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Climate Policy in India: What Shapes International,

National and State Policy?

Aaron Atteridge, Manish Kumar Shrivastava,
Neha Pahuja, Himani Upadhyay

Abstract At the international level, India is emerging as
a key actor in climate negotiations, while at the national
and sub-national levels, the climate policy landscape is
becoming more active and more ambitious. It is essential to
unravel this complex landscape if we are to understand
why policy looks the way it does, and the extent to which
India might contribute to a future international framework
for tackling climate change as well as how international
parties might cooperate with and support India’s domestic
efforts. Drawing on both primary and secondary data, this
paper analyzes the material and ideational drivers that are
most strongly influencing policy choices at different levels,
from international negotiations down to individual states.
We argue that at each level of decision making in India,
climate policy is embedded in wider policy concerns. In the
international realm, it is being woven into broader foreign
policy strategy, while domestically, it is being shaped to
serve national and sub-national development interests.
While our analysis highlights some common drivers at all
levels, it also finds that their influences over policy are not
uniform across the different arenas, and in some cases, they
work in different ways at different levels of policy. We also
indicate what this may mean for the likely acceptability
within India of various climate policies being pushed at the
international level.

Keywords India - Climate change - Climate policy

INTRODUCTION

As the international climate negotiations increasingly show
signs of adopting a ‘bottom-up’ regime, it is becoming
increasingly important to understand what factors drive or
condition climate actions in different countries. This is
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essential in order to understand what prospects there are for
different countries contributing to the international nego-
tiations and/or taking domestic action to respond to the
climate challenge.

India is an important and interesting case to study. The
country is an increasingly influential actor in global climate
negotiations, as a growing economic power, part of the
G77 and China group, and more recently in its cooperation
with Brazil, China and South Africa as the BASIC group.
India has among the world’s lowest per capita greenhouse
gas (GHG) emissions, yet is the fifth largest source of GHG
globally when accounted in total tonnes (Pew Centre
2008). This presents a challenging dichotomy for those
tasked with devising an international climate agreement
that simultaneously includes the bulk of global emissions
and fairly apportions responsibility for taking action. Being
among the most vulnerable countries to climate impacts,
India has a very real stake in negotiations reaching a
meaningful outcome and a growing awareness of its own
potential role in helping achieve such an outcome. Yet at
home, the Indian government knows it must weigh these
goals against other domestic priorities, particularly the
push to achieve high levels of social and economic
development including reducing poverty.

Recent years have seen a shift in India’s approach to
negotiations within the United Nations Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), as well as more
advanced climate policy action in the national and sub-
national arenas. This trend toward a ‘multi-level gover-
nance’ situation, with a more independent sub-national
dimension, makes it important to study the forces that are
driving and shaping policy at each level.

This paper explores various influences over India’s
engagement with international negotiations and over the
development of domestic policy measures. The focus is not
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on the substance of the actions themselves, but on bringing
to light what motivates and conditions their approach. Our
paper goes beyond previous literature in two important
respects. The first is our application of an analytical
approach that considers the influence of both material and
ideational factors. Previous literature on Indian climate
diplomacy, for instance, typically assumes material factors
are most important—from broad security risks (Chellaney
2009; Mehra 2009), to national economic interests (Subr-
amanian et al. 2009), to energy security (Noronha 2009;
Fujiwara 2010) and ecological vulnerability (Buys et al.
2009; Rong 2010). A notable exception to this is Dubash
(2009) who highlights a mix of selected material and ide-
ational influences, and also the way in which different
actors in the policy arena are responding to different
influences. The second is that previous analysis has tended
to focus on one of the policy levels in isolation, whereas
here we bring the international, national and sub-national
arenas together in order to see the commonality, contrasts
and linkages between them. The resulting insights can
better help assess the social and political feasibility of
different kinds of policies and policy instruments, which
are too often analyzed in terms of their economic efficiency
only.

