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Abstract 

Ever since the governments began to meet for the Conferences of the Parties (COP) to try to come to 
agreement over an international climate agreement, civil society organizations involved in the climate issue 

have also gathered for their own conferences in relation to the COP. Still the role of these re-occurring 
“COP counter summits” in global climate governance have not been researched in depth. In order to 

contribute to a better understanding of the role the COP counter summit in climate governance in general, 
the aim of this study is to conduct a qualitative single-case study of one of these meetings. This is carried out 

by a field study to the COP counter summit in Paris 2015 with methods of participatory observation and 
semi-structured interviews with informants. An analytical framework was developed based on theory within 

related research fields, like parallel summits, social movements and globalization studies. The study 
contributes with research about what functions of the COP counter summit in Paris had for civil society and 

how these functions were performed. 

Bachelor Thesis in Development studies  
Department of Political Science  

Uppsala University 



 
 
 
 
 
Table of Contents 

1. Introduction  3 ..............................................................................................................................

1.1 Purpose and research question 5 ..............................................................................................

2.Theory and analytical framework 6 ............................................................................................

2.1 Previous research and theoretical framework 6 .......................................................................

2.2 Analytical framework 13 ..........................................................................................................

3. Method and material 18 ...............................................................................................................

3.1 Research design 18 ...................................................................................................................

3.2 Collection of material and method 18 ......................................................................................

4. Empirical results 20 ......................................................................................................................

4.1  Introduction of the COP counter summit in Paris 2015. 21 ....................................................

4.2 COP counter summits: a space for strengthening civil society 23 ...........................................

4.3 COP counter summits: a space for influence 26 ......................................................................

4.4 The COP counter summits: a space to gain public support 28 .................................................

4.5. Analysis of the empirical findings   30 ...................................................................................

5. Conclusion 32 ................................................................................................................................

6. References 34.................................................................................................................................

!2



1. Introduction  

Climate change is undoubtedly one of the most pressing issues of our time. It is already affecting 

countries on every continent. It is disrupting national economies and affecting lives, costing people, 

communities and countries dearly, and will do so even more, tomorrow. Even though we know this 

the emission of greenhouse gases increases, they have never been as high as during the 21st century. 

At the same time, to solve the challenge of climate change, we need radical reduction of greenhouse 

gases. For the climate not to increase more than 2 degrees, which is a threshold we cannot pass, we 

need to reduce the emissions with 40-70 percent by 2050, compared to 2010. In the end of the 

century the emissions basically needs to be zero. (IPCC, 2014)  

Climate governance has thus gained importance as well as more research attention in recent 

decades. It can be defined as “a wide variety of coordination methods contributing to the adaptation 

and mitigation of climate change” (Knieling & Filho, 2013, p.1). It's a broad concept and thus 

includes various coordination methods by national governments as well as other non-state actors, 

like the private sector and civil society, to halt climate change and reduce its implications. One way 

non-state actors can play a part in climate governance is by trying to influence international 

agreements and state policy, but also they can be agents in global climate governance themselves. 

Current development shows that establishment of norms and rules and their subsequent 

implementation are often the outcome of agency beyond the state. (Pattberg & Stripple, 2008, p.

369) 

One of the central coordinating methods of global climate governance has been the intentions to 

create binding international climate agreements between the world’s governments, like the Kyoto-

protocol and Paris-agreement. These have been negotiated at the Conferences of the Parties 

(hereafter COP) which has held an annual climate-summit between the 197 member states each 

year since 1995.  

2015 was a crucial and much awaited year when the Paris agreement was finally signed, at COP21. 

196 countries agreed to aim for limiting global warming at “well below” two degrees, with a 

specific reference to a 1.5 degrees. Politicians and media praised the commitment, glad there was 

finally some good news to report on the prospects of climate change. But not everyone was 

convinced that the agreement was worth all the hurrays. It also faced much criticism from social 

movements and environmental groups, as well as researchers (eg. Wilhite & Hansen, 2016), who 
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questioned the fact that the agreement was non-binding, consisted of vague formulations and 

excluded formulations of justice and human rights. (ibid)  

This thesis will not treat the climate governance taking place in the space of the COP-meetings. 

Instead it will treat another meeting-space, where those critics mentioned above, who take a more 

critical stand on current climate governance, meet. Because parallel to the COP21 was another 

climate summit taking place in Paris. Civil society organizations (hereafter CSO:s), front-line 

community representatives, unions and independent activists came together in their own meeting 

where their perspectives on climate change were discussed and action planned to create pressure on 

the official COP for a binding, sufficient and just climate-treaty. It was not the first time this kind of 

meeting took place, in fact, activists themselves claim they have been organized in different forms 

every year parallel to the COP-meetings since 1995 (Igeland). Those are the meetings that this 

thesis will focus on. I have chosen to call them COP counter summits.  

COP counter summits seems to be an important space where the civil society involved in the 

climate change issue meet, exchange ideas and act collectively. Thus, I argue that this ought to be a 

relevant area of investigation within the field of global climate governance, still it has not yet been 

investigated systematically. Some reports exist about certain COP counter summits, for example 

from Klimaforum09, the COP counter summit in Copenhagen 2009 and some other of the earlier 

major COP:s (eg. Eriksen et.al. 2010; Russell et.al. 2012), but in general the information is scarce 

and the intent to put these spaces in the context of climate governance has not been done. The COP 

counter summits thus deserves further investigation. As an attempt to fill this gap in existing 

literature about civil society and global climate governance I have chosen to let this thesis focus on 

the COP counter summits and what role this space has for civil society.  
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1.1 Purpose and research question 

The purpose of the thesis is to generate knowledge of the COP counter summits, which to date is 

scarce, and contribute to the understanding of their role in global climate governance. In this way, 

this thesis contributes to the theoretical development of this field of study. This is done by 

conducting a case study on one of these meetings, the COP counter summit in Paris, 2015. 

The aim of this study is thus to understand, describe and explain what functions the space of the 

COP counter summit in Paris had for civil society and how that relates to their role in climate 

governance at different levels.  

The specific questions I will seek to answer are as follows: 

• What functions did the COP counter summit in Paris 2015 have for civil society 

mobilization in climate governance? 

• In what ways are these functions performed? 

Due to limits in time and resources the study will not aspire to say how effective the COP counter 

summit is in fulfilling the functions and making an impact. Rather I seek the general role the space 

of COP counter summits are aimed to serve. 
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2.Theory and analytical framework 

2.1 Previous research and theoretical framework 

COP counter summits have been a space where civil society actors have met and mobilized parallel 

to the official COP summits for decades, still little research exist on the role that this space have had 

for civil society in global climate governance. However, defining COP counter summits as a case of 

the broader term parallel summits, permits using the existing literature in this field as a theoretical 

framework. This chapter will give an overview of previous research on parallel summits and their 

functions for civil society. This will guide the construction of an analytical framework (chapter 2.2).  

One researcher who has written extensively of parallel summits of civil society is Mario Pianta 

(2001, 2003, 2004, 2005, some of the works in collaboration with others). He discusses the parallel 

summits of global civil society in relation to the deepened globalization where ever more decisions 

are taken in the international sphere and increasing importance is given to global summits. Pianta 

reasons (ibid, p.171) that this development of supranational decision making on issues that makes 

impact on local level has resulted in that many civil society organisations increasingly have focused 

their attention to the international realm. Originating from social movements on national level on 

specific issues like human rights, solidarity, development, ecology etc. a global civil society has 

emerged and developed “an ability to address problems of a global nature, build information 

networks, stage actions, find self organized solutions across national borders, interacting also in 

original ways with the new sites of supranational power” (ibid, p.171). It is pointed out that the 

global civil society is far from representing a coherent alternative, in fact it is extremely 

heterogeneous and fragmented (Pianta, 2001, p.171). Still, although widely dispersed, Pianta argues 

that the global civil society has been powerful enough to confront the dominant visions of global 

order, resisting the project of neo-liberal globalization and influencing the project of globalization 

of rights and responsibilities. One of its strategies to do so has been to invent the parallel summits, 

“events which could challenge the legitimacy of government summits, confront official delegates, 

give visibility to the emerging global civil society, resist neo-liberal policies, and propose 

alternative solutions to global problems” (ibid, p.171). 

