conference in Glasgow COP 26 in November 2021 resulted in the
“Glasgow Climate Pact”. With this, the Parties referred for the first time to the phase-out
of coal-fired power generation and the abolition of inefficient subsidies for fossil fuels, and
again emphasized the 1.5 °C target (United Nations and UK Government, 2021). However,
the result was diluted at the last minute, as China, India, and Iran vetoed it. Instead of
“phase-out” for coal and subsidies, the Glasgow Climate Pact now only says “phase down”.
India illustrated once again that climate justice is a top priority. However, in a speech by
the Prime Minister of India, the goal of net-zero emissions by 2070 was stated. This was
the first time the country announced its intention to become climate-neutral, even though
2070 has been criticized by other countries as being far too late (Hasan 2022).

At the recent COP 27 conference in Sharm el-Sheikh, China and India, which together
with the USA are among the largest CO2 emitters, did not even attend. The conference
was hardly successful in the area of mitigation of climate change. However, a new fund
for compensation of loss and damage was agreed (see United Nations 2022). Even though
it is still unclear for which countries and by whom the funds will be made available, after
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decades of demands from vulnerable states, the creation of the fund is an important signal
of solidarity.

It can be expected that the vulnerability of a state has an increasing impact on inter-
national negotiations. The allocation of financial resources can be an effective strategy to
affect mitigation actions of developing countries.® The future will show how the countries’
effort to implement climate protection measures can be influenced by the allocation of aid.

Conclusion

While the Kyoto Protocol, adopted in 1997, focused on rapid emission reductions, the Paris
Agreement, sealed in 2015, shows a stronger focus on the interaction between mitigation
and sustainable development. This link between the two policy objectives did not emerge
abruptly but is the result of years of development and international climate negotiations.

In India, too, the move from the conviction that the two goals are incompatible to the
understanding that they can mutually benefit each other only became apparent around 2008
in its NAPCC. But even though the co-benefits approach has seen large adoption, India
still adheres to its principles of equity and “differentiated responsibilities”, as the NDC
demonstrates.

As the literature and document study indicates, industrialized countries seek to empha-
size the link to development in order to motivate developing countries to participate in
international climate change mitigation agreements and reduce their GHG emissions.
Developing countries, however, seem convinced that industrialized countries, being the
principal agents of climate change, are under obligation to mitigate, and they are therefore
striving to achieve as few restrictions on their emissions as possible with the maximum
link to their development goals (Najam et al. 2003). Negotiating the balance between the
two policy objectives is always present at international climate conferences. In this respect,
the Paris Agreement can be seen as a successful outcome of negotiations between industri-
alized and developing countries. On the one hand, for the first time, developing countries
have made internationally binding commitments to reduce their GHG emissions; on the
other hand, industrialized countries have stated that the consideration of development goals
is indispensable. Article 2 of the agreement stipulates that the common goal of keeping
global warming below 2 degrees be addressed “in the context of sustainable development”
(UNFCCC 2015).

Despite the strong presence of the development target in the Paris Agreement, it is likely
that, given their reduction commitments, the attitude of developing countries will shift fur-
ther from development-first to climate-first. However, the current crises can halt this pro-
cess, revealing just how fragile the balance between mitigation and development is, as the
last COPs also showed.
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