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Climate Change and India’s Foreign Policy  
 
Tilottama Mukherjee 
 
Abstract Concerns over climate change 
and approaches to mitigate its adverse 
impact have emerged as a major issue in 
international arena in the 21st Century. 
Developing world led by India and China, 
both economic giants, is continuously 
negotiating with the mighty West to 
secure and safeguard its interests while 
building consensus over safeguards and 
various action and measures to stave off 
Climate Change. The ‘Climate 
Diplomacy’ of India and China, along 
with the support of other countries of the 
‘third world’, has provided them an 
opportunity to strengthen their bilateral 
and regional cooperation on this issue. 
This paper aims to highlight the chief 
focus of today’s global political debate on 
climate change and how India has evolved 
its foreign policy over the years to meet 
the present challenges.  
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responsibilities 
 
CLIMATE CHANGE: GENERAL 
TRENDS IN INDIAN FOREIGN 
POLICY 
India, presently the fourth largest carbon 
emitter in the world (after China, the 

United States and the European Union) 
has often been pulled up by the Western 
world as a not-so-responsible energy user. 
India, along with China and other 
countries of the developing world has 
been very vocal in propagating the 
principle of “common but differentiated 
responsibilities” in matters of 
environmental protection and policies on 
climate change. This principle refers to 
the belief in international environmental 
law which establishes that all States are 
responsible for addressing climate change 
and environmental destruction; however, 
not all States are equally responsible. This 
means that it is totally justified that all 
States should actively participate in 
mitigating global environmental problems 
yet not all are equally capable in terms of 
their levels of economic development to 
equally contribute towards meeting the 
challenge. In such a situation it is the 
moral responsibility of the developed 
countries to support the developing 
countries in their efforts toward 
addressing the environmental problems, 
by providing them with adequate financial 
support and facilitating technology 
transfers to help them move towards clean 
energy.  
This notion has been intensively 
propagated by India and China in last few 
decades so that they can continue on their 
path of development without cutting their 
carbon emission to an unfeasible level, yet 
at the same time using the non- renewable 
sources of energy judiciously. India’s 
foreign policy regarding climate change, 
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under successive governments, has always 
been emphasizing the fact that climate 
change that has occurred is the result of 
accumulated greenhouse gas emissions 
over past centuries. Historically, the West 
is the major culprit. Therefore, the 
developing world with India and China as 
its vanguard, refuse to accept such a 
distorted global model of fighting climate 
change which seeks to put the common 
responsibility on every country to fight the 
scourge of climate change, without paying 
any heed to the development needs of the 
third world countries. Western countries’ 
arguments also do not take into 
cognizance the fact that most of these 
countries are still reeling under 
disappointing levels of poverty and low 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in their 
own countries which makes them 
incapable to use the latest high- cost 
technologies to cut carbon emission. 
Moreover, India has been arguing in 
various United Nations Climate Change 
Conferences that in such a scenario, the 
West should bear the cost of funding 
necessary technologies and must facilitate 
technology transfers to less developed 
countries.  
Such an argument, however, is not new in 
the domain of India’s foreign policy. In 
fact, way back in 1972, India’s Prime 
Minister Mrs Indira Gandhi had remarked 
in the UN Stockholm Conference:  
 

“Many of the advanced countries of 
today have reached their present 
affluence by their domination over 

other races and countries, the 
exploitation of their own natural 
resources. They got a head- start 
through sheer ruthlessness, 
undisturbed by feelings of 
compassion or by abstract theories of 
freedom, equality or justice…We do 
not wish to impoverish the 
environment any further yet we 
cannot for a moment forget the grim 
poverty of large numbers of people. 
Are not poverty and need the greatest 
polluters?”  
 