He defines parallel summits as events: 

− organized by national and international civil society groups with international 

participation, independently of the activities of states and firms 
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− coinciding with or related to official summits of governments and international 
institutions (with few major exceptions) 

− addressing the same fundamental problems as official summits, with a critical 
perspective on government and business policies 

− using the means of public information and analysis, political mobilization and 
protest, and alternative policy proposals 

− and with or without formal contacts with the official summits.  
(Pianta, 2001, p.171) 

By and large, the characteristics of the parallel summit coincide with the COP counter summits (see 

eg. Eriksen et al. 2010). Also the framing of “climate justice”, prominent at the COP counter 

summits reflects the same social and economic rights perspectives voiced by global movements on 

debt, trade and globalization (Pettit, 2004, p.103). The COP counter summits can thus be seen as a 

case of parallel summit, but taking place in another context, why I put interest in the following 

research. 

Most parallel summits have more or less the same structure, including an international conference, 

in most cases a street demonstration, in addition to media oriented initiatives, and grassroot 

meetings in the fringes of the conference (Pianta, 2001, p.182). From the work of Pianta we find 

that there are three areas that seem to be the major objectives of organizing and participating in 

parallel summits; “Proposal of alternative policies”, “networking among civil society organisations” 

and “public information and consciousness raising”. Also “Political confrontation” and “Lobbying 

official representatives” were somewhat common answers, but to a significantly lower degree. 

Surprisingly no other objectives were prominent (Pianta, 2001, p.184; Pianta & Silva, 2003, p.391, 

Pianta et al., 2004, p.15). This shows a systematic pattern which indicates two parallel needs for 

these events: “building up the ‘internal’ strength of global civil society and making more effective 

its ‘external’ activity, based on the development of alternative proposals” (Pianta, 2001, p.185). 

Also examining the impact of parallel summits Pianta shows evidence that the main impact of 

parallel summits is on the civil society itself, followed by impact on public opinion and impact on 

international media. The impact on the official summits or international policies, was however 

considered low, in most cases (Pianta et al., 2004, p.5).  

Even though it's situated in direct relation to an international high level summit, neither is the 

parallel summits main purpose to influence the decision-makers at the summit, nor is its impact 

normally especially big on it. Building internal strength of the global civil society and external 
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visibility of their cause, are more important purposes. Below I will examine research which can 

explain how the parallel meetings, with its conferences and protests, contribute to these objectives 

and impacts. 

Parallel meetings contributing to internal strength of global civil society 

As mentioned the parallel summits consists of an international conference and in most cases a street 

demonstration, as has also been the case for previous COP counter summits. Consulting previous 

research, how can this contribute to the strengthening of the global civil society? 

Smith & Duncan (2012) describes these types of emerging autonomous civil society gatherings as a 

“sub-system of world politics” which is movement-centered rather than state-centered (p.12), and 

have strengthened the transformative potential of civil society actors by giving a space where they 

can articulate solutions to global problems and expand the possibilities for transnational alliances to 

mobilize support for these alternatives. Thus parallel summits, and other spaces like social forums, 

serve as focal points and provide momentum for activists “seeking to develop their analyses of what 

changes that are needed in the inter-state system and to build transnational alliances capable of 

advancing such initiatives” (ibid., p.13).   

Concerning articulation and proposal of alternatives, which is found to be an important objective of 

the parallel summits (Pianta, 2004, p.15) Pianta argues that the interaction between civil society 

parallel summits and UN-summits have produced many common CSO-declarations thus forcing the 

diverse civil society to form consensus. This has impacted CSO to move from isolation on specific 

issues to address broader concerns of economic justice and international democracy, in search to 

give meaning to the assertion that “another world is possible” (2005, p.8). Chatterton et al (2013) 

equally note the importance of the continuous COP counter summits in the articulation of the broad 

frame of climate justice. 

Maiba (2005) develops this argument by describing what it is that make this articulation, 

networking and analysis possible. He argues that physical transnational spaces, like parallel 

summits, are of particular importance for establishing and revitalizing transnational networks as 

well as for the elaboration of collective identity and transnational diffusion of ideas, tactics and 

resources. At summit protests this is made possible by the construction of spaces for “educational 

activities, ranging from lectures, reports about movement struggles, hands-on workshops and 

strategy sessions to networking sessions among like-minded groups of organisations” (Ibid., p.46). 

This leads to a stronger mobilization at national or local level as participants get empowered with 
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knowledge, frames and ideas of tactics to bring home to their own localized struggle. But the face-

to-face meeting and networking with activists from other places with whom they share core values 

and tactics also strengthen the sense of a collective identity, which enables further global 

mobilization. The networks made by the personal contacts are often continued on virtual 

transnational spaces like the internet, where coordination can continue for global mobilization 

actions (ibid.).   

But not only the conference-part of the parallel summit, with educational workshops and network 

sessions, contributes to the strengthening of the civil society. Della Porta (2008) stresses the effects 

of protest on the social movements themselves, especially “eventful protest”, protests that have 

transformative effects on social movements due to various reasons. She stresses that these events 

often have cognitive, affective and relational impacts on the very movements that carry them out 

and produces social capital, collective identity and knowledge (ibid, p.30). She argues that even 

though protest may be a resource which some groups utilize to put pressure upon decision makers it 

also have profound effects on the group spirit of the protest's participants as it creates solidarity and 

collective identity, which is a condition for collective action (ibid, p.31). She finds that transnational 

protest is especially productive in having relational impacts and forming networks. They produce 

relations between once disconnected individuals and groups and networking develops “in action” 

while organizing a mobilization or protest. This in turn then creates both formal and informal social 

ties between these people and groups. Furthermore, the marches themselves produce social ties by 

knowledge exchange and production of a sense of fellowship which enable a construction of 

transnational collective identity – identifying themselves as part of a global subject (ibid. p.34-35). 

Protests in relation to social forums, della Porta argues, are particularly eventful in producing 

knowledge and cross-fertilizing frames of different groups. As protests often occur in relation to 

spaces where different groups and individuals communicate with each other (like social forums) 

they are likely to have educational cognitive impacts creating social capital (ibid, p.40). Further 

Della Porta stresses that protest produces emotions. “Good emotions”, such as hope, pride, 

indignation or injustice can create energy and stronger mobilization but protest can also potentially 

produce “dangerous emotions” such as fear or shame, which can cripple collective action. (ibid, p.

43) Even though della Porta notes that protest tends to always be emotionally intense, emotional 

attachment tends to be especially high in direct action which involve risk, like civil disobedience 

actions or occupations, which have become more common also in the global justice movement 

(ibid, p.47). Repression in non-violent protest also tends to produce feelings of injustice both of 
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participants and by-standers which can strengthen mobilization (ibid, p.42-47)  

Also in the case of COP counter summits, there is evidence of these strengthening functions of 

protest and conferences in previous research. Evidence from the COP counter summit and protests 

at the COP15 in Copenhagen shows that the COP counter summit-events created networks, 

collective identity and solidarities between localized struggles through both antagonist tactics of 

protest and educational forums. The police brutality that the protests met the 12th of December also 

serve as evidence of how the direct action gave rise feelings of injustice and further mobilization 

beyond that particular COP (Chatterton et. al. 2013). 

