
 

Climate Working Group:  
Catalyzing Action through Dialogue 
 
This proposal was developed through a series of 35 interviews of business, government, civil 
society, and academic leaders from around the world, conducted from March to June 2007. Their 
insights introduce each section below. 

Proposal 

“Climate change is a problem that will not simply remain stuck: the positive 
feedbacks in the system mean that if not addressed, it will worsen.” Scientist 

 “With climate change, the well-being of the North depends in a real way on 
the actions of the South.” Non-governmental organisation leader 

“We are stuck not on scientific issues, but on equity and fairness ones.” 
Academic 

 “The attention of powerful people is finally turning to the environment and 
climate change.” Inter-governmental organisation leader 

This note proposes the establishment of a high-level, semi-permanent international working 
group to catalyse more effective action on climate change and related ecosystem adaptation, 
food production, and economic development challenges.  

This Climate Working Group will be different from and complementary to other such 
international efforts, in that it is aimed neither at negotiating a global deal, nor at recommending 
what governments or others ought to do. Instead it will: 

1. Bring together influential and committed leaders from across key countries (including 
from China, Europe, India, and the US) and key sectors (including business, government, 
civil society, and academia), 

2. Engage them in an ongoing, informal, learning- and acting-oriented conversation, 

3. Focus their conversation on generating innovative and practical options for addressing 
the most critical and stuck dimensions—especially the divergent interests of developed, 
developing, and impoverished countries—of climate change and related challenges, and 
thereby 

4. Enable these leaders, individually and collectively in their own ways and their own 
spheres of influence, to act with greater wisdom, speed, and impact than they would 
without this Group be able. 
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Premises 

“The objective of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) is ‘to achieve… stabilization of greenhouse gas 
concentrations in the atmosphere’ at a pace sufficient ‘to allow ecosystems to 
adapt naturally to climate change, to ensure that food production is not 
threatened, and to enable economic development to proceed in a sustainable 
manner.’ These three components of the objective are severely in tension.” 
Inter-governmental organisation leader 

 “Most governments insist that everything must be fed into the formal 
UNFCCC process—but that process alone is clearly too slow for the task at 
hand.” Academic 

“Almost all leading climate scientists are more pessimistic than they are 
willing to state in public.” Scientist 

 “Many leaders are already taking action in their own particular sphere of 
influence. What can we do to make the impact of the whole of their actions 
greater than the sum of its parts?” Scientist 

“We have to move beyond agreements without commitment, to agreements that 
have minds, hearts, and will behind them. We have to move from ‘we should’ to 
‘we must.’ Solidarity with other like-minded leaders can help us develop the 
necessary courage.” Businessperson 

Different stakeholders have sharply different—even polarised—perspectives on what would 
constitute feasible, equitable, and adequate actions to meet the complex and ambitious 
objective of the UNFCCC. Central to their differences are incompatibilities among its three 
metrics, unpredictability of the climate system due to positive feedback, heterogeneous 
synergistic challenges, multiple possible responses, and the asymmetric economic risks and 
opportunities associated with potential courses of action.  

These differences are exacerbated by profoundly inadequate understandings of the characteristics 
and consequences of the problem situation, and widespread denial as to the severity of the risks it 
presents. Consequently, the courses of action that stakeholders presently consider to be feasible 
are likely to be completely inadequate to achieving the UNFCCC objective. So the formal 
“Track 1” UNFCCC and other inter-governmental negotiating processes are stuck and at grave 
risk of producing much too little action much too late. Frustrated by these difficulties, many 
stakeholder leaders are privately much more concerned about the risks associated with climate 
change and related challenges than they are willing to admit publicly.  

In summary, the formal “Track 1” processes are necessary but not sufficient to address the 
climate situation. Supportive, generative “Track 2” processes are therefore urgently required 
to catalyze adequate action.  

Several high-level Track 2 processes are currently underway. But none provides a space for the 
most influential and concerned international leaders to engage in systemic, open, creative, 
frank, and thoughtful conversations. Such conversations are required to generate the innovative 
thinking and shared will necessary, both to unstick the Track 1 processes and also to accelerate 
action that is commensurate with the scale and urgency of climate and related challenges.  
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Purpose and Products 

“If everyone does what they want to, when they want to, then we will produce 
catastrophe. We will have to do much more than we are expecting to have to 
do.” Civil servant 

“Typically a conversation about climate change dies when we get to: ‘What 
really are our options; what can we do now?’” Academic 

“Climate change doesn't have a silver bullet. It has a ‘silver shotgun,’ since we 
have to do many things.” Scientist 

“We need to facilitate early action that is commensurate with the scale of the 
challenge.” Academic 

The purpose of the proposed Climate Working Group is to catalyse more effective action on 
climate change and related challenges. The work of the Group will therefore focus, not on 
preparing agreements, reports, or recommendations for actions by others, but instead on 
increasing the effectiveness of the actions taken, individually and collectively, by the 
Group’s members themselves.  

