
ARTICLE

A club’s contribution to global climate governance:
the case of the Climate and Clean Air Coalition
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ABSTRACT Not only is the climate changing, but so is global climate governance. Climate

policy initiatives have proliferated within and beyond the United Nations Framework Con-

vention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) regime in a polycentric pattern. Nevertheless, pro-

mised action under the Paris Agreement (PA) is far from being sufficient to achieve its

targets of keeping global warming below 2 °C. A special research focus has emerged on

international ‘climate clubs’, referring to a smaller group’s greater ability to make progress in

international climate policy compared to large global forums. Against this background, our

paper reflects on the club functions of the Climate and Clean Air Coalition (CCAC), a

transnational partnership that aims at slowing the rate of near-term global warming through

the reduction of short-lived climate pollutants (SLCPs). How does the CCAC contribute to

global climate governance and how does this relate to existing structures, such as the

UNFCCC process and the PA? Researchers have generally found that climate clubs can raise

ambition, produce emissions reductions, and/or enhance cooperation, while generating

additional benefits for its members. However, their specific governance contribution remains

rather opaque, for example, how emissions reductions are achieved. There is a lack of

analytical application, knowledge of the political practice and of in-depth case studies of the

clubs concept. This paper contributes to filling this gap by applying central aspects of clubs

research, namely membership and size, public goods, and the provision of additional benefits as

an analytical framework in one in-depth case study of a governance initiative that has not yet

been the subject of academic scrutiny: the CCAC. The results are based on expert interviews

and the analysis of strategic and academic documents. Overall, this research finds that the

CCAC’s largest contribution to global climate governance lies in preparing SLCP emissions

reductions through raising awareness, orchestrating different actors and actions related to

SLCPs, and establishing a large technical cooperation network. To some degree it also directly

implements SLCP reduction projects. Ultimately, it complements the UNFCCC and especially

the Paris Agreement. Members are part of the CCAC because its benefits go beyond climate

change mitigation. Its large transnational membership constellation both supports and

challenges its governance contribution.
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Introduction

The first two decades of the 21st century have seen an
immense number of new policies, regulations, and initia-
tives representing manifold responses to the challenge of

climate change. As of 2017, about 70% of worldwide greenhouse
gas emissions (GHG) have been covered by national climate
strategies or regulations (Iacobuta et al., 2018). Under the Paris
Agreement (PA) of the United Nations Framework Convention
(UNFCCC) countries have pledged to pursue efforts to keep
global warming at ‘well below 2 °C’ through their Nationally
Determined Contributions (NDCs). The sobering evidence is,
however, that these commitments are far from sufficient if added
up; we need to roughly increase our promised emissions reduc-
tions fivefold to achieve the 1.5 °C target (UNEP, 2018).

This situation underscores the need for urgent action beyond
and in addition to what has been promised under the PA so far.
Seen from an analytical perspective, it also gives impetus for the
dynamics of the evolving climate policy landscape, namely the
evolution of a complex, polycentric international climate gov-
ernance architecture. Global climate governance takes place in
multifaceted forms ranging from international environmental
agreements to activities without strict legal character, such as
climate strategies, action plans, non-binding programs, and
mechanisms. The observation that global governance is increas-
ingly shared by non-state actors (Jang et al., 2016) also holds true
for climate policy: beyond the traditional category of states,
subnational and regional actors, transnational coalitions, part-
nerships and alliances are active at the global governance level.

How do such innovative actors contribute to global climate
governance and how does this relate to existing structures, such as
UNFCCC process and the PA?

A growing body of literature takes stock of and examines such
climate governance initiatives. Within this context, one approach
looks at climate clubs, referring to alliances of actors with limited
state and/or non-state membership. Before the adoption of the
PA, many researchers assumed that these climate clubs would
strengthen countries’ commitments and pave the way for an
international climate agreement (Hale, 2011; Victor et al., 2007;
Widerberg and Stenson, 2013). More recently, scholars argue that
their role lies broadly in contributing to emissions reductions or
making more progress in international climate policy cooperation
(Stewart et al., 2017; Hovi et al., 2016; Potoski, 2017). Further
research that looks at mini-lateral and non-state climate initia-
tives describes their contribution as preparing the implementa-
tion of existing governance structures, and orchestrating the
activities of several actors and actions (Abbott et al., 2015; Chan
et al., 2018; Hermwille, 2018).

Notwithstanding, there is a lack of research exploring the
specific nature of climate clubs’ climate governance contributions.
For this purpose a better knowledge of the political practice
would be necessary. Existing literature provides an overview and
categorization of existing climate clubs (i.e. Weischer et al., 2012),
but stops short of in-depth analyses and case studies of climate
governance actors in general and of transnational climate clubs
specifically.

This paper takes up the climate clubs concept in order to
examine the case of the Climate and Clean Air Coalition (CCAC).
The CCAC is a voluntary, transnational partnership that aims at
reducing near-term climate change impact through the integra-
tion of pollutants that affect air quality and the climate. Our
paper aims to make a contribution in several inductive ways: by
structuring existing conceptual assumptions of climate clubs,
extracting empirical insights, and deepening the understanding of
a specific case: the CCAC as a representative of an innovative
global climate governance actor. To the best of our knowledge no
academic analysis of the CCAC has been published. We

ultimately draw conclusions on the CCAC’s contributions to
climate policy and examine it as a concrete example of how
innovative global climate governance actors can support global
processes such as the UNFCCC. We conclude that the CCAC has
the prerequisites to make a relevant contribution because of its
numerous and diverse members, who participate in this club not
only because of the common objective of near-term climate
change mitigation, but also because they receive benefits beyond
this overall goal, e.g. technological support. We see the general
contribution of the CCAC coming closer to research that sees a
‘softer’ role for clubs: not in achieving immediate emissions
reductions or more ambitious reduction commitments, but rather in
preparing and supporting policies, orchestrating actors and creating
awareness. We argue that these activities have an added value for
international climate governance, because the topic of SLCPs is
politically underrated, not tackled under the UNFCCC process, and
is characterized by a still-incomplete scientific knowledge basis.