Long et al. (2010) also stresses the importance of the alternative spaces of civil society, as the COP 

counter summits and similar events, to strengthen the global civil society and localized 

campaigning. They conclude that there is marginal possibility to influence the official COP for the 

movements in theses spaces. Still, they are positive to the civil society autonomous spaces as it's a 

space where the climate justice movement can determine their own language and agenda, in 

contrast to when civil society gets involved with the official summit. In the end their prognosis of 

the climate justice movement’s possibility to make a contribution in global climate governance is 

positive, concluding that localized campaigning must be strengthened at the same time as being 

connected to a common global struggle. The COP counter summits and other similar meetings are 

thus according to them a space to strengthen this global process through networking and 

coordination between localized struggles. (Long et al, 2010, p.242) 

Following the presented previous research I argue that one can make the assumption that COP 

counter summits serve as a space to strengthen the civil society. In my empirical study I will try to 

find evidence if this is the case and in if so, how.  

Parallel meetings contributing to external activity of global civil society 

As previously mentioned, “proposal of alternative policies” and “public information and 

consciousness raising” were two prominent answers to the question of objectives for organizing 

parallel summits which are interpreted as connected to the need of making more effective the civil 

society's ‘external’ activity. (Pianta, 2001, p.184) The impact of parallel summits on international 

media and public opinion were also highlighted (ibid). Interestingly “lobbying the official summit 

and delegates” was not ranked equally high, although an objective for some. Neither was “the 

impact of the parallel summit on the official summit and international policy” estimated to be high. 

(Pianta et al., 2004, p.5) 
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Following this, the external activity of global civil society at the parallel summits can be seen in 

two parts. One is the objective to raise public awareness and public support of the global civil 

society and its ideas, and the other is the objective to influence the official summit and international 

policy with their policy proposals. Although they are connected, as high public support will make 

more likely that the official summit will care for the opinions raised, I argue that they are separate 

objectives with very different potential to be fulfilled.   

Pianta (2005 p.42) shows that there are four main attitudes among CSO:s of how to search to 

influence UN official summits. His survey shows that active dialogue is the most common attitude 

towards the official summit, then comes criticism from the outside, integration in the official 

summit and ultimately strong conflict. However among CSO:s which do not participate in the 

official summit, the attitude that has increased most in recent years is that of criticism of policies 

from the outside, (Pianta, 2005, p.21) a trend following the curve of a number of transnational civil 

society summits (Pianta, 2004, p.8). 

Even though Pianta notes that some groups are using several methods of influence at the same time, 

there also seems to be a difference in what type of organisation that mainly seeks active 

participation at the official summits and the ones which do not. CSOs participating in the UN events 

tend to be larger, more structured organisations or networks, with more resources and active in 

fields closer to the themes of the UN summits, and perhaps with a greater institutional orientation 

and interest in a close relationship with UN activities. (Pianta, 2005, p.19, 21) To get accreditation 

in the official COP means you get observer status. This means that one is allowed to observe the 

formal negotiations, but still holds a lot of restrictions in what you can and cannot do. Carpenter 

(2001) lists several ways in which NGO:s try to get involved in the negotiations on the inside of 

COP:s. Some get the opportunity to make formal interventions during negotiation sessions, some 

attend informal contact group meetings and discuss issues of concern with national negotiators. 

There is also possibility to apply for arranging “side events” to present specific topics and set up 

exhibits where they distribute reports, analyses and commentary papers on negotiating issues (p.

319). However having stands is costly and one needs professional lobbying-skills to make effective 

influence, which may be the reason why geographical, socioeconomic and the epistemic diversity of 

participants is low (Hjärpe and Linnér, 2010, p.179). 

Still, high participation by non-state-actors in side events is seen by the negotiators as increasing the 

legitimacy of the negotiation. However as Tallberg et al. show, stakeholders do not lend democratic 
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legitimacy to international organizations just by getting opportunities to participate in them. They 

are only perceived legitimate if the stakeholders perceive that they have been able to influence 

policy (2014, p.5). Certain discourses, most notably what Dryzek and Stevenson (2011) define as 

green radicalism (which coincides with the positions of the climate justice movement and 

globalization from below), does not make it through in a very effective manner in these official 

spaces (p.1879). Thus, both lack of resources, capacity and political responsiveness may be the 

reasons why these groups take on outside-tactics as their influence strategy. The survey of Pianta 

shows that the organisations who emphasized criticism of official policies from the outside were in 

higher degree supporters of the perspective of “globalization from below” (2004, p. 20). 

Parallel summits, at least in most cases, include a street demonstration (Pianta, 2004, p. 3). As 

mentioned earlier, protests like street demonstrations or direct action, can fill a function of 

strengthening the civil society in different ways, but most of the time, they are described as a mean 

to create pressure on decision makers or to raise awareness on an issue (della Porta, 2008, p. 28).  

Following the findings presented in the previous research above, I argue that one can make the 

assumption that COP counter summits ought to serve as some kind of means to influence the 

official COP and future international policy. In my empirical study I will try to find evidence if this 

is the case and in if so, what tactics that are related to the COP counter summit.  

The other “external” function of parallel summits is as previously stated public information and 

consciousness raising. Impact on media outlets plays an important role in this respect as that is the 

main connection between the parallel summit and the public. Beyeler & Kriesi (2005) conclude that 

staging major protest events in connection to the gathering of international political and economic 

elites seems to be very effective in attracting international press attention:  

For the articulation of their issues, activists use the “windows of opportunity” that are opened by 
media attention to the major protests. They can take advantage of the prominence of the adversary by 
targeting an internationally relevant actor. Moreover, the countersummit strategy ensures that the 

protest event is inserted in the peak of an issue-attention cycle in many different countries.” (p.98) 

For the civil society organisations to gain public support, however, it is not enough just to get 

attention, but it is also important that their messages are communicated correctly and that their 

claims find supporters in the public. Within these needs for getting media attention and getting the 

point across lies a challenge. In order to get attention by the media the message of the protesters is 

forced to be reduced to strong images and slogans which implies a simplification and a reduction of 
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the message. Disorder and militancy may create media attention, but can reduce the credibility and 

public support. (Ibid, p.98) A survey of media reports in relation to transnational protest in relation 

to official summits carried out by Beyeler & Kriesi (2005) gives support to the fact that summits in 

some cases create windows of opportunity for the civil society to reach across with their message 

through the media which translates into a critical transnational debate, which they aim to achieve. 

The movements are sometimes but not always depicted in a supportive manner, which depends 

greatly on the political context of the country which is reporting and the newspapers ideology (p.

107-108). 

A solution to the challenge of getting both attention and support can be a division of labour among 

the activists; those who engage in actions designed to gain attention do not themselves attempt to be 

the main carriers of the issue frame, which is done by more moderate speakers. This however, 

requires coordination and professionalism (Beyeler & Kriesi, 2005, p. 98). This is something that 

the parallel summit may be able to provide a space for. Pianta finds that some parallel summits 

contain media-oriented events (Pianta, 2005, p. 23) which I interpret as for example press 

conferences, as organized mechanisms to get the message of the participants of the parallel meeting 

across more effectively and create public awareness and public support.  

Given the similarities between COP counter summits and parallel summits I argue that one can 

make the assumption that COP counter summit also have a function of raising public awareness of 

CSO:s perspectives of climate change in order to gain public support. Thus, in my empirical study I 

will also try to find evidence for if this is the case, and if so, how this is done.  

2.2 Analytical framework 

In the chapter of previous research and theoretical framework I have accounted for previous 

research on parallel summits and some other research on civil society, protest and globalization. I 

have also made present that I define COP counter summits as a case of parallel summits and that we 

thus can assume that the functions could be argued to be similar. Throughout the previous chapter I 

have also made three assumptions about what this ought to mean for COP counter summits, which I 

aim to investigate further in my study of the COP counter summit in Paris. These assumptions are 

summarized in these three hypotheses.  