ANALYTICAL APPROACH

To understand what action to tackle climate change is
politically possible and socially acceptable in India, it is
necessary to look at the political economy in which deci-
sion makers are nested. Our analysis is premised on the
argument that both material and ideological factors are
capable of exerting influence over the behavior of decision
makers. Our analytical approach draws on elements of
competing perspectives in international political economy,
adopting a synthetic framework that recognizes the roles
that individual actors, institutions and particular ideas can
play in motivating decision makers. Further, we make use
of Robert Putnam’s concept of ‘Two Level Games’
(Putnam 1988), which argues that national policy makers
are subject to interests and influences at both international
and domestic levels, and this influence runs in both
directions, from higher levels to lower levels (e.g. inter-
national factors can shape domestic decisions) and vice
versa (e.g. an international policy stance can be influenced
by domestic drivers).

This is a synthesis paper presenting findings from a
number of separate studies conducted between October 2008
and March 2011. The precise methodology for each study
varied; however, the analysis here adopts a common ana-
lytical perspective. It has extracted from the various primary
and secondary data sources a range of influences—both
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material and ideational—over policy direction and content.
A critical stakeholder approach was adopted to select inter-
viewees, and semi-structured interviews were focused
around questions about the influence that different actors
(political, economic, bureaucratic and non-government),
institutions and ideas may be exerting. From this, key
influences were identified based on the frequency with which
they were raised by different stakeholders and a subjective
judgement of how well positioned different interviewees are
in relation to the issues they discussed. In addition, previous
literature was also drawn upon and, in the case of national
and sub-national policy, from text analysis of policy docu-
ments and official government submissions.

INDIA IN INTERNATIONAL CLIMATE
DIPLOMACY

India’s practice of climate diplomacy has recently shifted.
Current negotiating positions reflect a balancing exercise
between its traditional ‘constraint driven’ approach and the
new globalist ‘aspiration driven’ stance pursued by several
political actors.

The Shaping of India’s Traditional Approach
to Climate Negotiations

The central tenet of India’s approach for most of the past
two decades has been equitable burden sharing, guided by
the principles of historical responsibility for GHG emis-
sions and common but differentiated responsibilities and
respective capabilities.' In practical terms, this meant that
India refused to take on emission reduction obligations, but
rather pushed for developed nations to take financial
responsibility for addressing the climate problem.

The substance of this traditional approach seems to have
been most strongly influenced by (1) a sense of material
limitation, (2) a lack of trust in the international process,
(3) concerns over equity, (4) the likely technical and
political difficulties in effectively regulating a large num-
ber of small and poor ‘polluters’ and (5) a strong sense of
national sovereignty. ‘

Poverty is widespread in the country, and around half a
thousand million Indians live without basic access to
electricity (Gol 2006; ADB 2009). A sense of limited
financial and technological capacity is coupled with a
belief that social and economic development priorities—
including energy security and energy access—would be
compromised by taking on any part of the burden of

' For details see: Government of India’s official submission to
UNFCCC (UNFCCC 2008; MoEF 2009b).
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managing global environmental issues. Many fear that
tackling climate change would redirect limited resources
away from basic poverty reduction and economic devel-
opment imperatives (Saran undated; Shrivastava and Goel
2010).

A lack of trust in other parties in the climate negotia-
tions process has been raised in previous literature (Dubash
2009; Jha 2009). From interview data, the trust deficit
appears to manifest in three ways: a lack of belief that
industrialized countries are genuine in their efforts to
negotiate a climate agreement; a lack of trust that any
agreement reached will be honored (citing the failure of
most Kyoto Protocol signatories to meet their targets for
the first commitment period); and a suspicion that indus-
trialized countries are using the climate regime to maintain
economic advantage over emerging economies like India
and China.

Concerns that the international process would not deli-
ver a fair outcome for India were visible as far back as
1991 (Agarwal and Narain 1991) and lead to ‘equity’
emerging as a key driving norm in climate diplomacy.
From interview data, it is clear that the particular framing
of equity as ‘equal per capita access to the atmosphere’ has
been so effectively institutionalized within Indian policy
circles that it is now how most domestic actors understand
the issue of climate change and how (and on whom) the
burden for addressing climate change should be
distributed.

Unlike most developed countries, India’s industrial and
agricultural sectors consist of a very large number of small
entities, who are for the most part poor, and in the case of
small and medium industrial enterprises, the activities are
widely heterogeneous. This structural feature makes regu-
lation of GHG emissions from these sectors challenging
(Stuligross 1999).