This article starts off with a glimpse into the academic dis-
cussion on the international climate governance architecture and
then focuses on climate clubs. Three criteria for climate clubs are
distilled from existing approaches and then used as an analytical
framework for understanding the nature of the policy contribu-
tion made by the CCAC. These three criteria are (1) club mem-
bership and size; (2) public goods; and (3) additional benefits or
‘club goods’.

In addition to analyzing strategic and academic documents, we
base our research on semi-structured expert interviews. Inter-
views were conducted with political and academic experts
working with, for, or on the CCAC, including countries, Inter-
governmental and Non-governmental Organizations (IGOs and
NGOs). As our focus is on inside-perspectives from the CCAC, a
majority of interviews were realized with participants from CCAC
member organizations.1

Global climate governance architecture today: innovative
governance initiatives and climate clubs
The empirical reality in the last decade has fueled academic
debates: Slow progress and the failure to include major emitters in
agreements like the Kyoto Protocol were symptomatic in the
2000s and led to perceived gridlock in the formal channels of
climate policy-making. The fatal Copenhagen UNFCCC summit
in 2009 (Conference of the Parties (COP) 15) ended without an
agreement. Failure in the international negotiations left many
constituents frustrated with the multilateral process (Hovi et al.,
2016; Eckersley, 2012). Since then, the climate policy landscape
has broadened significantly and become very complex (Pattberg
and Widerberg, 2017): governance innovations have emerged on
all governmental levels, and diverse non-governmental actors
play a role ranging from traditional environmental movements to
the private sector and to mixed policy initiatives.

These developments have spurred research interest around the
emergence and structure of the global (climate) governance
architecture and its trend towards polycentricity (Jordan et al.,
2015; Oberthür, 2016; Ostrom, 2010) and fragmentation (Bier-
mann et al., 2009; Pattberg et al., 2014; Zelli, 2011). The inter-
national climate policy landscape has become polycentric,
referring to a situation where multiple governing bodies with
considerable independence operate at different scales, com-
plementing the centralized global decision-making (Ostrom,
2010). It is also fragmented, as international institutions co-exist
with different characters, constituencies, spatial scope, and sub-
jects within one policy domain (Biermann et al., 2009).

Against this background, a research focus has evolved around
exploring the role of innovative transnational and non-state
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governance initiatives that complement the UNFCCC policy
process; for example, their potential to contribute to closing the
gap between national commitments and overall targets of the PA
(Chan et al., 2018; Graichen et al., 2016; Hermwille, 2018;
Michaelowa and Michaelowa, 2017). A central term applied by
many of these studies is that of orchestration, referring to a
situation where international and transnational actors (including
UNFCCC) coordinate, initiate, direct, or manage in a rather soft
manner (Abbott et al., 2015; Chan et al., 2018; Hermwille, 2018).
Other authors have highlighted that transnational partnerships
can serve a bridging function, overcoming fragmentation through
permitting dialogue in spite of persistent political conflicts (see
Gupta et al., 2016 on the REDD+ Partnership).

In the realm of the above-mentioned political developments
after COP15 and the described academic debate, the concept of
climate clubs as one of these innovative, sometimes transnational
governance actors, gained momentum. ‘Clubs’ thinking is rooted
in economics and started with the assumption that smaller groups
of actors can make more progress through being more ambitious
in creating optimal outcomes, such as goods and cooperation
(Buchanan, 1965; Olson, 1971), since negotiation becomes easier
(Eckersley, 2012). The concept was then applied to trade, envir-
onment, and climate-related issue areas (see e.g. Abbott, 2012;
Prakash and Potoski, 2006).

‘Climate clubs’ have received increasing attention after coun-
tries were unable to reach an international agreement in 2009
(Falkner et al., 2010; Hale, 2011; Hovi et al., 2016, 2017; Keohane
and Victor, 2011, 2016; Nordhaus, 2015; Sabel and Victor, 2015;
Victor, 2015, 2017; Weischer et al., 2012; Widerberg and Stenson,
2013). A controversial debate was led on the question whether
climate clubs complement or conflict with the UNFCCC
(Widerberg and Stenson, 2013), for example through bypassing
or distracting action on the main GHG CO2. However, most
authors agree that climate clubs have a rather contributing role
for the UNFCCC process (Widerberg and Stenson, 2013; Victor,
2015). Some authors have sought to categorize and locate existing
clubs in the international climate policy landscape (Weischer
et al., 2012), while other approaches have concentrated on the
conditions and constellations on under which a club can be
effective (Hovi et al., 2017).

In the academic debate, no agreement on a definition of cli-
mate clubs, or on what their specific function is or should be,
exists. Nordhaus (2015, p. 1340) proposes that a club is “a
voluntary group deriving mutual benefits from sharing the costs
of producing an activity that has public-good characteristics.”
Alternatively, Hovi et al. (2017, p. 2) outline “a climate club as
any international actor (country) group that (1) starts with fewer
members than the UNFCCC has and (2) aims to cooperate on
climate change mitigation.” Prakash and Potoski (2007) suggest
distinguishing between Buchanan (economic) clubs that have the
purpose of club good production, and voluntary clubs that aim to
produce beneficial social externalities. As climate action is first
and foremost dedicated to public rather than private good crea-
tion (Falkner, 2016), climate policy initiatives hardly exist in the
sense of economic clubs. Building on that, Green (2015) intro-
duced pseudo-clubs as a third category, which refers to initiatives
with non-binding standards, without compliance control.
Recently, Stewart et al. (2017) proposed to understand the con-
cept as a continuum of club-like arrangements, which includes
the whole range from classic economic clubs to looser forms of
coalitions.

