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Climate Policy, Automation, Climate and Ethics (PACE) are at the heart of significant 
global changes that in turn affect corporate behaviours and governance. 

This year, Britain has the privilege of hosting the 26th Conference of Parties (COP26), 
a United Nations climate change conference. Between 1 November and 12 November, 
more than 190 world leaders, as well as tens of thousands of negotiators, government 
representatives, businesses and citizens, congregate in Glasgow for 12 days of talks on 
how to tackle the climate change crisis. 
These conferences have been taking place for 30 years, but 
this year is particularly significant, as all parties are required 
to submit their Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) 
for reducing carbon emissions, leading to the completion of 
the Paris Agreement (for countries to work together to limit 
global warming by 1.5 degrees and adapt to the impacts of a 
changing climate) rulebook. 

The Objective of COP26
Climate change is an immediate crisis, with the effects 
already being felt across the world in the form of forest fires, 
flooding, deforestation and unseasonal weather conditions. 
COP is intended to fuel a sense of global momentum in world 
leaders, businesses and civil society, as it is critical that we 
act with urgency to prevent climate change. 

Last week, COP President Alok Sharma set out four key 
areas covering what we intend to achieve at the conference.

1.  Mitigation – To reduce carbon emissions and secure 
global net-zero by 2050 to ensure that the target of a 
1.5-degree increase in temperature remains achievable.

2.  Adaption – To protect our communities and habitats that 
are vulnerable to the effects of climate change and restore 
ecosystems by building defences and putting warning 
systems in place to avoid the loss of homes and livelihoods.

3.  Mobilise finance – An increase in finance is needed to 
fund emissions reductions and the transition to net-zero. 
Furthermore, these funds need to be accessible. A target 
of US$100 billion a year in climate finance has been set 
by the international community to support the transition. 

4. Collaboration – In order to achieve our ambitions, 
government, businesses and civilians need to  
work together. 

The COP26 Landscape
Despite the turbulence of the past year, the pandemic and 
a sequence of geopolitical changes have resulted in an 
optimum time for the conference to take place. 

The completion of Brexit means that COP26 will receive the 
meaningful attention that it deserves from leadership, and 
the necessary media coverage required to promote action. 

The new US administration is committed to tackling climate 
change, unlike its predecessors, and has re-signed the Paris 
Agreement. As one of the biggest polluters in the world, 
its participation is vital to achieving the 1.5-degree target. 
Additionally, some low and medium income countries have 
been gifted with more time to prepare their NDCs, and there 
have been newfound commitments to tackle climate change 
from China, Japan and South Korea – a region that has 
previously been reluctant to join the cause. 

This year, COP 15 (focused on food systems and biological 
diversity) is also taking place, and the UK is chairing both 
the G20 and G7 summits. From a strategic perspective, 
the serendipitous way these events have fallen allows 
stakeholders to tackle the major interconnected challenges 
facing society with cohesive planning and action, establish 
climate change at the top of political agendas, and invoke a 
sense of urgency to respond.  

Last March, COVID-19 brought the world to a standstill, and 
the environment reaped the benefits through reduced carbon 
emissions and improved air quality, demonstrating the scale 
of the impact of our daily lives on the planet. The manner 
in which we globally adapted to manage the pandemic 
evidences how rapidly we are able to adapt. It is, therefore, 
inexcusable to not make the necessary changes to tackle 
climate change with urgency. 
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Moreover, rebuilding our economy around a green and just 
transition is imperative for post-pandemic prosperity. The 
transition to net-zero will create investment opportunities, 
new jobs, and health and lifestyle benefits, that will make the 
UK a more attractive destination to live, work and invest, and 
the government has created frameworks (The Ten Point Plan) 
to support this transition. 

Bringing COP26 to the Regions
How does COP26 translate from an international conference 
into regional and local level action?

The COP26 Engagement team has established a number of 
campaigns and initiatives that it is encouraging organisations 
to participate in. 

The Race to Zero Campaign is an opportunity for cities and 
businesses to commit to going net-zero by 2050 or earlier by 
publishing a short-to-medium-term (5-to-10-year) action plan to 
achieve their goals, and sign up to science-based targets that 
independently assess and monitor their progress. Participants 
are encouraged to rally support from other businesses to 
do the same, be it in their supply chain, their investments, 
through employee and customer actions, in order to encourage 
a step-change in behaviour across society. 

There are also a number of specific transition initiatives that 
organisations can sign up to, including:

• Clean transport – Focused on the transition to electric 
vehicles. Organisations can sign up to the EV100 initiative, 
which commits to turning their fleet of vehicles 100% electric. 

• Power transition – Focused on the move away from coal 
and increasing the uptake of renewable energy. The RE100 
initiative encourages organisations to commit to sourcing 
their energy from 100% renewable resources. Similarly, 
the EE100 initiative encourages organisations to sign up to 
improving the energy efficiency of their buildings. 

• Nature-based solutions – Focused on the impacts of 
deforestation, principally the impacts of big commodities, 
including beef, coffee, cocoa, soy and palm oil, on 
deforestation and finding more sustainable agricultural 
means to mitigate their impacts. 

• Increased access to finance – The Taskforce for Climate 
Related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) was recently 
established to improve and increase climate-related 
financial reporting, in order to help the financial markets 
manage risk. In November 2020, the Chancellor of the 
Exchequer announced that TCFD reporting would be 
mandatory for UK businesses from 2021, but the benefit of 
TCFD reporting is the attraction of private investment. 

• Adaptation resilience – Focused on developing our 
resilience to the effects of climate change, including flood 
defences and warning systems, etc.