A strong sense of national sovereignty is a legacy of
India’s struggle for independence. A desire to prevent
outside intervention has hardened India’s resistance to
being dictated to by industrialized countries or having its
domestic priorities compromised, and any suggestion the
government might have ‘caved in’ to demands imposed by
Western countries or institutions inspires vociferous criti-
cism in the parliament.

Taken together, it is clear how these factors would
motivate India’s traditional defensive approach. Climate
diplomacy was largely conducted in isolation from other
areas of foreign policy, and directed by senior bureau-
crats, mainly from the environment ministry. Curiously,
India’s defensive positioning in climate negotiations does
not appear to have been driven or even significantly
influenced by industry actors, with most interviewees
observing little engagement and no perceived threat on
industry’s behalf.

) Springer

A New Normative Perspective

Commencing around 2007 and intensifying toward the end
of 2009, the locus of influence over Indian climate diplo-
macy shifted from the bureaucracy to the political sphere.
With this came a change in the factors that enjoy influence
over India’s stance.

The announcement by Prime Minister Singh in 2007 that
India’s per capita emissions would never exceed those of
industrialized countries—a pledge later reiterated in India’s
National Action Plan on Climate Change (Gol 2008)—
introduced for the first time a notional capping of India’s
emissions. A new tact was also reflected in the appointment
of a senior diplomat, Shyam Saran, then special envoy for
the controversial nuclear deal with the United States, as
India’s chief climate negotiator in 2008, followed by Jai-
ram Ramesh as Minister for Environment and Forests in
2009. By the time of the 16th meeting of the Council of
Parties (COP16) under the UNFCCC in late 2010, there
was clear evidence of new substance in India’s stance, for
example, the reframing of equity as ‘equitable access to
sustainable development’.” There were also signs of new
behavior, including reports that India played a constructive
leading role in seeking compromise between parties on
issues such as the international monitoring of climate
actions (Terradaily 2010; Menon 2010).

To understand this shift and foresee its possible trajec-
tory, it is necessary to recognize that climate diplomacy is
now strongly influenced by a set of material and ideational
drivers that form part of India’s broader foreign policy
palette. Ambitions for raising India’s global status as well
as concerns about regional security and national economic
interests incentivise the country’s political leaders to seek
broader geopolitical alignment in particular with the United
States and China.’

India has thus introduced more flexibility in climate
negotiations as a way of building these important interna-
tional relationships. Significant diplomatic resources have
been spent engaging the Chinese. The two countries signed
a Memorandum of Agreement for cooperation on climate

2 See Jairam Ramesh’s speech at the MEF in 2010 (MoEF 2010e),
his deliberations at the Government of India side event in Cancun
(MoEF 2010d) and statements released after various BASIC minis-
terial meetings (MoEF: 2010b, c, 2011).

3 With regards to India’s ambition to join the “high table”
internationally, both the US and China will for instance have a major
influence over India’s attempt to gain permanent membership of the
UN Security Council. Both have relationships to India’s neighbors,
particularly Pakistan and Afghanistan that cause some concern to
India from a regional security perspective, while China and India are
still also engaged in border conflict. Economically, the two are key
trading partners of India. Moreover, US support was crucial for the
realization of India’s nuclear ambitions (with the conclusion of a US-
India Civil Nuclear Agreement in 2008).
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change in 2009 (MoEF 2009a) and show signs of attempted
cooperation through the BASIC group—indeed, it was
dialog between India and China that initially brought
BASIC together (Hallding et al. 2011). While there are still
major differences between India’s stance and that of the
US, at COP16 in Cancun Minister Ramesh’s re-framing of
equity and efforts to broker a solution on the issue of
international monitoring of domestic mitigation efforts
suggest attempts to bring the country’s stances into greater
alignment. The strategy appears to have worked, with US
officials remarking in the aftermath that Ramesh and India
had played a very positive, constructive role (Indian
Express 2010).

A fear of isolation also seems to have pushed the shift in
India’s stance. When China announced in 2009 its target to
cut the emissions intensity of its economy, India broke
from its stance of not pledging action internationally and
followed immediately with its own intensity target (UN-
FCCC 2010). There are suggestions India felt vulnerable to
the ‘soft pressure’ applied by the international community
in 2009 (Saran 2010). A concern about being sidelined by
negotiations (Mathur and Varughese 2009), along with
signs of fragmentation inside the G77 plus China group
during 2009, catalyzed India’s alignment with BASIC in
the lead-up to Copenhagen (Hallding et al. 2011).