1. The COP counter summits serve as a space for strengthening the civil society.  
2. The COP counter summits serve as a space for civil society to influence the official COP-meeting 
and future international policy.  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3. The COP counter summits serve as a space for raising public awareness of CSO:s perspectives on 
climate change in order to gain public support. 

These hypotheses will work as tools for collection of empirical data in a systematic way as well as 

to make sense of the material in my analysis from a theoretical perspective. The hypotheses are not 

competing, but rather complementary. In my analysis I will search for answers to whether these 

functions indeed are the functions that the space of COP counter summits have, whether some of 

these functions are more relevant than others and in what way these functions are performed. 

But my hypotheses need operationalization for me to be able to know what I'm searching for. In this 

chapter I will therefore specify what I mean are the mechanisms that strengthen the civil society, 

what are the possible methods of influence and what are the tactics that civil society use for raising 

awareness. These mechanisms also help me find the answer to my second question ”In what ways 

are these functions performed?”. In great extent the operationalizations will also be underpinned by 

the findings from previous research in chapter two, but in part they are also based on my personal 

reasoning. I will begin with explaining my operationalizations and in the end of the chapter the 

framework will be presented in a chart. 

The first hypothesis presented was this:  

1. The COP counter summits serve as a space for strengthening the civil society. 

Previous research identified various mechanisms behind the strengthening of the civil society in 

parallel summits and social forums. I will here try to narrow down these mechanisms to four 

operational categories.  

According to Smith & Duncan (2012) and Maiba (2005) the educational activities and spaces to 

share experiences served as a space to develop the civil society’s analysis, frames, knowledge and 

tactics. Della Porta (2008) also argued that eventful protest led to similar results in developing 

social capital (increased knowledge). These can all be seen as expressions of empowerment of the 

participating civil society actors. This will be one of my operationalizations. Empowerment is here 

understood as the strengthening of a person or groups capacity and confidence as a political actor.  

Another mechanism which, by the same researchers, was argued to strengthen the civil society at 

the parallel summits and protests were that they provided a space for establishing and revitalizing 

transnational networks which in turn were important for expanding possibilities for transnational 

alliances and cooperation. This I will operationalize as alliance-building, understood here as 
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formation of formal or informal relations between actors which facilitate cooperation against a 

common goal.  

Collective identity was another mechanism that previous research identified as important to 

strengthen the civil society mobilization. Della Porta (2008) argues that collective identity is 

fostered through collective protest “in action”. Maiba (2005) argues that collective identity is also 

fostered by the face-to-face interactions in the parallel conferences where experiences are shared 

and solidarities created. Collective identity is here understood as the sense of belonging to a group 

and promoting the same frame – in this case the climate justice.  

Finding evidence of if and how these mechanisms were at work at the COP counter summit in Paris 

will help me conclude if the space had a strengthening function and in what way. Further I will also 

leave the possibility open for finding other mechanisms that worked for the strengthening of the 

civil society.  

The second hypothesis presented was this:  

The COP counter summits serve as a space for civil society to influence the official COP-meeting 

and future international policy. 

Previous research identified four strategies for influencing the official COP summit among CSO:s at 

parallel summits, which will work as operationalization: integration in the official summit, active 

dialogue, criticism of policies from the outside, and strong conflict.  

Integration in the official summit is understood as obtaining accreditation to the official COP, 

being part of a national delegation and/or making formal interventions at the plenary of the 

negotiations.  

Active dialogue is understood as making efforts to influence decision-makers by searching 

personal contact (face-to-face, written or via side-event presentation etc.) with influential persons in 

the negotiation.  

Criticism of policies from the outside is understood as making efforts to influence decision-

makers without personal contact with the official meeting. Examples of this are mass mobilization, 

criticism via media and official denunciation and other ways to criticize policies via innovative but 

peaceful actions.  

Strong conflict is understood as total delegitimization of the official meeting and taking violent 
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actions to denounce it.  

Actors can use several of these influencing strategies at the same time. Finding evidence of if and 

how these mechanisms were at work at the COP counter summit in Paris will help me to conclude if 

the space had a function of influencing the official COP and in what way. Furthermore, also for this, 

hypothesis I will leave the possibility open for finding other strategies of influence. 

The third and final hypothesis is: The COP counter summits serve as a space for raising public 

awareness of CSO:s perspectives on climate change in order to gain public support. 

Based on research (Beyeler & Kriesi, 2005; Pianta, 2005) that has already been presented in the 

previous chapter I have chosen to operationalize this hypothesis as the quite broad term effort to 

gain media attention, understood as all actions aimed (in part or completely) to get media attention 

to come across with a political message and to gain public support. This can be exemplified by 

mass protests and civil disobedience actions, which are newsworthy political acts.  

A second operationalization is what I call media contact understood here as more formal contacts 

with the media outlets in order to get the full political message communicated. Examples of this can 

be press conferences, press releases, to have a spokesperson or a media center.  

Another operationalization, not based on theoretical findings, but my personal reasoning, is the 

production of CSO:s own communication-material. I add this, because this is an additional 

source of communication that is common among civil society actors today and in addition normally 

is intended to raise public awareness and public support for their cause. Equally as with the other 

hypotheses, I will leave the possibility open for finding other strategies of raising public awareness 

of CSO: perspectives of climate change in order to gain public support. 

Finally in the whole field study I have had an open way of collecting data. When carrying out 

interviews I have begun by asking an open ended question of what the functions and objectives of 

COP counter summits are and what functions different events has. When carrying out my 

observation I have been open for other impressions than only these three functions. As previous 

research shows, some events may have more than one function. Thus this creates the possibility for 

finding other functions of the space of COP counter summits for civil society and the role it plays in 

climate governance. I have summarized my analytical framework in a chart below. 
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Possible functions: Mechanisms of strengthening: Examples

(1) The COP counter summits 
serve as a space for 
strengthening civil society

Empowerment Sense of increased knowledge, 
strategies etc.

Alliance-building Creation of social and political 
ties 

Collective identity Common framing, sense of 
belonging of climate justice 
movement

Other?

 Mechanisms of influence: Examples, indicators:

(2) The COP counter summits 
serve as a space for civil 
society to influence the official 
COP-meeting and future 
international policy

Criticism of policy from 
outside

Street protest, civil 
disobedience actions

Active dialogue Official side events, contact 
with national delegations

Integration in the official 
summit

Accreditation to official 
summit, Part of delegation,  
formal intervention at summit 

Strong conflict Violent protest

Other?

Mechanisms to raise public 
awareness and support

Examples:

(3) The COP counter summits 
serve as a space for raising 
public awareness of CSO:s 
perspectives on climate 
change in order to gain 
public support

Efforts to gain media attention Mass mobilization, civil 
disobedience-actions

Media contact Press center, press releases, 
spokespersons

Production of CSO:s own 
communication-material

Videos, social media activity

Other?

(4) Possible additional roles of 
COP counter summits
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3. Method and material 

3.1 Research design 

The method I have chosen to find answers to my questions is to conduct a case study of the COP 

counter summit 2015 held parallel to the COP21. Case studies are a good choice of method if one 

aims to generate qualitative data, which is the preferred type of data if you aim to describe 

something and create understanding of the area of investigation, (Torell & Svensson, 2013, p.10), 

which are objectives of this study.  

The evidence has been collected mainly through a field study, using various qualitative research 

techniques; participating observation, semi-structured interviews with informants as well as primary 

and secondary sources. This triangulation of material - using various ways of collecting data – can 

both serve to verify and substantiate findings as well as limit risks of biases (Mikkelsen, 2005, p.

349). 

Below I will go through a description of how the field study was conducted and the methodological 

considerations that have been made when collecting the empirical material. 

