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The Buenos Aires Climate Change Conference 
State Department Fact Sheet 

December 1998

Overview

• At a conference held November 2-13, 1998, in Buenos Aires, Argentina, the 
Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change agreed to a 
two-year action plan for advancing the ambitious agenda outlined in the 
historic Kyoto Protocol. The Protocol commits developed countries to reduce 
emissions of the greenhouse gases most scientists believe are causing global 
warming, and provides innovative, market-based tools for achieving those 
reductions. [See box].

• The Buenos Aires conference (known also as the "Fourth Session of the 
Conference of the Parties" or "CoP-4") also saw a significant breakthrough 
on the issue of developing country participation in international efforts to 
address climate change. Argentina became the first developing country to 
announce its intention to take on a binding emissions target for the 
2008-201 2 time period. Kazakhstan announced that it intended to do so as 
well.

• During the Buenos Aires conference, on November 12, 1998, the United 
States signed the Kyoto Protocol at the United Nations in New York. Signing 
reaffirms the United States' commitment to work with other nations to meet 
the Protocol's ambitious environmental goals and ensures a continued strong 
U.S. role in settling issues left unresolved at Kyoto. Signing does not impose 
an obligation on the United States to implement the Kyoto Protocol. (The 
Protocol cannot become binding on the United States without the approval of 
the United States Senate.) The President will not submit the Protocol to the 
U.S. Senate for approval without the meaningful participation of key 
developing countries in efforts to address climate change.

Summary of Accomplishments

Buenos Aires Action Plan

By securing a plan of action with a deadline for developing key aspects of the 
operational framework of the Kyoto Protocol, the United States achieved one 
of its primary diplomatic objectives in Buenos Aires.

In the Buenos Aires action plan, the Parties resolved to reach decisions by 
the end of 2000 on a number of key issues, including:
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• Rules and guidelines for Kyoto's market-based mechanisms (e.g., 
emissions trading, joint implementation, and the Clean Development 
Mechanism);

• Compliance rules and procedures, including consequences for 
non-compliance;

• Development and transfer of cleaner, climate-friendly technologies; and

• Consideration of the adverse impacts of climate change and response 

measures.
Buenos Aires Action Plan (continued from page 1)

• The plan of action for proceeding on Kyoto's market-based mechanisms 
includes a list of critical operational issues raised by Parties, including:

• Transparency in tracking transfers of emissions units;

• Allocating risk in emissions trades; and

• Measurement, reporting and verification issues.

• The Parties decided to continue the Activities Implemented Jointly pilot 
phase for emissions reduction and carbon sink activities. This will provide, in 
particular, the least developed and small island states additional opportunities 
to develop projects and gain experience that will allow them to participate 
more fully in the Protocol's Clean Development Mechanism.

Carbon Sinks

• In addition to the Buenos Aires Action Plan, the Parties agreed to move 
forward with a process to define, measure and verify various categories of 
carbon sinks and have tasked the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) (an international body of over 2000 of the world's leading 
climate scientists and experts) with conducting a comprehensive study on 
land-use, land-use change, and forestry activities.

• As part of this process, the Parties accepted the offer of the United 
States to host a workshop in the spring of 1999 on additional sink 
categories, such as those created by improved conservation and 
management of forests, agricultural soils, and grasslands.

• Once the IPCC report is finished in the spring of 2000, the Parties will
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be in a position, at the following Conference of the Parties, to consider 
further decisions on the scope and use of carbon sinks under the 
Protocol.

Developing Country Participation

• On November 11th, Argentina became the first developing country to 
announce its intention to adopt a binding emissions target for the 2008-2012 
time period. Kazakhstan followed the next day with a similar pledge. While 
the issue of developing country participation in the Protocol remains far from 
resolved, these announcements signaled a clear shift in the terms of the 
international debate.

• The announcements by Argentina and Kazakhstan present a new challenge 
to the Parties. The Protocol does not now provide for nations to voluntarily 
assume binding emissions targets. Thus, future conferences will need to find 
pathways under the Protocol in order to facilitate greater developing country 
participation. Possibilities include a supplemental agreement that would 
modify the Protocol as it enters into force.

• Greater engagement in Buenos Aires on the part of developing countries was 
evidenced in other areas as well. One notable example was the growing 
interest of countries in Latin America and Africa in the Clean Development 
Mechanism, one of the Protocol's market-based provisions that provides 
incentives for investment in clean technology projects.

• Climate change is a global problem requiring a global solution. Thus, 
securing meaningful participation from key developing countries remains a 
top priority for the United States. The Administration will continue a 
"full-court diplomatic press" in this area.

Private Sector Involvement

Another encouraging development in Buenos Aires was the active 
participation of the private sector. Business representatives were involved in 
two roundtables on the Kyoto mechanisms and technology transfer. Private 
sector representatives will continue to have opportunities to participate in 
upcoming international meetings on a number of climate issues.