In addition to these campaigns and initiatives, the COP26 
engagement unit is utilising pre-COP events to galvanise 
nationwide momentum for the transition to net-zero. These 
include the G7 and G20 summits, London Climate Action 
Week and social media campaign #TogetherForOurPlanet. 

Similarly, in December 2020, the UK hosted a Climate 
Ambitions Summit to mark the fifth anniversary of the 
Paris Agreement, which presented an opportunity to profile 
ambitious NDCs, and commitments from UK businesses and 
organisations. In addition, it provided a platform for youth 
groups, indigenous groups and civil society organisations to 
promote their calls to action.

Bringing COP26 to Yorkshire
Leeds City Council recognises the high priority of tackling 
climate change. Over the past decade, the council has 
worked hard to make climate change ambitions a reality, 
including achieving carbon neutrality by 2030. 

It already has one of the largest green fleets in the country, 
encompassing hundreds of electric vehicles, the impact of 
which means that a Clean Air Zone is no longer required. 
Similarly, it has made a £165 million investment in a mass 
transit system that is more affordable to the public, and will 
help reduce the carbon footprint. In addition, it is working 
with White Rose Forest Partnership to double the forest 
coverage in the city. 

One of its most significant achievements to date is the 
introduction of an energy-for-waste plant, initially intended 
to increase recycling. However, the council did not stop 
there, as the heat produced from the recycling process is 
now used to heat the city centre, carbon-free. In turn, this 
district-heating scheme has halved the cost of fuel bills for 
some of the poorest people in the city, and is proving popular 
with both local residents and businesses. The council plans 
to extend this district-heating scheme further afield, and is 
in talks with Northern Gas Networks regarding the city’s 
involvement in the role out of hydrogen for domestic heating. 

One of the biggest challenges for Leeds to achieve net-zero 
is reducing carbon emissions from the airport. Closing the 
airport is not an option, as this would likely increase carbon 
emissions by forcing tourists to travel to alternative airports, 
and would disadvantage poorer communities who are unable 
to travel further afield to catch flights. Tackling emissions 
from the airline industry cannot be achieved at a local level, 
but requires both national and international strategies. 

Partnerships at regional and national levels are the key to 
successfully tackling the larger environmental challenges, 
as each tier creates leverage for resources, resilience and 
creative solutions. 
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There are already some great examples of these partnerships 
taking place across Yorkshire, including:

• Yorkshire Water and The National Trust working to 
deliver Yorkshire Water’s land strategy in an environmentally 
friendly way 

• Hull and Living with Water working to install flood 
measures, as Hull is one of the most vulnerable cities to 
flooding in Europe 

• York and North Yorkshire Local Enterprise Partnership 
working to make the rural economy more sustainable 

A Climate Commission has also been established by Professor 
Andy Gouldson, at Leeds University. Utilising learning from 
the Stern Review, the intention of the committee is to drive, 
support and connect meaningful action in the fight against 
climate change, as well as managing a just transition to carbon 
neutrality, in order to reap the economic rewards. 

Bringing COP26 to the People
Although government and industry have a significant role to 
play in driving a successful transition to net-zero, the wider 
public also have an important role in making these goals a 
reality by adopting behavioural changes and adapting to new 
environmentally friendly societal norms.  

The Together for Our Planet campaign provides an 
opportunity for local communities and people across the UK 
to get involved and build a sense of momentum by promoting 
their actions on social media using #TogetherForOurPlanet.

Such a campaign has a strong appeal to the younger 
generation, who have an important voice in the transition to 
net-zero, as this is the generation that will have to live with 
the serious consequences of climate change, including health 
problems, housing and food shortages, and the devastating 
effects of natural disasters. COP26 recognises the 
importance of the next-gen voice with The Youth Summit, 
hosted by Milan in September. 

Furthermore, it is the younger generation who are leading the 
way in changing societal norms. Millennials have long been 
aware of the implications of global warming through their 
education, hence they are more likely to recycle, save energy, 
and walk instead of drive. There are some environmentally 
friendly behaviour changes that are increasingly considered 
trendy, such as a vegan lifestyle, fashionable tote bags and 
vintage shopping. 

One of the key concerns of millennials as we transition 
to net-zero is affordability. Whilst there are many exciting 
carbon-friendly initiatives in the pipeline, the majority are 
unaffordable to the generation who are most engaged with 
fighting climate change. For example, electric vehicles are 
predicted to be more expensive than current vehicles, and 
the majority of millennials are living in rented apartment 
blocks that lack the infrastructure to own an electric vehicle. 

In order for the transition to net-zero to be a success, it is 
critical for decision-makers to engage with the younger 
generation and understand how to create affordable change.

Continuing the Momentum of COP26
The transition to net-zero is too great to be driven by 
government, industry or the public alone. Collaboration is 
necessary at the international, regional and local levels to 
overcome challenges that will be encountered on the route 
to net-zero, but the transition will be an exciting revolution to 
experience, with fascinating new technology being unveiled 
and a significant shift in societal behaviour. By promoting the 
positivity of change, including the lifestyle, health benefits 
and technology that we will gain, rather than the lifestyle we 
are losing, COP26, with regional and local support, has the 
potential to spark a green revolution. 
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With thanks to the panellists at the In the Circle Conference, 
Yorkshire

• Tom Riordan – CEO at Leeds City Council

•  Nick Baker – Deputy Director for Business & Engagement, 
COP26 Unit

• Simon Pringle – Yorkshire & Humber Climate 
Commissioner, Associate Member of Chatham House, 
Project Rome

• Emily Gee – Research Assistant at Royal Holloway and 
University of Sheffield Alumni 
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