Balancing Domestic and Foreign Policy Objectives

While India’s leaders are looking at a new game, the argu-
ments underpinning India’s traditional approach are still
highly influential domestically, across the bureaucracy, civil
society and within the parliament. This is apparent in strong
opposition to statements by Ramesh before and during
COP15 in Copenhagen and again following COP16 in
Cancun (IBNlive 2010; The Hindu 2010; Dasgupta 2011).
The notion that India’s right to social and economic devel-
opment is not to be compromised or belittled remains
domestically embedded, and India’s leaders must, therefore,
balance these norms with their own broader international
ambitions. Ramesh’s re-framing of equity to the vaguer
concept of ‘equitable access to sustainable development’
arguably represents an attempt at precisely this balancing
act.

DRIVERS OF NATIONAL CLIMATE POLICY

International Influences on Evolution
of Environmental Policy

The evolution of environment-related policy in India is
strongly influenced by international environmental agree-
ments as well as experiences of more industrialized
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countries with successful policy interventions. Many of the
principles and design aspects of national policies can thus
be traced to international origins.

At the legislative level, several Acts of relevance to
climate change make explicit reference to the role played
by international processes. The introductions to the Envi-
ronment Protection Act 1986 and the Air (Prevention and
Control of Pollution) Act 1981 both refer explicitly to
India’s participation in the United Nations Conference on
the Human Environment (UNCHE) in 1972. The National
Environment Tribunal Act 1995 categorically states that it
was enacted in response to the call made at the Rio Summit
in 1992 that States should ‘develop national laws regarding
liability and compensation for the victims of pollutions and
other environmental damages’. In each case, India’s par-
ticipation in these conferences or summits is also made
explicit (Shrivastava 2007).

Internationally embedded principles are also visible in
various national and sector-specific policies that relate to
environmental issues and climate change. The National
Environment Policy 2006 (NEP), for example, states in its
Preamble that India ‘recognizes the interdependencies
among, and transboundary character of, several environ-
mental problems’, and the present policy is ‘a statement of
India’s commitment to making positive contribution to
international efforts’. The framing of environmental
protection as an integral part of the development process and
of intragenerational and intergenerational equity mirrors
principles in the Stockholm Declaration and the UNFCCC.
The NEP specifically recommends that new legislation
should be enacted in line with multilateral environmental
regimes, and various norms embedded in international
agreements such as the Kyoto Protocol are visible in the
NEP. These include notions of environmental standards,
social responsibility and the offsetting of environmental
impact through mechanisms promoting economic efficiency.

The Indian case also supports the argument (by for
example Lemola 2002; Ochel 2004; Holzl 2006) that
comparison with international institutions is an important
component of the policy-making process, that countries
actively learn from others’ experience with policy inter-
ventions. The design of the National Mission on Enhanced
Energy Efficiency is visibly influenced by the experience of
the US with its Star Program and of Japan with its Top
Runner program. The introduction of feed-in-tariff policy
and tradable renewable energy certificates also exemplifies
this thesis of ‘learning from abroad’.

Key Domestic Drivers of National Climate Policy
While international influences over India’s domestic policy

tend to be in the realm of ideas, domestic influences are
typically related to material needs and ambitions, largely
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shaped by concerns about meeting the twin objectives of
poverty reduction and economic growth.

The ideas of former Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, with
her interest in the linkages and tensions between the goals
of development and environment protection, are widely
held as influential over early environmental policy in India
(Ramakrishna 1985; Reich and Bowonder 1992; Rangara-
jan 2007). These were followed by new ideas that helped
push the policy process, particularly an awareness of
depleting natural resources and the health impacts of
environmental degradation, which emerged with a growing
voice among civil society and environmentalists (Rang-
arajan 2007).

Although the NAPCC was initiated primarily in
response to developments at the international level, the
eight missions focus on India’s domestic development
needs. The NAPCC itself states India’s policy response to
climate change will primarily address ‘the urgent and
critical concerns of the country’ with ‘co-benefits for
addressing climate change’ through ‘a directional shift in
the development pathway’, thereby assigning priority to the
maintenance of high economic growth.