Summarizing, we can say that a commonality of many con-
ceptualizations is that they understand climate clubs as a gov-
ernance option that makes progress in international climate
policy that is different than the centralized UNFCCC process.
Some authors suggest what this progress could be: literature

published before the PA’s adoption highlights clubs as a more
effective diplomatic approach to frame out deals (Hale, 2011;
Victor, 2015; Widerberg and Stenson, 2013) or an option to assist
in catalyzing emissions reduction targets in line with science
(Weischer et al., 2012). After the adoption of the PA researchers
examined how a club or smaller group of actors can foster
effective cooperation (Hovi et al., 2017; Sælen, 2016). Even
though several authors argue that climate clubs can spur emis-
sions reductions (Stewart et al., 2017; Hovi et al., 2016; Potoski,
2017), many studies stay opaque on how this is done. Stewart
et al. (2017) suggest clubs can incentivize additional emissions
reductions to those promised under the UNFCCC through
shifting the incentive structure towards non-climate benefits, for
example reduced energy costs. They see clubs as part of a building
blocks strategy: blocks consisting of new, voluntary transnational
mechanisms targeting multiple sectors, themes, or measures
related to climate change build up to a strategy that broadens the
efforts committed under the UNFCCC. This helps to implement
and increase the effectiveness of the PA and may support the
increase of ambition in future updates of commitments under the
PA (Stewart et al., 2017).

Methodological approach
This paper uses existing clubs conceptualizations and knowledge
from transnational governance studies and develops an analytical
framework for understanding how, why and what progress a
climate club makes in international climate policy. We then use
this framework to examine one specific club, the CCAC. Our
qualitative research approach takes into account data from
reports and other material published by the CCAC and interviews
realized mainly with CCAC members. Fourteen expert interviews
were carried out with CCAC partners, including country mem-
bers from Latin America, Europe, Central Asia, Africa; research
institutions, NGOs, intergovernmental institutions and the CCAC
Secretariat in the time between April and October 2018. Inter-
viewees were selected to reflect CCAC structure and membership,
including new members, CCAC founding members, and those
with several years of CCAC experience. Interviews were realized
through a semi-guided approach, based on a common ques-
tionnaire with open questions. This proceeding gave the inter-
viewee room for detailed descriptions, personal opinions and the
possibility to bring up facts not asked through the questionnaire.
Additional information on the interviews can be found in the
“Data availability” section.

In the following sections, we establish three climate club cri-
teria based on common understandings from existing research on
clubs and transnational actors. Evaluation of (1) club membership
and size provides knowledge on the relevance of a club, its
political weight and its future prospects; examination of (2) public
goods provides insight into how a club can make a governance
contribution; and consideration of (3) additional benefits or ‘club
goods’ helps to understand the motivations for members to par-
ticipate in the club. The criteria are closely interlinked and to
some degree overlapping. Such an approach has not been applied
in the climate clubs literature, although similar categories are of
common use in the climate change regime research (i.e. see
Barret, 2008). We see our qualitative research as complementary
to approaches such as Agent-Based Models (ABM) and climate
economics-based models, which have been applied to understand
how climate clubs emerge and can be effective (Hovi et al.,
2016, 2017; Nordhaus, 2015). These modeling studies explore the
conditions and actor constellations under which cooperation in
club form could lead to emissions reductions, for example via
conditional commitments and side payments. As many authors
have observed, however, there are no “credible” climate clubs in
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existence, when their record is judged on the metric of achieved
or committed emissions reductions (Hovi et al., 2016, 2017). Our
qualitative analysis places the focus on exploration of the political
practice, where we can consider clubs contributions that are
difficult to quantify, e.g., generation of support for policies. It can
thus explore the question of what type of contribution (if any) is
made. This is especially pertinent for the CCAC, where the data is
insufficient to make a robust, quantitative accounting of emis-
sions reductions. Further, since interviews were carried out pri-
marily with CCAC members and the available reports were
published by the CCAC, the data at hand do not allow for an
objective evaluation of the CCAC’s effectiveness, and rather lend
themselves to a qualitative approach.

Climate clubs criteria
Club membership and size. A climate club must have relevant
membership and adequate size to be able to make a contribution
to international climate governance. In order to be effective, a
club should include a ‘critical mass’ of actors relevant for solving
the specific problem, i.e., climate change (Falkner, 2016; Hovi
et al., 2017; Victor, 2015). Such relevance can be defined in terms
of GHG emissions (e.g. Hovi et al., 2017; Naím, 2009), targeting
the most responsible, vulnerable or capable countries, or along
the dimensions of power (Falkner, 2016), legitimacy, and will-
ingness (Hale, 2011). Integrating intergovernmental organizations
and non-state members, such as scientific institutions, NGOs and
the private sector can be beneficial, because they can bring
knowledge, expertise and action where intergovernmental gov-
ernance is insufficient (Bulkeley et al., 2014; Hale, 2011). In cli-
mate clubs, members are united based on the common goal of
combatting climate change.

In general, club size is a decisive criterion for the club’s
existence over time and for its success and effectiveness.
Researchers discuss different optimal club sizes ranging from
small one-digit numbers for emerging clubs (Hovi et al., 2017;
Naím, 2009) to ~20 members (Naím, 2009). A climate club can
also start small and grow over time (Weischer et al., 2012). The
upper limit of club membership is less discussed in research.
However, Green (2015) argues that so-called ‘pseudo-clubs’ have
typically a fluid membership due to a lack of entry barriers or
enforcement rules.

In our analysis, we use examination of club membership and
size to evaluate whether a climate club can make a relevant
contribution. This research takes the following aspects as
indicators for relevant membership and size of the CCAC: (a)
capability and problem-solving capacity: members should cover a
major share of the world’s emissions, be responsible for SLCP-
affected areas, and/or have strong economic capacity; (b)
legitimacy: a club can be considered legitimate if it includes both
the responsible and affected actors; climate clubs should include
both members with historical responsibility and those who are
especially vulnerable to the problem of climate change and in this
case SLCPs pollution. Transnationality, through the inclusion of
non-state actors, can both increase the problem-solving capacity
and contribute to legitimacy; (c) a common objective: members
join the club in order to tackle a common objective or specific
aspect of climate change mitigation.