3.2 Collection of material and method 

Semi-structured interviews 

I carried out 14 audio-recorded semi-structured interviews of varying length and depth (from 5 min 

– 1 hour) with people of relevance for my study, like participants and presenters taking part in the 

counter summit of COP21 in Paris. People from Sweden, England, France, Colombia, Honduras, 

Philippines, Nepal and Kenya were interviewed. The study aimed to get a maximum variation of 

perspectives, interviewing people from different organisations, with different positions in the 

organisations and originating from different regions of the world. All interviewees were offered to 

make the interview, or parts of it, anonymous but no-one found that necessary and agreed to be 

cited by name.  

The choice fell upon the semi-structured interview as it is useful for acquiring in-depth knowledge 

of how people themselves experience their participation and for theory development (Esaiasson et 

al 2007, pp. 284-289). The questions to the interviewees aimed to identify how these forums matter 

for civil society in different aspects. Questions were open ended to be able to enhance possible 

aspects that could help theoretical development, but sometimes complemented by specific follow-

!18



up questions to be able to connect the answers to the hypotheses and analytical framework. 

Participating observation 

While interviews provide insight about people’s perceptions, understanding and experiences of a 

phenomenon, observing their actions makes it possible to understand their actual behavior without 

the distortion of reality that sometimes comes with narration (Esaiasson et al 2007, p. 344). For this 

reason participatory observation was an important method for material collection. The participating 

observation mainly took place on site in Paris 9-12 December 2015. The spaces chosen for my 

observations was selected because of their obvious centrality for the topic of research. Most of the 

time I spent in the main activist-space called Climate action Zone (henceforth ZAC) where 

thousands of activists from all over the world carried out workshops, held meetings, civil 

disobedience trainings and assemblies. Some of the days I also went to observe and take part of 

different protests and cultural manifestations in the streets and two evenings I went to parties 

organized for the activists. One day I also went to what is called “the green area”, which was the 

official space for civil society organized by the French government in direct connection to the 

negotiations (called “the blue area”). This observation was carried out to be able to compare the 

people who visited and participated in the two different events and the role they attributed the 

spaces. In addition to this, observation was also carried out on the way to and from Paris. I travelled 

there with a bus organized by various Swedish CSO:s forming part of the network “Klimatsverige”. 

This permitted chatting informally with participants about their objectives of going to the COP 

counter summit, and on the way home collecting reflections on their participation. 

As the observation was only carried out a few days of the event and by one person alone this did not 

give the opportunity of systematic in-depth observations of the whole event. The purpose was rather 

to get a general perception of the event, the atmosphere and participants. Thus one has to be careful 

with the conclusions of the data, as it is not all-encompassing and have most likely not observed all 

relevant aspects of the event. 

There are various methodological risks with observations. One is that every person experience 

events in different ways, which means that different people are likely to draw different conclusions 

from observed events, ie. the reliability is rather low. An attempt to overcome this problem was to 

combine the observation with interviews with informants, key-persons at the event, which helped to 

analyse what I had observed. The logic is that people who are familiar with the event may be able to 

tell me other perspectives of the event that I had not thought of, or who were not visible. 
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When doing participating observation, it is of high importance for the researcher to be aware of his/

her role as it may affect the outcome of the event that is observed. According to Fangen (2005, p. 

139) the ideal to strive for is to create the most intimate knowledge about the environment or object 

under study, at the same time as using scientific analytical and methodological schooling. The 

researcher has to find his/her best position between participation and analytical distance. I took a 

rather active role as participant in order to gain confidence in the environment I was there to study.  

In non-participating observations confidence can be a hard thing to achieve which affects what 

people say or do (ibid, p. 147). The biggest methodological risk with this research technique is to be 

too filled up with the prevailing culture of the group rather than observing it, so that you lose your 

analytical perspective. To overcome this risk I followed Fangen’s advise to sometimes take a break 

from the environment I was studying and also I reflected on my own process during the field study. 

The more aware one is of the double role and what situations it brings, the more harmless they are 

and one can make use of them in the analytical work (ibid 153). 

Other primary and secondary sources 

The COP counter summit in Paris consisted of various events over two weeks 29 November -12 

December. Moreover many seminars, protests and other events were held in parallel. I, as a single 

researcher, on site for four days (9-12 December) thus had no chance to attend and observe all 

relevant events and conversations that were held during the summit. In this respect, other primary 

and secondary sources from the COP counter summit also played a very important part in filling in 

gaps where I could not attend. News updates, videos and programs from events I did not attend 

served as secondary sources to understand the full range of events and the role these spaces played. 

Political declarations from various organizations participating were also used to understand the 

motives of participants to be there and their ideological orientation. Through people I met at the 

ZAC I also got access to some other primary sources, like protocols from especially interesting 

sessions. 

4. Empirical results 

In this section I will present the evidence found in the empirical material, continuously analyzing 

the findings. I will begin with an introduction of the COP counter summit in Paris, to give an 

overview of the events. Then I will present and analyze each hypothesis under separate headings. 

Finally a summarizing analysis will be made of the findings as a whole, to be able to compare the 

relevance of each hypothesis. 
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A practical remark is that in this chapter, when no other sources are mentioned, findings are based 

on empirical findings in my participatory observation.  

4.1  Introduction of the COP counter summit in Paris 2015. 

The COP parallel summit in Paris was held between the 29/11 – 12/12 2015 and was divided in four 

main events at different locations which served different objectives, all which will be explained in 

more detail under each heading in the following chapter. The counter summit was coordinated by 

Coalición Climat 21, a broad network of 130 French and international organisations, formed 

especially to coordinate mobilizations in relation to COP21 and beyond. Financially it was made 

possible by grants from the French government, foundations and contributions from each member 

organisation. (Rosseau; Lickel)  

The meeting took place only a couple of weeks after the terrorist attacks which haunted Paris on the 

13th of November, when 130 people died in a mass shooting and a series of suicide bomb-attacks. 

Consequently France declared a state of emergency, which affected basically all plans that had been 

made by the COP counter summit, most notably it created severe restrictions on protest, making it 

illegal to gather more than two people to carry out a political message. This was highly criticized by 

many organisations as they saw it as a restriction on free speech. 

The first of the four events took place on the 29/11, the eve of the inauguration of the official COP. 

It was planned to be a big climate march, organizers expecting up to 300 000 participants, to put 

pressure on the politicians to agree to an ambitious, just and binding treaty. Due to the state of 

emergency the authorities called off the big march but many decided to defy the protest-ban and 

still took to the streets in other creative ways. Coalición Climat 21 (henceforth CC21) instead 

organized a “human chain” mobilization, organizing 10 000 protesters in a 2 km long “human 

chain” so that it wouldn't be too many people gathered at one place at the same time (Rosseau). 

Another innovative and participatory installation was created at a square, asking people to place a 

pair of shoes on a square symbolizing those who couldn't march due to the state of emergency (eg. 

CNN1) These actions were part of a global day of action, and at least 2300 events were held in 175 

countries with approximately 785 thousands participants worldwide (350.org). 

The second event was called the People's Climate Summit and was held on the 5-6 December in the 

Parisian suburb Montreuil. It consisted of a Climate forum, and a Global alternative village. The 

Climate Forum consisted of conferences, workshops, film screenings and theatrical plays and was a 
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place to “discuss and share ideas about the initiatives, analyses and solutions that have emerged 

from struggles taking place around the world” (Coalición climat 211, p.4). The Global alternative 

village was a space composed by 11 theme areas where NGO:s, cooperatives or local communities 

organized stalls presenting different alternative lifestyles and actions contributing to solve climate 

change. It was also presented as a popular festival featuring organic, local food and drinks and 

concerts and street performance (ibid, p.5). 