These priorities are also embedded in the interim report
of the committee set up by the Government of India to help
develop a low carbon strategy for inclusive growth, as an
input to India’s Twelfth Five Year Plan (Gol 2011). The
report recognizes that policies for climate change mitiga-
tion differentially affect the objectives of development
such as poverty alleviation, improvement in quality of life,
distributional justice, job creation, competitiveness,
industrial growth and improving the quality of local envi-
ronments. It recommends that policy choices be based on
the extent of additional burden imposed on, and the ben-
efits that accrue to, different consumers and sectors of the
economy.

Policies linked to mitigation are generally motivated by
material concerns over depleting resources, ambitions for
maintaining high macro-economic growth, expanding
energy access and increasing energy security. In this con-
text, certain ideas have also become quite influential in the
contemporary policy discourse, in particular ideas about
sustainability, efficiency, technological advancement, free
standing in a globalized economy and comparability with
global standards.

Among the material drivers, energy is seen as one of the
most important prerequisites underpinning Indian eco-
nomic growth, and India’s large population and expanding
economy put increasing pressure on energy demand in the
stationary energy and transport sectors. India’s status as a
net energy importer with the looming prospect of ever-
increasing demand exceeding supply presents a potential
threat to the goal of achieving high rates of inclusive
growth. Balachandra et al. (2010) suggest that India’s
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energy policies first evolved in the context of global con-
cerns about scarcity of fossil fuels, then as a means to
achieving cost effectiveness and finally as critical to miti-
gating climate change.

The policy frameworks relating more closely to climate
change adaptation are, by and large, also driven by material
concerns such as poverty, livelihood protection, vulnera-
bility and security. As with mitigation policy, notions of
resource efficiency and conservation are again common.
Table 1 presents a range of key ideas and influences that
shape the focus and content of the various National
Missions.

DRIVERS OF STATE CLIMATE POLICIES

Although the emerging sub-national actions are federally
directed, the content of the State Action Plans on Climate
Change (SAPCCs) is being shaped by the priorities of each
state government particularly with respect to future
development agendas and considerations of access to both
natural and financial resources.

Sub-national actions are critical in addressing climate
change due to their proximity to the consequences of cli-
mate change (Oliveira 2009). Arguably, in a ‘bottom-up’
regime, then, strategies should emanate from sub-national
considerations of vulnerability and opportunity. However,
action by Indian states to address climate change, to a large
extent, has its roots in directions given by the federal
government. Prior to the NAPCC, there was little action on
the sub-national level that directly emerged out of climate
change concerns, although many existing policies and
programs have indirect bearing for climate change adap-
tation and mitigation. Following the Prime Minister’s
urging in August 2009 that all states develop a state action
plan consistent with the strategies of the NAPCC, a com-
mon framework for preparation of the SAPCC was
developed by the central government. Its ‘territorial
approach’ guides the decentralisation of the NAPCC
objectives into the sub-national context (MoEF 2010a).
The framework emphasizes an idea of harmonization
between national and state level actions, yet also recog-
nizes the importance of regional and even local objectives
and concerns, through a participatory and inclusive policy-
making process.

There is a considerable variation between states in the
level of recognition of climate change as a priority as well
as in the level of effort that has gone into policy devel-
opment. Gujarat has set up the first state climate change
department in India, and Kerala has announced a green
fund equivalent to around USD 220 million to be used over
the next five years for various climate objectives. Yet some
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other states are still to recognize climate change as a policy
concern.

Responsibility for defining and implementing state cli-
mate policy varies, from the Department of Science and
Technology in some states to the State Pollution Control
Boards or the Department of Environment in others. These
different institutional arrangements might be expected to
influence the focus of policy in different states.

Although the SAPCCs were catalyzed and directed by
the federal level, there are clear signs they are being shaped
by each state’s sense of vulnerabilities and opportunities,
including resource availability or constraints, as well as
their long-term development agendas. Development prior-
ities are strongly reflected in SAPCCs, even at the expense
of climate objectives in some cases. In Orissa, for example,
the SAPCC highlights an aggressive investment strategy to
increase energy security by adding 58 000 MW of coal-
fired power in next 7-8 years (Government of Orissa
2010).