Public goods. A climate club must generate public goods and
perform governance in order to contribute to international cli-
mate governance (Green, 2015; Prakash and Potoski, 2007). We
understand successful governance activities contributing to cli-
mate change mitigation as the central public good that climate
clubs can produce. Such governance activities can take at least
four general forms. Firstly, clubs can actively engage in emissions

reductions by carrying out climate protection projects and on-
the-ground GHG reduction activities. Secondly, they can incen-
tivize policies and provide institutional mechanisms and pro-
grams, supplementary to efforts in the UNFCCC (Potoski, 2017).
We categorize such policy support as public good in this context
because of its central role within governance, and because prin-
cipally, nobody can be excluded from the resulting climate
benefits.2

Thirdly, they can foster political dialogue, for instance, on a
neglected topic through raising awareness (Weischer et al., 2012).
Fourthly, climate clubs can provide a forum to enhance
cooperation and technical exchange. Clubs enhance cooperation
through their informal discussion atmosphere and low pressure
to achieve formal deals (Falkner, 2016). In addition, they may
create a ‘playing field’ where informal testing of cooperation and
technical experimentation can lead to deeper cooperation (Hovi
et al., 2017). This function has also been called a ‘building block
approach’ to a larger climate regime (Potoski, 2017; Stewart et al.,
2013). While activities such as dialogue, exchange, and coopera-
tion are sometimes limited to club members, we consider these
activities to be core climate governance activities. In our analysis,
we examine what activities the club undertakes to create public
goods in order to understand the club’s contribution to
international climate governance, and ultimately to mitigating
climate change. In this analysis we use the following indicators:
(a) active emissions reductions: a climate club creates a public
good if emissions reductions on the ground can be attributed to
its activity; (b) support of policy planning: a climate club
contributes to climate governance if it plays a role in the
development of policy that advances climate mitigation; (c)
advancing political dialogues: a climate club creates the con-
tributes to global climate governance if it engages in strategically
oriented activities that raise awareness and increase support for
the topic; (d) cooperation enhancement; a climate club creates a
public good by facilitating regular exchange and coordinated
work on a specific topic.

Additional benefits or ‘club goods’. A climate club should generate
benefits for it members that go beyond the common goal of cli-
mate governance, to provide incentives for their participation.
From an economic perspective, this creation of benefits is central
(Buchanan, 1965; Prakash and Potoski, 2007). Several authors
argue that a club must provide incentives for potential members
to join and to stay onboard (Hale, 2011; Hovi et al., 2017), These
‘club goods’ should be private in the sense that only members can
consume them and non-club members can be excluded from
these benefits (Green, 2015).

Even though we agree that a climate club should generate gains
beyond global climate change mitigation in order to incentivize
members to join and be active, we question the condition on the
strict exclusive nature of these benefits. As climate change
mitigation is per se non-exclusive, all related activities will have
some public benefit. A club must rather generate ‘additional’
benefits: benefits that would not have been created in the absence
of the club, which do not have to be entirely exclusive, but benefit
the clubs members first and foremost (Steward et al., 2017;
Hannam et al., 2017).

For example, the dissemination of technologies and mitigation
strategies, e.g. on energy efficiency (Potoski, 2017; Stewart et al.,
2013) could be counted as a club benefit. Sælen (2016) discusses
side-payments or (financial) transfers to make potential candi-
dates join the club. Also non-material goods, such as the building
of trust and reputation that comes with the name of the club
(Green, 2015), can be seen as additional goods. Regular and
informal meetings within a club can create a strong connection
between members and eventually lead to deeper trust between
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partners over the years. Being a club member can create
reputational benefits, such as prestige (Stewart et al., 2017) and
demonstrate a superior environmental activity and performance
(Potoski, 2017). The club name can function as a label for an
internationally recognized practice or methodology and therewith
legitimizes policies. The recognition of this certification by other
stakeholders, such as societal groups or governmental regulators
can be important (Potoski, 2017). The club could also provide
non-climate benefits (Stewart et al., 2017): such co-benefits, for
example reductions in energy costs, could occur in the form of
positive side effects of the mitigation activities.

In our analysis we examine whether a climate governance
initiative provides additional benefits to its members and whether
they see these as reason for joining or staying in the club. We
consider the following categories of additional benefits: (a)
financial incentives: members gain financial advantages; (b)
knowledge incentives and methodologies: members have access
to the club’s knowledge products or expertise; (c) reputational
benefits: being a member brings some kind of prestige or the
prestigious name facilitates other governance activities; (d) trust-
building: participation in the club has increased trust within club
members; (e) co-benefits: members receive additional benefits that
are produced as positive side effects from the clubs’ mitigation
activities, e.g., for sustainable development.

Figure 1 provides an overview of the applied clubs criteria.

The CCAC’s climate club functions
In February 2012, the CCAC was established as a multilateral
voluntary partnership “for concrete and substantial action to
accelerate efforts to reduce short-lived climate pollutants
(SLCPs)” (CCAC, 2014a). The partnership includes national and
subnational governments, intergovernmental organizations,
businesses, scientific institutions and civil society organizations.
Founded by six governments and the UN Environment Pro-
gramme (UNEP), the CCAC consists of 69 state and 76 non-state
partners at the date of writing. The CCAC secretariat is hosted by
UN Environment and based in Paris. Further, an elected steering
committee has the role of oversight body and the final say in most
decisions, for example the destiny of funding. Funding is donated
by members on a voluntary basis into a trust fund that is spent on
the CCAC Secretariat, as well as on-the-ground SLCP reduction
projects and other strategic activities, including research, con-
ferences, and working-level as well as high-level political meetings
(CCAC, 2014a). Amounting to a total of US$ 80 million by 2017
(CCAC, 2017a), its financing is rather small for such a large
organization. While funding comes solely from developed

countries (CCAC, 2017a), project implementation mainly takes
place in developing countries.