Therefore, since the time of the Rio Earth 
Summit in 1992, India has always been 
hammering the issue of historical 
responsibility of the developed countries 
and thus, India along with China 
spearheaded the movement for 
establishing the principle of “common but 
differentiated responsibilities”. They 
achieved success when Article 3 of the 
Rio Climate Accords at the conclusion of 
the Rio Earth Summit adopted the 
principle of “common but differentiated 
responsibilities”, despite immense 
pressure from a section of the Western 
world. The Rio Earth Summit of 1992 
remains a very significant event till date 
as it agreed on some very important 
measures to combat climate change. For 
instance, it led to the establishment of the 
United Nations Framework Conventions 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and the 
establishment of the United Nations 
Commission on Sustainable Development.  
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Furthermore, when during the Kyoto 
Climate Conference of 1997, the 
developed Western countries were 
pressurizing the developing world to 
shoulder greater responsibilities to fight 
climate change, deft diplomacy on the part 
of leaders of India and China could 
successfully offset such an effort and the 
Kyoto Protocol not only re- iterated the 
principle of “common but differentiated 
responsibilities”, it also refrained from 
levying on the developing world, any 
other additional commitments or any 
time- frame to cut carbon emissions. 
Moreover, India could succeed in forming 
a ‘Green Group’ comprising seventy two 
developing countries with the purpose of 
showing unity and solidarity on the global 
platform to thwart any undue pressure 
from the West in the name of cutting 
carbon emissions. However, after the 
Kyoto Summit, a new line of argument 
was put forward by the West that not all 
developing countries stand on the same 
platform. They highlighted the role of 
Brazil, South Africa, India and China 
(BASIC), the most emerging economies, 
as the most important polluters in the 
developing world. Therefore, since the 
Bali United Nations Conference in 2007, 
India’s foreign policy towards climate 
change got modified a bit and it started 
accepting voluntary carbon use mitigation 
efforts, on the premise that the Western 
world would be more generous in coming 
forward to provide greater financial 
support and genuine help in technology 
transfers to the developing world. India, 
more particularly after the Bali Summit of 
2007, reshaped its foreign policy in this 
regard and pledged to reduce carbon 
emission by 20-25 per cent by 2020 as 

against 2005. This was a major shift from 
the stance that India adopted during the 
1972 Stockholm Conference and the 1992 
Rio Earth Summit, much of which is 
because of increasing international 
pressure on India, China and other fast 
growing economies to conform to the 
global environmental principles.  
 
THE PARIS CLIMATE ACCORDS: 
INDIA’S PERCEPTION 
The most recent climate accord that has 
been reached upon by consensus on 12 
December 2015 within the fold of United 
Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) is the Paris 
Climate Accords. The Paris Agreement 
stipulates the contracting members to put 
in their highest efforts through ‘nationally 
determined contributors’ (NDCs) and to 
strengthen these efforts in the years ahead. 

Table 1: Top Ten Polluting Countries 
(The Hindustan Times, 3rd October, 2016) 

Country Total carbon dioxide 
emission from the 
consumption of energy 
(in million metric tons) 

China 8715.31 

U.s 5490.63 

Russia 1788.14 

India 1725.76 

Japan 1180.62 

Germany 748.49 

Iran 624.86 

South Korea 610.95 
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This includes requirements that all parties 
report regularly on their emissions and on 
their implementation efforts. There will 
also be a global stock- take after every 
five years to assess the collective progress. 
Interestingly enough, Articles 9, 10 and 11 
stipulate the developed countries to 
support the efforts of the developing 
countries to build clean, climate- resilient 
futures, encouraging voluntary 
contributions(“What is the Paris 
Agreement?: UNFCCC”). 
India extending its support to the Paris 
Climate Agreement ratified the treaty on 2 
October, 2016. According to the Paris 
Accords, each member country must make 
binding national commitments to restrict 
Carbon Dioxide emission to keep global 
average temperatures from rising above 
1.5 degree Celsius as compared to pre- 
industrial years. India, which is an active 
party to the Accords, has made known its 
plans to reduce its Carbon Dioxide 
emissions (emission per unit of GDP) by 
33-35 percent by 2030 and increasing its 
dependence on non- fossil fuels, that is, 
renewable energy sources and India has 
pledged to increase its forest cover by 5 
million hectares by 2030(Adoption of the 
Paris Agreement 2015). 
However, in a very surprising move, the 
United States pulled out of the Paris 
Agreement in June 2017. Amidst the 
whole raising hue and cry on this issue, 
President Donald Trump has justified his 
decision by arguing that such an 
agreement would have been disastrous for 
his country and has blatantly charged 
India and China as the most significant 
beneficiaries of this agreement. He is 
particularly against Articles 9, 10 and 11 
which instruct the developed countries to 

support the developing countries in the 
transitional phase of combating climate 
changes. To quote Trump:  
 

“…we have massive energy reserves. 
We have coal. We have so much…And 
basically, they were saying, ‘Don’t use 
it. You can’t use it.’ So what it does is 
it makes us uncompetitive with other 
countries.” He further remarks, “Other 
countries, big countries- India and 
others- we had to pay, because they 
considered them a growing 
country…They were a growing 
country. I said, what are we? Are we 
allowed to grow, too? Ok? No…They 
call India a developing nation. They 
call China a developing nation. But the 
US? We are developed. We can 
pay.”(“Trump blames India, China for 
his decision to withdraw from Paris 
climate deal” 2018).  