Depending on their developmental circumstances, sub-
national governments have either placed emphasis on
mitigation actions or prioritised adaptation, in some cases
giving equal weight to both. The forest-dependent state of
Assam has focused on sustainable livelihoods, and Mani-
pur too has prioritised adaptation challenges, such as those
concerned with water security (Manipur Hub 2011). By
contrast, Gujarat—one of India’s most developed and
industrialized states—has focused on mitigation actions.
Motivated by a sense of economic opportunity, as well as
its geographical location and favorable investment envi-
ronment, Gujarat has announced policies to attract wind
and solar energy investment.* Similarly, in the southern
state of Karnataka, most of the actions outlined in the
SAPCC are in response to the pressing development needs
rather than climate change concerns (EMPRI 2010) and
link most closely to mitigation. The hazard-prone state of
Orissa, on the other hand, has given equal importance to
both adaptation and mitigation, with 136 actions related to
adaptation, 123 to mitigation and 28 actions common to
both (Government of Orissa 2010). Some states have gone
beyond the scope of the eight National Missions of the
NAPCC and included other state-specific priorities in their
SAPCCs. For instance, issues related to human health and
desertification are evident in Rajasthan’s action plan
(Government of Rajasthan 2010).

* Gujarat introduced a comprehensive Solar Power Policy in 2009;
The city of Gandhinagar is being developed into a “Solar city”,
setting up the first ever ‘smart grid’ as a demonstration project; An
amendment in the state Wind Energy Policy was announced in 2009,
aiming to tap the estimated 10 000 MW potential; The state is
understood to have signed 66 MOUs at the Vibrant Gujarat Summit in
2011.

@ Springer

Availability and access to financial resources are not
only a crucial driver for delivery of actions identified in the
SAPCC; it is also a potential motivation for state action.
Financial support for climate actions that are integrated
with a state’s existing policies and programs are expected
to be channelled from the existing budgetary outlays;
however, there is a suggestion that the relevant nodal
ministries at the federal level will allocate some funds to
support implementation of new actions (MoEF 2010f).
Some states have arguably seen this as an opportunity to
solicit more federal funds to support development priori-
ties, and unsurprisingly, some Indian states have come up
with ambitious budgets for implementing their climate
action plans. Orissa, for example, estimates a budget of
around USD 3.7 thousand million equivalent for the
2010-2015 period. States have also requested the MoEF to
ask for additional fund allocation from the Planning
Commission. Gujarat’s aggressive renewable energy policy
might also be seen from this perspective.

Sensing economic opportunity, Gujarat has—in addition
to pursuing additional financial support available under
federal policies such as the National Solar Mission—set up
a Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) cell for availing
carbon credits from projects under all State Government
Departments, so successfully that it accounts for around
42% of all CERs generated in India (Shah 2011).

INTERPLAY OF POLICY DRIVERS
AT DIFFERENT LEVELS

At each level of decision making in India, climate policy is
embedded in wider policy concerns. In the international
realm, it is being woven into broader foreign policy strat-
egy, while domestically, it is being shaped to serve national
and sub-national development interests. While our analysis
highlights some common drivers at all levels, it also finds
that their influences over policy are not uniform across the
different arenas, and in some cases, they work in different
ways at different levels of policy.

At the international level, arguably the two strongest
drivers are norms of equity and global status, which for the
most part pull India in opposite directions. Equity moti-
vates resistance to efforts by industrialized countries to
bring the larger emerging economies into an agreement
with emission commitments, while a drive for status
motivates greater willingness to compromise in order to
build international reputation.

Both national and state policies have progressed under
the influence of particular economic development objec-
tives. Energy security and energy access issues particularly
have been cited as key drivers for national policy measures
targeting renewable energy and energy efficiency. The
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same concerns are also visible in state policies, although
individual states’ responses to these concerns vary
according to how each perceives its own constraints and
opportunities: while Gujarat has ambitious plans for
expanding renewable energy, Orissa prioritises a major
expansion of energy supply based on fossil fuels. At the
international level, energy security and access concerns
also influence India’s approach, but in the opposite direc-
tion. Rather than encouraging actions to reduce GHG
emissions, they motivate a reluctance to take on any
emission reduction commitments for fear that these might
seriously constrain India’s options for expanding energy
supply—and hence undermine development.