The CCAC has a central objective: slowing the rate of near-
term global warming through the reduction of SLCPs (see CCAC,
2015a). SLCP is a political term aggregating several short-lived
climate forcers (SLCFs) including black carbon, methane,
hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs), and tropospheric ozone. Reducing
SLCPs with currently available technologies could cut the current
rate of warming in half and avoid ~0.5 °C of additional warming
by 2050 (UNEP/WMO, 2011). Therefore, reductions in emissions
of these non-CO2-forcers are essential to achieve the goal of the
PA of keeping global warming well below 2 °C. Further, they
signify a contribution beyond the gases that have been covered by
the UNFCCC, since black carbon and tropospheric ozone are not
covered under this regime. The CCAC is currently the only
globally active transnational initiative that deals with all four
SLCPs. The CCAC does not set a collective emissions reduction
targets or require its members to establish concrete objectives
such as reduction pathways.

Among the other main objectives of the CCAC are promoting
food security and energy efficiency while alleviating poverty. As
SLCPs affect both global temperature and local and regional air
quality, the CCAC stands at the intersection not only of different
themes but also of governance levels. Consequently, SLCPs have a
complex regulative and legal background. In national and inter-
national contexts they are regulated through several different
institutions, including the UNFCCC and other environmental
and air quality agreements such as the Convention on Long-
Range Transboundary Air Pollution (CLRTAP) and the Montreal
Protocol (Yamineva and Romppanen, 2017). Being a voluntary
international alliance, the CCAC has no legal personality, is non-
treaty based and does not include binding commitments.

Looking back at the evolution of the CCAC since 2012, the
CCAC started off as an initiative largely independent from the
UNFCCC (Interview 2). In the beginning, it was even perceived
to have a competitive relationship to the UNFCCC, and as a
distraction from CO2 mitigation (Interviews 9, 11). Some mem-
bers viewed the CCAC as an alternative to the paralyzed
UNFCCC process, for instance at COP19 in Warsaw (Interview
10). Over the last several years, however, we have seen increasing
convergence of the two agendas. The fact that the CCAC holds its
High Level Assemblies (HLAs) and meetings often in parallel to
the UNFCCC COPs is just one tangible sign of the cooperative
intent of the CCAC with respect to the UNFCCC. But also the
UNFCCC has recognized and invited the CCAC’s expert
knowledge on several occasions (Interview 2). For example, the
CCAC was involved in the process of the Marrakesh climate
action agenda, and was recognized as technical expert under the
Ad Hoc Working Group on the Durban Platform for Enhanced
Action (UNFCCC, 2014). CCAC’s support of countries that wish
to include SLCPs in their NDCs under the PA, as for example
Mexico (Interview 7), can be seen as an example of “bottom-up”
integration of SLCPs into the UNFCCC arena.

CCAC membership and size. The CCAC has managed to create
what can be called a ‘critical mass’ that reunites members that
have the capability and problem solving-capacity for action on
near-term climate change: with large-emitter members such as
Canada, the EU, India, and the USA, CCAC partners cover
around 44% of the world’s GHG in total3. The CCAC also
includes many regions with high SLCP and air pollutant emis-
sions; for example, 18 out of the 20 most polluted cities and 6 of
the 10 world’s largest cities are in CCAC countries4. Members can
also be assumed to reunite economic capability to mitigate near-
term climate change, as together they represent ~70% of the

Fig. 1 The three clubs criteria. Illustration of the applied climate club
criteria and their indicators (Source: the authors).
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world’s GDP5. Overall, members see the membership constella-
tion as suitable, even though some would like to see potential
candidates such as China, Brazil and Indonesia as part of the
coalition, because they could achieve a very large impact in terms
of SLCP reductions (Interviews 9, 10). The partnership has
attracted new partners every year since its establishment.

The CCAC membership can also be considered to possess a
high degree of legitimacy, uniting developed countries with high
historical responsibility for climate change (e.g., the USA, and
EU) with developing country members from Africa, Asia, and the
Americas, who often struggle with air pollution problems. 44 of
the 69 state partners are classified as low-income countries under
the UNFCCC (2018). The transnational character of the CCAC
can be seen as a great advantage in terms of capacities and
knowledge (Interviews 3, 4, 9, 10). Non-state partners such as
implementing agencies, research institutes, IGOs and subnational
entities add to the CCAC’s problem-solving capacity and increase
its legitimacy. Notwithstanding the fact that non-state partners
have no voting capacity in the CCAC steering committee, their
role is often seen as an add-on by partners and in contrast to the
UNFCCC process, non-state actors can actively participate on
almost equal footing (Interviews 3, 4, 8, 9, 10). Many partners
expressed this format was a motivation for joining (Interviews 4,
7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 13, 6, 9).

CCAC share a common objective of making progress on SLCP
mitigation. Membership candidates have to endorse the Coalition
Framework and propose meaningful action on SLCPs, identifying
particular areas of interest. The coalition then has to approve the
candidate (CCAC, 2014b). Even though there is no entrance fee
or obligatory quantifiable commitments for candidates, members
are expected to make monetary or non-monetary contributions.
However, interviewees have claimed that many partners are not
active at all or are unwilling to commit to significant action on
SLCPs and that activity of members decreased over time, and that
this is perceived as challenge, (Interviews 6, 7, 11, 10, 14). These
observations are supported when examining the participation
within the CCAC’s thematic initiatives.6 The CCAC’s inclusive
format leaves much freedom for varying degrees of the quality
and quantity of contributions. This apparently leads to a situation
where some members are very active, while others’ contributions
can be close to zero. In principle, lacking activism can hint at free
riding, that is, members enjoying the initiative’s benefits without
bearing any cost or making any contributions. Yet drastic
measures, such as excluding or penalizing inactive members, do
not seem to be on the coalition’s agenda, even though the
difference in activism is perceived as disadvantageous by some
members.