The third event was the Climate Action Zone (Zone d'Action pour le Climat, henceforth ZAC) 

which was organized on the 7-11th of December when more activists started to arrive in Paris. This 

was promoted as a central space for citizen's mobilization. Action trainings were held there which 

gathered thousands of people. In the ZAC it was scheduled 150 conferences, workshops and film 

screenings during daytime as well as it hosted several expositions etc. ZAC also provided hangout 

areas and a couple of rooms unbooked where people could meet and plan direct actions together. 

Each afternoon there was a general assembly in a big auditorium to bring visitors up to date with 

the state of the negotiations at COP21 and where groups could announce planned protests-actions 

throughout the city. Several evenings they were followed by a panel discussion or similar event. 

The site also had a media centre, providing a working area for journalists “in the very heart of the 

people mobilization for the climate” (Coalición climat 212, p.5) 

The final event was another mobilization day on the 12th of Dec. That was the day when the official 

COP negotiation was planned to be finished and a “Paris Agreement” was expected to be presented. 

Already before the COP began, many civil society organisations wasn't convinced that the Paris 

Agreement would be like they demanded; ambitious, just, and binding. Thus, the mobilizations on 

the 12th of Dec were an intention to not let the official COP get the last word – but that the people 

would. The original plan was to make a powerful mass action, with thousands of people 

surrounding the COP negotiation halls and marking up giant symbolic red lines representing a line 

that the decision makers weren't allowed to pass - the minimal necessity for a just and liveable 

planet. But with the state of emergency that kind of protest wasn't allowed and the organizers had to 

rethink the plan. Continuous negotiations with the authorities to get permission for a demonstration 

in the centre of Paris were held for weeks and finally, late at night on the 11th, the authorities agreed.

(Rosseau) The “red lines-action” was carried out along the major boulevard Avenue de la Grande 

Armée, gathering about 10 000 people in a festive street demonstration. The protests then continued 

in the Champs de Mars park below the Eiffel tower where they also had set up a scene where 

speeches of prominent climate justice and social movement leaders talked and concerts closed the 
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manifestation. 

In addition to these four events which were coordinated by Coalicion Climat 21, there were also 

other, more internal, conferences held by many CSO:s during the weeks of the COP. Finally there 

were street demonstrations, civil disobedience actions and street performances organized by smaller 

groups continuously during the whole two weeks. There were 214 registered actions made in Paris 

at the “Climate Games” - a global campaign where independent groups could register and leave 

documentation from civil disobedience actions all over the world (Climate Games1). 

4.2 COP counter summits: a space for strengthening civil society 

To see if and how the COP counter summits serves as a space for strengthening civil society, I 

identified three mechanisms which are probable to contribute to this: empowerment, alliance-

building and collective identity. In this section I analyze the empirical material to see if and how 

they were present as well as if there were other mechanisms contributing to this. 

Empowerment of CSO actors shows to be a very important function of the COP counter summit, 

both as an objective and as an outcome. When the CC21 started to plan the COP counter summit the 

idea all along the way was to think beyond COP21 – and to focus on strengthening the participants’ 

ability to mobilize after the COP. For this reason they created a lot of spaces to share experiences, 

practices, tactics, alternatives etc (Rosseau). One informant from Global Justice Now explained:  

“This space serves to give people the kind of education, if you like, the information, so that they are 
able to understand what is actually going on, away from the corporate dominated media – the main 

source of information for most people. And so it allows people to understand how power works in the 
world, in their own societies, their own lives. And hopefully turn them in to more empowered and 
better activists. So they can make their voices heard, in these kind of events in the future, and when 
they get back home.” (Deaden) 

These kinds of conclusions were echoed by many informants interviewed (Oguto, Igeland, 

Holmdahl, López, Días, Lickel), but also among many other people I small-talked to. But not only 

did the space serve for political analysis and increased knowledge on alternative solutions to solve 

climate change through workshops and seminars. It also increased capacity in activism through 

learning-by-doing by participating in creative mobilizations. I find that the focus on civil 

disobedience actions (partially forced due to state of emergency) seems to have been especially 

empowering for many young participants who expressed that it was a positive and inspiring 

experience which they now knew how to handle. Also, related to empowerment, many activists 
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mentioned that the meetings, direct actions and mobilizations gave them a lot of energy and 

motivation to continue the struggle in their home countries (eg. Oguto, Igeland, Holmdahl), which 

also ought to be seen as a strengthening effect of the COP counter summits.  

There is also a lot of evidence of alliance-building. One stated goal of the organizers was to 

“organize and mobilize in great number in order to together launch a strong and sustainable 

movement for climate justice” (Coalición climat 212, p. 5). And as the coordinator of CC21, Juliette 

Rosseau said, even though a lot of coordination of global climate action can be managed online 

these days “to be honest.. you need to meet physically at some point” (Rosseau). Her personal 

perspective on the COP counter summits is not so much focused on influence of the COP, which she 

unfortunately thought was a dead race, but rather a moment where the social movements could 

seize the opportunity to get financing to meet among the CSO:s working with climate change. “This 

money was used to make sure actual movements would meet, build movements, work together and 

strengthen their relation. So that’s why you keep on meeting at the COP, because it's a tremendous 

moment to speak about climate justice” (Rosseau).  

Networking and alliance building with like-minded actors was also one of the major stated goals by 

many of the informants which participated in the COP counter summit (Días, Meaux, Lopez, 

Holmdahl, Igeland) and the majority confirmed that they had found new valuable contacts during 

the COP counter summits in Paris which would facilitate future cooperation, exchange of 

information, make stronger links between struggles and better plans (Días, Lopez, Holmdahl, 

Igeland). In some events, the main theme of discussion was alliance-building and convergence. One 

example was the full-afternoon public meeting Global Convergence of Land and Water struggles 

(2015-12-10) held in relation to the Climate Action Zone (ZAC), where different frontline 

communities experiencing water and land-grabbing related to climate change “false solutions” 

presented their cases and searched their common ground and unity. In March 2016 The Global 

Convergence of Land and Water struggles made their first collective action – a caravan from 

Ouagadougou to Dakar to mobilize for land, water, and seeds – questions which are framed within 

the struggle for climate justice. 

Yet, there seems to have been some political and financial limitations of the COP counter summit in 

Paris in creating truly broad alliances for climate justice (Rosseau, Lickel). There was hope that not 

only very like minded organizations would find each other at the meeting but that the broad and 

diverse Coalition Climat 21 would create a common transnational working culture which could 
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facilitate cooperation beyond COP also between organizations that normally maybe wouldn't work 

together (Rosseau). However the meetings showed that once these diverse actors were going to find 

a common working goal beyond mobilizing in great numbers for COP, they had problems 

identifying how they would cooperate, and not everyone was convinced that the work was worth 

the effort. In addition, after the COP there was no financed person who could facilitate the process, 

which halted further evolvement of the network. In Paris it was decided that the network would 

meet on a new physical meeting in Berlin in February 2016 to decide if and how to continue 

cooperation (Rosseau; Beyond Paris Discussion 2015-12-01). However, the meeting didn't happen 

and the network has thus unfortunately faded out (Müller).  

Still, despite the difficulties to coordinate collective action beyond the COP including all involved 

groups on a global level, one could not avoid noticing that a sense of collective identity seems to 

have been built among many of the participants at the COP counter summit in Paris. There may not 

be such a thing as a coherent climate justice movement yet, but I argue that this is a place where 

collective identity is created and evolved. The way basically everyone I talked to spoke about their 

participation of the COP counter summit, was that they were creating solidarities, connecting their 

struggles with others and that they were creating a climate justice movement together. This was 

expressed in the marches as well as in seminars and in media. Even at the meeting of Beyond Paris 

Discussion (2015-12-01) where diverse CSO:s were struggling to get along about a way forward 

due to their differences, the majority of the participants still talked of themselves as belonging to a 

climate justice movement which strength is its inclusiveness and diversity.  