More specifically, the Group will produce three types of outputs or products:  

1. Shared understandings, co-constructed by Group members, of the climate change 
problem situation as a whole, and specifically about the highly differentiated costs, 
benefits, uncertainties, tradeoffs, challenges, and barriers that different stakeholders see 
as associated with different candidate strategies and courses of action, 

2. Innovative options to address this problem situation—including options for removing 
barriers to action and options for accelerating agreements in the UNFCC and other 
negotiating fora—that have been assessed for impact, feasibility, and adequacy by 
stakeholders and experts, and that members can consequently act upon with confidence, 
and 

3. Synergistic relationships among members that increase their individual and collective 
capacity to act with wisdom, speed, and impact. 

One important intermediate product that the Group will produce is a set of three to five scenario 
stories (plausible, clear, quantified narratives) that synthesise possible—not predicted, not 
recommended, not agreed—courses of actions by different sectors and countries that would, in 
aggregate, achieve the UNFCCC objective, together with an analysis of the costs, benefits, 
tradeoffs, and challenges for different stakeholders in each scenario. The Group (and others with 
whom they share the material) will use the scenarios to generate and test—for feasibility and 
adequacy—their options for action. 

Participants  

“If we had the US, Europe, China, and India, then we would be able make 
progress. Bring these four countries together, each bringing to the table of 
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their own core development challenges, in a genuine dialogue, with climate 
change as the leitmotif. Then look for insights.” Businessperson 

“There is still a big disconnect between the technical and policy worlds.” Civil 
servant 

“The world changes not by getting more information but rather by reconfiguring 
relationships and networks.” Academic 

“We have to get together those people who understand what is really needed, 
to prepare to win the war, not just the battle. We need to develop a strategy for 
getting enough action fast enough.” Businessperson 

The Climate Working Group will bring together a diverse group of high-level leaders who are 
committed to taking action to address climate change and related challenges, and who believe that 
by working together they can act with greater effectiveness. 

The Co-Chairs will invite an initial group of 15 to 25 leaders from China, Europe, India, and the 
United States—the development of a shared understanding amongst leaders from these 
geographies is essential—and from other key Northern and Southern countries. Members will 
include senior leaders from business, civil society, scientific, media, governmental, and inter-
governmental organisations. Members will be invited for the insight and diversity of their 
perspectives, their commitment to this vital task, and above all their credibility and capacity to 
take influential action to address, from their particular position, climate change and related 
challenges. Each will participate in their private capacity.  

All of the Group’s activities will be informal and private, recognizing the importance of frank and 
open dialogue that builds relationships and trust. The Group will be provided with research, 
modelling, and documentation support by a Secretariat and by experts from leading international 
academic and research institutions.  

The Group will be self-governing, and its membership, objectives, and programme will evolve as 
its members see fit. It will meet three times a year, continuing its work for as long as its members 
deem useful. Over time, the Group will probably grow, spread and, in various ways, engage more 
leaders at different levels and in different places. 

Process 

“We cannot now know everything we should do, so we have to take action and 
move forward, and then learn as we go.” Businessperson 

“We need a ‘laboratory’ where we can experiment and learn together.” 
Academic 

“This process would need to be of indefinite duration—it mustn’t have a ‘sunset clause,’ 
and so it will require stamina.” Scientist 

“To address this challenge, we will have to move from ‘common ground’ to 
‘higher ground.’ People must ask themselves ‘What must I and we do?’” 
Businessperson 
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The key premise underlying the design of the Climate Working Group process is that the Group 
can best achieve its very practical purpose—to catalyse more effective action—through work that 
facilitates individual and collective learning by its members. The group will be able to make a 
distinctive and useful contribution only if it can generate, on an ongoing and sustained basis, new 
thinking about this complex and unprecedented problem situation and new relationships 
amongst influential actors, which in turn can generate new options and new actions. 

The logic of the process is as follows: 

1. Bring together a group of leaders who constitute a strategic microcosm of the social 
system affected by and affecting climate change and related challenges, and who 
collectively have the capacity both to understand and to influence this system, 

2. Into a safe space for open-minded, open-hearted, and open-willed exploration, dialogue, 
and learning, 

3. Employing a structured process that involves a systematic investigation of the current 
reality of the system and of scenarios as to how it might unfold; disciplined reflection on 
the leaders’ own role in and responsibility for the current reality and for shifting it; and 
hands-on development and testing of practical options to address that reality, 

4. In order to build their individual and collective capacity to act and lead with greater 
effectiveness. 

More concretely, the Group will undertake two kinds of learning activities. In Dialogue 
Workshops, members will engage in in-depth conversations with each other, and with other 
stakeholder leaders and top social and climate scientists. In Learning Journeys, they will “visit 
the future” through encountering ecosystems that are already climate-stressed, and through 
meeting individuals, institutions, and initiatives that are already leading the way in addressing 
climate and related challenges. These conversations and encounters will be characterised, not by 
the “downloading” of pre-formed statements of individual intelligence, but by open, curious, 
courageous dialogue that can generate collective intelligence. 

The Workshops and Journeys will focus on the following questions: How can we understand, 
systemically, the situation we are in and how it might unfold? How can we frame the 
challenges and choices we face? What options do we have and what impacts would they 
produce? What shall we, separately and together, do next?  

Through these activities, the Group will produce the three above-referenced products—shared 
understandings, innovative options, and synergistic relationships—and thereby achieve its 
purpose of catalysing more effective action on climate change and related challenges. 