We have found a discord with respect to the CCAC’s size,
which, with 145 members, is very large. While the large and
diverse number of participants enriches the problem-solving
capacity, such a large partnership almost resembles the numbers
of parties under the UNFCCC. The large club size has the effect
that within the coalition, many different interests, objectives and
priorities exist. Interests of specific coalition partners range from
the gaining scientific and methodological support from the CCAC
(Interviews 7, 8, 10, 11, 13, 14), to the desire for funding of local
mitigation and capacity-building activities (Interviews 10, 13, 14),
to sector-specific or topic-specific initiatives within the CCAC, for
instance, health (Interview 12) diesel (Interviews 13, 14), black
carbon (Interview 7) and methane (Interview 9). Others want the
CCAC to focus on SLCP emission reduction activities ‘on-the-
ground’ and at scale (Interviews 6, 7, 8, 13, 14), or the support of
partners’ commitments under the PA and the implementation of
their NDCs (Interviews 7, 13, 14). Still others see a strategic role
within the international climate and air quality policy arenas as a
provider of a broader political message as a priority: for example

emphasizing the urgency of near-term emissions reductions
(Interviews 10, 11), and as a champion for the integration of
climate and air quality agendas and policies (Interview 7). While
many of these interests complement each other, some are rather
contradictory. While such a flexible body as the CCAC is quite
dynamic, it can also be difficult to manage the diverse interests,
and partners see some drawbacks to the flexible membership
structure (Interview 10).

CCAC’s public goods. The CCAC actively engages in achieving
emissions reductions to some degree. Within its 11 thematic
initiatives, country and non-state partners jointly implement
concrete projects that lead to SLCP reductions and often engage
in capacity building and training measures for the local popula-
tion. A concrete example is the brick initiative, which installed
more efficient brick kilns in Nepal after its most recent major
earth quake, reducing SLCP emissions as a result (CCAC, 2016a).
Many additional CCAC activities have led to emission reductions.
For example, the CCAC reports a reduction of 12,668 tons of
methane emissions from the oil and gas sector in 2016–2017
(CCAC, 2017a).

In many cases, however, the data is insufficient to make a
robust, quantitative accounting of emissions reductions based on
coalition activities. One reason for this is specific to the focus of
the CCAC: it targets a subset of pollutants (SLCPs) and sectors
where the underlying technical data required for quantifying
emission reductions is inadequate7 — even in the case of
implemented mitigation projects. A second challenge to quantify-
ing emissions reductions is the question of attribution: aside from
mitigation projects that the coalition directly funded, it is difficult
to attribute emissions reductions to the CCAC per se, even when
it played a role, i.e., by working with country partner on a new
policy. It is likewise difficult to attribute emissions reductions to
activities like capacity building.

This aspect of the CCAC’s governance activities is perceived as
challenging. There is a general perspective with many inter-
viewees that the effective implementation of emissions reductions
are moving too slowly and that a scaling-up of activities or large-
scale mitigation activities would be necessary for progress
(Interviews 6, 7, 8 10, 11, 14). This confirms our observation
that only few numeric reduction goals and commitments can be
found among members or the coalition in general. While the
CCAC has a strategy, its 5-year plan, that includes a vision on
how SLCP emission reductions can be achieved, it does not
contain concrete emission reduction targets. Because of the
CCAC’s voluntary character, members do not have to make any
quantifiable commitments on emission reductions. For example,
the HLA communiqués, while gaining the attention of ministers
and the top political level, remain somewhat inconcrete at the
level of targets (see for example, CCAC, 2015b, 2016b, 2017b). At
this point, rather than producing emission reductions at large
scale, activities seem to have a flagship or “lighthouse” effect,
providing an example to other regions and bringing SLCPs on the
political agenda.

At the national and local level, the CCAC has incentivized and
supported the development SLCP policies. The provision of
planning support, methodologies, and capacity building has led
to domestic regulation and programs in several cases (Interview
10, 7). The CCAC reports that it has had a role in the
development and adoption of 11 national laws, regulations or
standards in the areas of diesel, waste and bricks policies in
Australia, Colombia, Georgia, Ghana, Indonesia, Kenya, Mozam-
bique and Nigeria (CCAC, 2017a). Further, the CCAC is actively
supporting the implementation of international agreements, such
as the PA and the Montreal Protocol with the Kigali Amendment.
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One way it has done this is by helping countries design national
policies that fit into the international agreements: for example,
Mexico has included a separate goal for the reduction of black
carbon into its NDC, actively supported by the CCAC (Interview
7). CCAC also promotes the role of SLCP reductions as part of
these agreements generally via its publications, events and
research (for example CCAC, 2018).

The CCAC has also brought SLCPs to the attention of actors in
the political arena, through advancing political dialogues. SLCPs
have seen increased attention on the international stage, fostered
by CCAC activities, such as Ministerial Roundtables and the
regularly held HLAs. At such HLAs, ministers and heads of
organizations generally endorse a joint political communiqué on
SLCPs in line with CCAC priorities, e.g., the Bonn Communiqué
of 2017 addressed SLCPs from agriculture and municipal solid
waste (CCAC, 2017b). The topic of SLCPs was also recently taken
up by the G7, at a ministerial roundtable on the sidelines of
the UN General Assembly and by the General Assembly of the
Parliamentary Confederation of the Americas. On both the
national and international level, a main success of the CCAC is
that of building knowledge and awareness on the topic of SLCPs.
A majority of partners sees a main strength in the CCAC’s work
as establishing SLCPs as a topic per se, at governance levels
ranging from the local to the international (Interviews 3, 4, 7, 10,
11, 13, 14). Bringing SLCPs on the political agenda and giving a
neglected climate topic a voice internationally and in many
national contexts can be counted as part of a governance activity.

Finally, cooperation enhancement certainly stands as one of
the main governance successes of the CCAC. Partners see the
creation of a large well-informed network and forms of close
cooperation through regular exchange and coordinated work in
the thematic initiatives that it offers as major asset of the CCAC
(Interviews 4, 7, 8, 10, 11, 13). Regular discussions and
exchange on scientific and technical topics paired with a very
strong scientific basis provided by the Scientific Advisory Panel
and inputs from non-state partners create a very sound basis for
this initiative. The CCAC can therefore function as a ‘playing
field’ where members try out activities and measures and debate
topics in a more informal manner. The close working
relationships within the CCAC can provide a different ground
for further, potentially more formal negotiations in other
contexts.