One of the informants, Juliette Rosseau, coordinator of the CC21, pointed out that the power-

relations between the different actors, ranging from trade unions, grassroot-organisations and big 

NGO:s such as Greenpeace or WWF, historically have hindered a collective identity. However, she 

explained how spaces like the COP counter summits have helped the movement evolve and become 

better at acknowledging the diversity and neutralizing the power relations. One example of this is 

giving space to legitimate stakeholders like front-line communities in the panels and seminars as 

well as in the front of the climate marches, instead of letting “big logos” NGO:s with a lot of 

resources get that attention just because they're big. (Rosseau)  

In summary the evidence from the COP counter summit shows that mechanisms to increase 

empowerment, alliance-building and collective identity were all present, although the two latter 

mechanisms struggle when the participation is too broad in political assessment and have big power 
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differences. The space of the COP counter summits provides a space to work for overcoming these 

barriers. Creating energy and motivation in the movement is another mechanism which contributes 

to the strengthening of the civil society.  

4.3 COP counter summits: a space for influence 

As the COP counter summit is held in close proximity of the official COP, one may draw the 

conclusion that an important function is to influence the negotiations. However, evidence shows 

that a lot of actors at the COP parallel summit do not give much value to this. Many participants 

said they didn't really care about the COP-process, as they had lost confidence in it. Rather they 

stated that the reason for them to gather in a counter summit next to COP is that this is a momentum 

where they can access money to meet among the civil society actors, create energy in the 

movement, be seen and gain public support (as discussed in section 4.2) (Rosseau; Igeland). As one 

informant from World March of Women said: “This (COP counter summit) is the place to be and 

where action is taken – COP is just a repetition. The more we sit there repeating the story, mother 

earth is sinking further and further down. It's time we get out of these spaces and stop talking and 

start acting.” (Oguto). This exemplifies a widespread perception among the informants; that 

politicians continue to do business as usual which won't save the climate. Therefore civil society 

actors need to start acting themselves to create solutions for mitigation and adaptation to climate 

change. They need to stop the fossil industry by direct action and develop capacity at community-

level to create alternative solutions. Various informants stated that the COP counter summit was 

useful for influencing other CSO:s with their ideas about solutions, rather than decision-makers, and 

saw this as an important outcome (Lopez, Kuya, Pesquet, Oguto).  

Still, in practice quite a lot of activity of the COP counter summit was centered around pressuring 

and influencing the official COP. Parallel to statements like “we are the alternative” and that 

struggles had to be strengthened at the local level, were the statements of urgency for the Paris 

agreement to be a success and that the civil society was there to make the politicians listen. The 

influence of the COP was thus still central to many. As the coordinator of CC21 said  

“You have to consider that there is a lot of diversity in that movement. (...) this means that the 
legitimacy of this process is very differently understood by the movements. Some of them will still 
legitimize it. And some of us wont. You have movements that think that we still desperately need that 

process and space to solve the climate issue. And some also think that this is a too weak space and it 
wont be where we're gonna solve it.” (Rosseau) 

Although the COP counter summit is spatially separated from the official summit, many CSO:s 
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active at the counter summit also applied for accreditation as observers at the formal negotiations 

and some were part of official national delegations. A few got the opportunity to make presentations 

at side-events at the official civil society space called “green room” or even in front of the 

negotiators in the “blue room”. Others searched active dialogue with actors they thought could be 

influential in the COP like the official delegation of their country. Thus, active dialogue and 

integration in the official summit as means of influence seems to have been important to some of 

the actors also participating in the COP counter summit.  

However lobbying was not taking place at the COP counter summit, but at the official COP. This 

means these initiatives aren't applicable for this study, as I'm investigating the role of the COP 

counter summit. Still, to get the whole picture, I will explain the reasoning of some of the 

informants who did participate in both spaces.  

The integration in the official summit and participation in official side events may be interpreted as 

a legitimization of the COP, especially as it's perceived so by the organizers themselves (Hjärpe & 

Linnér, 2010, p. 178). However my informants, who were both inside and outside the COP, actually 

did not see it that way:  

“We're in there to bring our proposals, but it's really hard and a lot of the proposals of the social 
movements do not reach the discussions of the decision makers. And even though we possibly could 
have influenced some of the less developed countries' delegates, they don't get to decide anyway, it's 

just the superpowers who decide. (…) What it means to be in there as an observer, is basically to be 
present at the heart of the enemy and a place to learn how they move and play the game” (Días).  

Another informant who was spending time both at the negotiations as an observer and at the counter 

summit, similarly criticized the accessibility for citizens to influence negotiations. By trying to 

influence on the inside though, he meant that “we are chipping away, bit by bit the system that 

excludes us” (Deaden). Also he noted the fact that they were inside the COP to keep themselves 

updated on the negotiations, “so we can come back here (COP counter summit), and actually tell the 

real movement about it (...) our bit here is to make the very technical issues, those that are 

purposefully made technical and difficult for people to understand, to actually convey what they 

mean to ordinary people” (Deaden). One representative from La Vía Campesina who participated in 

various panels at the side events in the green room said “As a social movement carrying solutions 

for climate change that are marginal in the negotiations, it's our duty to intervene in all possible 

spaces that we can” (Banskola). 
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Furthermore the influence strategy of greatest importance at the COP counter summit was the 

criticism from the outside. By observation I conclude that the majority of the participants of the 

COP counter summit did not have any formal contact with the official COP. In part, the lack of 

formal contact can be derived from the lack of accessibility. For example, it's very expensive to 

have a stand at the official COP. It's also a complex procedure to apply for accreditation or become 

part of a national delegation and one needs high capacity to carry out professional lobbying which 

is needed in order to be able to do effective influence on the inside (Deaden, Igeland, Oguto, 

Rosseau).  

But from many participants I also perceived an unwillingness to “get their hands dirty” by involving 

themselves in the formal negotiations, as high involvement by civil society is promoted as 

legitimizing the process and one does not want to be part of that. Thus the main means of influence 

were mainly done by the big street demonstrations and civil disobedience acts that were described 

in section 4.1. A smaller group also confronted the police, resulting in a clash with teargas spraying 

and arrest of 100 activists (Rfi, 2015-11-29), which implies some rather had a tactic of strong 

conflict.  

The meeting spaces of the COP counter summits, the ZAC and Climate forum, were used for 

diffusing information about manifestations around the city and in particular preparing activists for 

the big “Red-line demonstration” the 12th dec. As the CSO:s first didn't get a demonstration permit 

the organizers arranged various civil disobedience trainings at the ZAC which thousands of 

participants attended. The spaces were also used by smaller groups planning smaller demonstration-

events and for painting and preparing banners. In summary, these spaces served an important 

function for coordinating the protest action which aimed to pressure the official COP, delegitimize 

the inefficient decisions and as we will see below, also show strength of the movement and raise 

awareness in order to gain public support. 

4.4 The COP counter summits: a space to gain public support 

As accounted for in section 4.3. above, the COP counter summit served as a space to organize the 

big street demonstrations on the 29/11 and on the 12/12 2015 in Paris, as well as to provide a space 

to plan smaller direct action initiatives among civil society organizations. As mentioned, among 

other things, one important objective of arranging these was to gain media attention and in this way 

come out with their message to a broader public and raise awareness of their concerns and gain 

support for their cause. When the CC21 called for participation in the COP counter summit and its 
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protests, among other things, it was with an explicit call to “take advantage of the political and 

media exposure offered by the COP21” (Coalición Climat 211, p.2).  