 
Thus, when the Western world is pointing 
fingers at India and China for the initial 
setback of the Paris Agreement, India’s 
the then Minister of Power remarked in 
the Documentary entitled “An 
Inconvenient Sequel: Truth to Power”:  
 

“I will do the same thing after hundred 
and fifty years, after I have used my 
coal, after I have got my people jobs, 
after I have created my infrastructure, 
highways and roads, when I have 
technology, when my people earn 
57,000 per capita income, using low 
cost fossil fuel- based energy, the way 
the US did for hundred and fifty years. 
It is very easy to say now ‘oh, we are 
not using coal’ but what about the past. 
So, I am only asking for the carbon 
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space that you utilized for hundred and 
fifty years” (“Inconvenient truth for 
India in Al Gore’s documentary?” 
2017).  

 
Thus, we see, India stuck in the quagmire of 
duality of presently being a major emitter of 
greenhouse gases and at the same time 
historically not responsible for the present 
scenario of climate change. Despite India’s 
phenomenal economic growth in last few 
decades, it still has a whopping twenty one 
percentage of population languishing below 
the poverty line. Therefore, after the 
withdrawal of the US from the Paris 
Accord, India and China have great 
opportunities to emerge as global leaders in 
combating climate change. The Prime 
Minister of India, Narendra Modi has 
described the agreement as part of “our 
duty to protect Mother Earth” and has 
promised to go even “beyond” the Paris 
Accords in this respect. (“Trump climate 
deal: Modi vows to go beyond Paris 
accord” 2017). 
Therefore, till the very recently concluded 
Paris Climate Agreement, India, along with 
the help of mighty China, have been 
successful in thwarting the pressures from a 
section of the Western world to do away 
with the principles of “common but 
differentiated responsibilities” and 
obligation to provide financial and technical 
support to the developing countries by the 
developed ones. The US- led section of the 
Western world argues if China and India 
can at all be put in the same bracket with 
other developing countries in the 21st 
Century. With the tremendous economic 
growth of both China and India, both the 
countries realize that the Paris Agreement 
was a ‘very hard fought one’ (Elliott et al. 

2017). It is heartening that India is 
promising to “go beyond” the Paris Accords 
and contribute significantly to the global 
fight against climate change, yet its high 
percentage of citizens reeling below 
poverty line, domestic economic challenges 
and lack of sufficient modern technologies 
at its disposal, are the major roadblocks in 
the way of India’s making major strides in 
fighting climate change.  
 
COMBATING CLIMATE CHANGE: 
EMERGENCE OF SINO- INDIAN 
LEADERSHIP IN THE 21ST 
CENTURY  
Realizing fully well that their unity and 
mutual collaboration is the bulwark 
against Western pressures, India and 
China are increasingly cooperating on the 
issue of Climate Change. This is despite 
the fact that both these countries have 
considerable political and strategic 
differences for decades. Some years back, 
in October 2009, India and China reached 
a bilateral “Agreement on Cooperation on 
Addressing Climate Change”. It reiterated 
the friendship of both these countries on 
the issue of tackling climate change and at 
the same time, reaffirmed the principle of 
“common but differentiated 
responsibilities”. In this Agreement, the 
two sides pledged to hold ministerial 
consultations to deepen mutual 
understanding, strengthen coordination 
and to foster regular exchange of views.  
Furthermore, both these countries agreed 
to establish an India- China Working 
Group on Climate Change, which will be 
responsible to hold annual meetings 
alternately in China and India to exchange 
views on important issues concerning 
international negotiation on climate 
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change, respective domestic policies and 
measures and the implementation of 
related cooperative projects. As areas of 
mutual collaboration, the two sides 
identified the following areas: (a) joint 
research and development activities, 
including commercially viable research 
and development; 5 (b) demonstrations of 
technologies and application 
development; (c) organization of scientific 
seminars, symposia, conferences and 
workshops as well as participation of 
experts in those activities; (d) Public 
Private Partnerships (PPP); (e) Any other 
mode of activity jointly agreed in writing 
by The Two Sides. This agreement 
remains an exemplary one till date as a 
model of cooperation between two Asian 
giants on the issue of climate change, 
leaving their differences of opinion on 
other issues aside (“Agreement on 
Cooperation on Addressing Climate 
Change….”2009). 
With the exit of the United States from the 
Paris Climate Accords, India and China 
have a huge opportunity to play the 
leadership role in climate negotiations and 
proactively commit to fulfill exemplary 
responsibilities in combating Climate 
Change even while balancing their 
respective national developmental needs. 
Moreover, India has prioritized her ties 
with the BRICS (which India has formed 
with Brazil, Russia, China, South Africa) 
and the BASIC countries (a bloc of four 
large newly industrialized countries, 
Brazil, South Africa, China along with 
India) and there is an increasing pressure 
from the Western nations on these 
countries to conform to the global 
environmental norms, standards and 
principles. This necessitates these 

countries to collectively voice their 
concerns and make them heard on the 
international podium. This would require 
united strength and deft diplomacy. It is 
hoped that they would measure up to the 
challenges ahead.   
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