CCAC’s additional benefits or ‘club goods’. We find that the
CCAC produces a number of additional benefits that incentivize
candidates to become and stay members. The constant joining of
new partners underscores this assumption.

Some CCAC members, primarily developing countries, receive
financial incentives. They benefit from the funding of emission
reductions projects, capacity-building measures and other
financed support. On top of this, the CCAC facilitates the
generation of funding from other sources, such as the Green
Climate Fund (GCF) or the private sector. However, this is not
strictly an excludable good since some supported activities take
place in non-members countries. Hence, funding is not entirely
exclusive to members. Through the application of CCAC
methodologies, non-members may also have indirect economic
benefits. Notwithstanding, partners describe not only the
methodologies and funding per se, but also the support provided
by the CCAC in realizing them as a benefit (Interviews 7, 13, 14).

The CCAC produces capacities through knowledge incentives
and methodologies: knowledge, expertise and experience through
its network, but also knowledge products, tools and technologies.
For example, the Long-range Energy Alternatives Planning-
Integrated Benefits Calculator (LEAP-IBC) is a planning tool that

helps governments to assess GHG, SLCPs and other air pollutant
emissions (Stockholm Environment Institute, 2018). These
products are produced primarily for and used by the partners
(e.g. Interviews 13, 14). However, not all are entirely exclusive, as
some are available on the CCAC homepage.

Partners described how the CCAC’s work has reputational
benefits with a legitimizing effect. The CCAC seems to have
established a label that helps to validate the quality of certain
methodologies or projects. This has also helped politics: it
provides policy makers with an argumentation for the use of
integrative environmental approaches and innovative methodol-
ogies (Interviews 6, 11).

Finally, also trust-building has been relevant in this case.
There is strong added value to the regular technical exchange
and cooperation. The CCAC meets at least twice per year and
sometimes also at further events; partners also work closely
together in the initiatives. They describe the collaboration as
positive and fruitful and as having a very special and unique
atmosphere. It allows for a different, more productive and
positive dialogue than in other, country-exclusive forums
(Interviews 3, 4, 8, 9, 10, 11). Work within the CCAC is
different than larger fora, e.g. the UNFCCC, and this is part of
its success (Interview 10). Members therefore have an
advantage because they know each other better and may have
a better sense of which policy is acceptable and what not for
other regions.

Through working at the intersection of air quality and climate
change, the CCAC also provides near-term co-benefits for
sustainable development: In addition to the global near-term
warming mitigation, SLCP mitigation improves public health and
avoids premature deaths by improving air quality. It also prevents
millions of tons of crop losses yearly. As these effects occur first of
all locally8, the largest benefit goes to the implementing CCAC
member.

Conclusion
Although the CCAC can draw on success stories related to
emissions reductions, these projects have been modest in terms of
tonnes of emissions reduced, and represent flagship and “best
practice” examples rather than large-scale implementation.
Overall, we find that the CCAC’s largest value lies in those activ-
ities that contribute more indirectly towards emissions reductions,
preparing and catalyzing their (future) realization. Within the
CCAC, this is a point of discussion: some members would like to
see the focus of the CCAC shift more strongly towards large-scale
implementation of mitigation activities. However, it is difficult to
imagine such a change, as long as there is no significant expan-
sion of the funding and the club does not require any reduction
commitments from its members.

We find that the CCAC can still make a valuable contribution
to international climate governance: it has acted as a pace maker
for a neglected topic and prepared the field for the implementation
of SLCP reductions. The CCAC has been very successful in raising
awareness among policy makers from different governance levels
regarding the importance of SLCP reductions for climate, air
quality, and sustainable development. Furthermore, it has
incentivized local and national SLCP policy making, supporting
the development of national laws, regulations, and standards,
which promise to reduce emissions in the future. As the single
international alliance on SLCPs, it further has a role in the
orchestration of actors and actions on near-term warming and in
the establishment of a large and well-functioning network for
cooperation based on regular exchange, a close working rela-
tionship and sound scientific knowledge. It coordinates efforts
from the very local to the global governmental level, and manages
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actors from science, NGOs, and governmental representatives,
integrating them horizontally.

Within the broader climate governance landscape, the CCAC is
an innovative actor that seeks to achieve its objectives through
voluntary cooperation. The CCAC has evolved over time: it
started off as a group of only a few actors but now has turned into
a fora-style coalition with a large and relevant membership. We
have found that the different actors have diverse and sometimes
conflicting interests, which we infer could make it challenging to
agree on common objectives and actions. The diversity of inter-
ests could be one explanation for why few commitments and
concrete reduction goals can be found within the CCAC. In this
regard, the CCAC also resembles large fora such as the UNFCCC.
A trade-off exists between the club’s problem-solving capacity
and relevance, which increases with large membership, and its
decision-making ability, which is challenged the more members
and interests are involved. Yet the CCAC, in contrast to the
UNFCCC, seeks to cope with this situation by giving its steering
committee an outstanding authority over central decisions.

We see the CCAC as complementary to the UNFCCC process,
in a role which has also evolved over time. While at its origins the
CCAC was perceived as having a competitive character to the
UNFCCC process, the CCAC has established SLCP mitigation as
clearly complementary to CO2 reductions, with widespread sup-
port for its actions. It occupies a unique niche in tackling SLCPs
at the intersection of climate and air quality policy. Moreover, our
analysis suggests that CCAC’s activities promise progress that
likely would not have been achieved under the UNFCCC. Not
only because it focuses on pollutants beyond the Kyoto gases, but
also because the CCAC prepares and to some degree implements
additional emissions reduction measures tackling SLCPs, and is in
this regard involved in achieving the PA’s mitigation targets.
CCAC has the ambition and potential to further contribute to
bridging the gap between committed and necessary emissions
reductions by proposing concrete pathways to implement the PA.
As SLCPs have no work stream under the PA and only very few
countries include specific SLCP measures in their NDCs, the
CCAC can lay the groundwork for action that goes beyond what
countries have so far promised in their NDCs. With an estimated
potential of avoiding 0.5 °C (UNEP/WMO, 2011) of global
warming, SLCP mitigation can make a very significant con-
tribution to meeting the PA’s targets.