In my observation I noticed that many participants did exactly this. Observed at the Red-line action 

the 12/12, there were cameras with people in front of them making interviews everywhere. Not only 

“leaders” or official spokespersons got the opportunity to voice their concerns in the media, but also 

ordinary people and activists. Especially front-line community representatives, people dressed up in 

funny or compelling costumes or particularly creative signs or banners seems to have been 

approached. However comments in media were also asked from the spokesperson of 

CC21(Rosseau) and big logo NGO:s (eg. CNN2).  

Another way of gaining media attention was through civil disobedience actions. As previously 

mentioned there were 215 civil disobedience actions registered at the Climate Games-website. 

Reviewing the actions of some of the actions registered, indicates that many of them were designed 

to gain media attention around an issue and raise awareness and public opinion. For example one 

group arranged and documented a “toxic tour” at a space where a lot of big companies were 

presenting their “green solutions”, to reveal other parts of their activity which they deemed 

greenwashing. This attracted a lot of media attention, especially as the activists were thrown out by 

security guards. (climate games2). 

Some groups also used the space of the COP counter summit to call for press conferences (see for 

example indigenous press-conference at Act Out, 2015-12-08). These constituted more formal 

media contacts. As one activist from Swedish Friends of the Earth said “the times when I have 

gotten space in the big national media and had the opportunity to voice something really dissident, 

that's in these kind of situations” (Igeland). A representative from Climate Justice Now further 

explained:  

“The protests give visibility to our cause. We rely upon publicity so that people can find out about us  
and our perspective. And the corporate powered media doesn't take note of us if we don't voice it 

loudly, then they just mimic the words of the governments. If people agree with us they can join the 
movement and only with that we can continue to grow and pressure the governments 
further” (Deaden). 

Not only did activists rely on media attention to create publicity and public support. A great part 

also used their own tools of communication to spread their message and create awareness through 

videos, pictures and messages on social media. Professional and encouraging videos were made by 
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the organizations with greater resources and communication capacities, which were shared widely 

on social media, and thousands of clips made by activists are found on youtube if searching for 

example “red line action COP 21” on the site.  

Among the activists traveling on the same bus as me from Sweden, at least 23 out of 45 persons 

said that one of the things they were focusing on was to report back to Sweden through blogging 

and social media, writing for newspapers and some were even doing a documentary. When the 

Swedish activists arranged a small demonstration outside of the ZAC, they invited Swedish 

television, which came and did a report. Many of the participants also wrote back to their own 

organizations' news pages etc. (eg. Socialisterna, 2015-12-11). The organizers of CC21 had set up a 

media center at the ZAC in order to facilitate for journalists and activists to be able to report from 

“the very heart of the people mobilization for the climate” (Coalicion Climat 212). 

However an additional finding was that the spaces that CC21 organized were also aimed at raising 

public awareness of a general public in Paris directly. Thus their target group was not only activists, 

CSO:s and media. At the ZAC the idea was that school classes would be able to come and learn 

more about climate change and civil society solutions (Lickel). Equally, the Village of alternatives 

and Climate Forum aimed at raising the public awareness and the public support (Coalicion Climat 

211, p.5). These spaces were intentionally situated in a suburb to make normal local citizens come 

and learn and be inspired to join the movement and change their own habits (Rosseau). 

Wheather or not the gained attention also resulted in gained public support for their perspectives is 

not possible to evaluate in this study. What I can conclude from various interviews, however, is that 

this was an intention of the activities (Deaden, Rosseau, Lickel, Holmdahl, Lopez, Oguto).  

In conclusion, all mechanisms for creating public awareness of CSO:s perspectives in order to gain 

public support were found at the COP counter summit in Paris. It served as a space where efforts 

were made to reach media attention, have formal media contact and to create the CSO:s own 

communication. In addition evidence also shows that it served as a space for raising awareness 

directly among the local general public by invitation to participate in the COP counter summit 

spaces.  

4.5. Analysis of the empirical findings   

As stated in the beginning of the thesis, global climate governance is carried out by states as well as 

non-state actors and consists of a wide variety of coordination methods, which contribute to the 
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adaptation and mitigation of climate change (Knieling & Filho, 2013, p.1). The evidence of this 

study implies that the COP counter summit is a place where global climate governance of the civil 

society takes place. According to the evidence, its primary function is to benefit the civil society 

participants by strengthening their analysis, strategies, relation to each other and motivation and 

energy to continue the struggle. This was described as important in climate governance for two 

reasons. Firstly, to increase capacity of the civil society actors as agents developing popular 

solutions to mitigate and adapt to climate change. Many CSO:s carry out sustainability projects on 

local level and the obtained inspiration and knowledge from peoples’ initiatives from other parts of 

the world could thus feed in to their projects. Secondly it was also important as the exchange and 

alliance-building with other CSO:s increase their capacity to pressure and influence climate policy, 

both locally and internationally.  

Furthermore, the second most emphasized function of the counter summit was to raise awareness in 

questions related to climate justice in order to get public support. The attention that civil society got 

would probably not have been possible if they didn't place their meeting in relation to the official 

COP. This is important in terms of climate governance as it may increase CSO:s capacity as actors 

influencing climate policy in the long run. Only if the movements have public support, and are 

considered as strong they can influence politics.  

Finally, out of these three functions, influence on the official COP was the least important. Surely, 

the people attending the COP counter summit had a wish to influence the outcome of the official 

summit and saw it as important to create pressure on the negotiations, but there was an overall low 

belief in that their voices would be accounted for.  

In the analysis above I have showed more in detail what were the mechanisms that were important 

in fulfilling these functions. This serves as a valuable contribution to the scarce systematized 

knowledge of COP counter summits. Below I have summarized the findings in a figure.  

!31



Figure 1. Summary of findings 

5. Conclusion 

The aim of this study has been to assess the role that the COP counter summit in Paris 2015 had for 

civil society and its’ role in global climate governance. It has shown to especially play a function of 

strengthening the civil society capacities and to raise public awareness of CSO:s perspectives on 

climate change in order to gain support for their cause.  

The COP counter summit thus strengthened the capacity of participants from the civil society to 

assert themselves in climate governance on local and international level beyond the COP. The 

function of the COP counter summit to influence the COP21 was rather small in comparison with 

the other functions, but was carried out by pressure and criticism from the outside in the form of 

mass-protests coordinated by the counter summit. These protests were important for all of the above 

functions as it also strengthened the participants collective identity and created media attention 

around the issues that the CSO:s wanted to highlight. 
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The findings correspond well with previous research on the functions of parallel summits, and thus 

adds cumulatively to the research within this field. However, it has additional theoretical relevance 

as it specifically explores the COP counter summit, which hasn't been researched to any greater 

extent previously. The findings also contribute with a more in debt understanding of the 

mechanisms behind the functions of the parallel summits, and found some additional mechanisms, 

which aren’t described in previous research. For example new findings were that the COP counter 

summit invited a general public to participate to raise awareness, not only activists and media, and 

that the COP counter summit filled an important function in creating energy and motivation in the 

movement which helped strengthening the movement beyond the COP.  

The results can also have practical implication. For civil society actors the study can be useful in the 

planning of future COP counter summits or similar events. If a goal of the counter summits really is 

to foster international networks beyond the COP, for example, CSO:s would need to consider 

searching resources for having long term personnel coordinating this as well as to be wary to work 

consciously with neutralizing power relations during and in-between meetings. For decision-makers 

at the political level, like organizers of COP-summits, national delegations to COP etc., the result 

implicates that the COP should be more easily accessible and receptive to the demands of the civil 

society, if they truly want an inclusive process.  

Finally, case studies are not known for their prospects of generalization. Additionally the scope of 

the case study was not that big, due to time and resource limitations. The results should thus be 

treated with caution. To secure its accuracy for a bigger population further research would be 

needed, comparing the results from this COP counter summit, with other COP counter summits and 

with a greater amount of respondents. 
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