Another interesting disparity in the way a particular
influence works at different policy levels can be seen in the
way a perceived environment-development trade-off is in
some areas being re-framed. This notion of a trade-off is
visible from Indira Gandhi’s views on a poverty-environ-
ment tension (Ramakrishna 1985) to Jairam Ramesh’s
recent suggestion of maximizing the ‘yes but’ approach in
national policy-making (Ramesh 2010). However, there are
also signs of a weakening of the influence of this idea in
shaping climate diplomacy. Perhaps more interestingly, the
emergence of state climate plans is beginning to reveal a
re-framing of this tension, such that climate policies are
being designed to deliver state-based development agendas
that may have co-benefits for climate objectives.

National policy was by and large the catalyst for action
by the states, and the states themselves have so far exerted
little influence over either national policy or India’s
approach to international negotiations. This suggests a
prevailing ‘top-down’ approach to climate policy in India.
However, now that sub-national action is underway the
top-down priorities, and agendas are evidently being fil-
tered through a process of ‘bottom-up’ public reasoning
and conditioned by grounded material concerns. The fact
that emerging state policies show a clear pattern of being
built around a state’s individual material interests and
development priorities will have implications for the extent
to which national priorities and policies can be successfully
implemented.

The other ‘bottom-up’ element relates to the influence of
Indian civil society. The framing of domestic policy in
some cases reflects international influence; however, it is
also true that legitimacy for particular environmental pol-
icy interventions has a history in India of being created
through civil society discourse. On climate policy, civil
society has been both a source of new ideas and a condi-
tioner of the ideas of others. Billett (2010), for instance,
examines the role of Indian mass media (and of environ-
mental NGOs through mass media) in maintaining and
sustaining some of the key ideas underlying Indian climate
policy.

© Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences 2012
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CONCLUSIONS: RELEVANCE FOR GLOBAL
COOPERATION

Policy influence, therefore, can be seen to run in both
directions, from the bottom-up and from the top-down.
Political leaders, like civil society organisations, construct
their discourses under the influence of norms and interests
at the domestic level and, increasingly, ideas and aspira-
tions at the international level. This multi-directional
relationship between the international and domestic arenas,
as argued by Putnam (1988), is illuminated in the Indian
case by seeing both the effect that economic development
objectives and a strong sense of national sovereignty have
over climate diplomacy on the one hand, and the influence
that international institutions have had over national policy
and institutions on the other. Likewise, the noticeable shift
in Indian climate diplomacy from around 2007 onwards
(though picking up pace from 2009) correlates with the
emergence of India’s first comprehensive domestic policies
on climate change, specifically the NAPCC in 2008.

Our analysis makes clear that actions at any one level of
the policy landscape have an influence at other levels.
Recognizing these interlinkages can, according to Putnam
(1988), have ‘powerful consequences’ for choices at both
domestic and international levels. In other words, under-
standing the most influential factors shaping India’s cli-
mate policy can open up space for other parties to initiate
more productive efforts at cooperation with India. The
conclusion that India is using climate diplomacy as a forum
for enhancing international image, coupled with an
awareness that many of India’s domestic policy drivers are
not incompatible with global climate change objectives,
opens up opportunities within the international negotia-
tions. Other parties have an opportunity to work with India
toward constructive action where this can help accomplish
India’s wider policy objectives.

For international policy mechanisms to be accepted
within India, they must be framed and designed in a way
that is cognisant of the most important domestic policy
influences, for instance, by appropriate signalling on res-
onant ideational concepts such as equity and sovereignty
and with clear recognition for India’s sense of limited
capacity and prioritisation of poverty reduction, livelihood
creation and energy security. This might, for instance, help
explain why the concept of ‘credited NAMAs’ has gained
some traction within Indian policy circles (Pahuja and
Linner 2010), whereas the notion of ‘sectoral crediting
mechanisms’—which are perceived foremost as an eco-
nomic threat—has been met with opposition.

Similarly, appropriate signalling from the national
government toward states—focused on state needs—is
more likely to foster cooperation and greater implementa-
tion of the national agenda.
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Overall, the analysis of India’s policy culture with
respect to climate change at different levels of governance
illuminates a complex interplay between levels and
between drivers at each level. It is our hope that this
analysis provides a more nuanced understanding of why
India’s approach looks the way it does, since the basis of
effective policy cooperation at any level needs to be mutual
understanding of the many needs and norms that influence
decision makers.
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