Furthermore, the CCAC has the potential to contribute to an
integrating governance function in several regards: it tackles the
overlaps of different legal regimes, such as the UNFCCC, the
Montreal Protocol, the CLRTAP, and the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs); it integrates different policy fields namely
climate, air quality and sustainable development policy; and it
brings together diverse expertise from politics, science and civil
society. Such a function could be valuable within the observed
fragmented climate policy regime.

In addition to its climate governance functions as expanded
upon above, we find the CCAC’s outstanding value to its members
lies in providing ‘additional’ benefits beyond climate change
mitigation via its emphasis on local, near-term benefits that come
with improving air quality. Although co-benefits for air quality
and sustainable development cannot be entirely excluded from
non-members, these gains, in addition to knowledge, methodol-
ogies, reputational benefits and trust-building, benefit members
first and foremost and provide reason for joining and staying in
the CCAC, as also evidenced by its growing membership.
Nonetheless, the observed lack of activity among some members
might also point to their dissatisfaction with the activities carried
out or the benefits provided. This could generate another trade-
off for the coalition, between gaining interest from new members
vs. maintaining engagement of the existing members.

From a conceptual perspective, we see that the role of the
CCAC comes closer to some concepts that perceive clubs as
transnational actors within a building blocks strategy: CCAC
moves the incentive structure beyond climate change mitigation,
and can prepare the implementation of policies and agreements
via efforts additional to the UNFCCC. Generally, the clubs con-
ceptualization provided an insightful basis for our analytical
framework, supporting the understanding of how an innovative
governance actor functions, and for examining the contributions
it makes within the international climate arena. The clubs fra-
mework was useful despite the finding that some of the CCAC’s
characteristics go beyond what has often been considered a cli-
mate club. The CCAC can be seen as a product of its time,
consistent with the formats of today’s climate clubs generally:
where participation is relatively easy and no or few obligations
exist (Weischer et al., 2012), and which can alternately be seen as
voluntary environmental clubs or even pseudo-clubs (Green,
2015).

Outlook
Overall, we expect the CCAC to deepen its work on imple-
menting existing international agreements such as the Montreal
Protocol and the PA. One pathway already underway in this
regard is that of encouraging further countries to integrate SLCPs
into their national climate planning, including NDCs. Never-
theless, the described situation of diverging interests and objec-
tives raises the question on where this partnership is going.
Towards stronger technical specialization, large-scale reduction
project implementation or stronger single country commitments?
The limited funding suggests that the strengthening of its political
work, such as the fostering of political dialogue, will still be the
most significant future function of the CCAC, rather than large-
scale project implementation. Our glimpse into the practice
suggests that climate initiatives vary over time in their format and
constellation. Interviewees referring to a group of especially active
partners raise speculations that in the future we could find here a
‘coalition of the willing among the willing’ or a ‘club within the
club’. These partners could drive forward ambitious action on
SLCPs in a smaller group or in a special initiative within or
outside the CCAC. Finally, our paper points to further questions
to be assessed in future research. For example, it would be
important to examine how the growing membership and asso-
ciated interests and workload affect the coalition’s ability to
provide ‘club’ benefits such as trust, reputation, and sharing of the
limited funding, and to examine how benefits and costs are
shared between state and non-state members. A comparative
analysis of the CCAC in relation to other transnational and club
actors in the global climate governance landscape could provide
further insights.

Data availability
Interviews
Interview 1: 04.05.2018 (preliminary talk)
Interview 2: 26.04.2018
Interview 3: 21.08.2018
Interview 4: 29.08.2018
Interview 5: 03.09.2018
Interview 6: 02.10.2018
Interview 7: 19.09.2018
Interview 8: 04.10.2018
Interview 9: 05.10.2018
Interview 10: 09.10.2018
Interview 11: 09.10.2018
Interview 12: 12.10.2018
Interview 13: 17.10.2018
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Interview 14: 21.09.2018
Interviews were carried out with experts from CCAC country
members from Africa, the Americas, Asia, and Europe; the CCAC
Secretariat; intergovernmental organizations based in Europe and
the Americas; scientific institutes based in Asia and Europe and a
NGO based in Europe. The datasets generated during the current
study through expert interviews, such as interview transcripts and
notes, are not publicly available in order to keep individuals’
privacy, but are available from the corresponding author on
reasonable request.
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Notes
1 The authors have taken part in CCAC activities including working group meetings,
teleconferences and writing of reports.

2 In practice, policy development often takes place at national and subnational levels,
and policy support could have an exclusive character if only club members benefit
from it.

3 Analysis by the authors based on data published by UNFCCC (n.d.), UNEP (2018) and
The World Bank (2019).

4 Analysis by the authors based on published by UN (2018) and Sauter (2019) on the
World Health Organization (WHO) Global Ambient Air Quality Database.

5 For our analysis, these numbers can only serve as proxy for membership relevance, but
no in-depth investigation on their effect on the CCAC was undertaken.

6 The CCAC website displays which partners are active in the different thematic
initiatives.

7 For the pollutant black carbon, for example, there are still large uncertainties in global
emissions inventories, and emission factors and activity data are largely lacking for
sectors where the CCAC is active, e.g., the traditional bricks sector in large parts of
South America, Asia, and Africa. The situation is similar in the household cooking and
heating sector in developing countries, where the CCAC is also active.

8 The impact of air pollution (and the benefits of emission reductions) is greatest closest
to the source of pollution (e.g., traffic, industry). Some pollutants, including methane
for example, have a long enough atmospheric residence time that they also have an
impact far from their emission sources.
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