
Nigel Topping, the UN’s High-Level 
Champion for Climate Action, shares his 
COP26 reflections with Hannah Routh, 
Deloitte UK’s Sustainability and Climate 
Change Partner.
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There is a vital role for boards in 

making sure collective thinking on 

climate is ahead of the curve. That 

includes viewing it not as a moral or 

compliance issue, but one of strategy 

and survival. 

The pace of change is being driven by a 

familiar dynamic – industrial disruption 

– and it is happening exponentially.

Nigel’s advice? “I would encourage 

everyone to brush up on their 

exponential maths. In the  

automotive industry, the UK is  

now at 25 percent electric vehicles  

but a few years ago it was in single 

figures. No one would have  
believed this unless they were  

doing the maths.” 

Shah, Tracy Gordon and Corinne Sheriff.

Andrea Leadsom, post-Brexit, will influence how the Kingman 

The final report from Sir Donald Brydon’s review on audit quality 
and effectiveness is due at the end of the year.

We expect an autumn follow-up on UK SarbOx and public 
interest entity (PIE) definitions.

that boards should consider their company’s impact on the 

sustainable finance. 

 framework is another effective 

Going Concern standards for auditors and Sir John Kingman is 

On internal controls, a UK Sarbanes-Oxley (SarbOx) equivalent is 

This applies to companies deemed ‘large’ under the Companies 

COP26: Implications  
for boards and  
business leaders

“ This is an inevitable 
transition and 
it is unfolding 
exponentially. 
It is about 
markets more 
than morals and 
competitiveness, 
not compliance.” 
Nigel Topping
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Based on a webinar discussion 

on 25 January 2022

Nigel Topping was appointed UN 
High-Level Champion for Climate 
Action for COP26 in December 2019. 
Nigel’s role is to engage with non-
state actors (businesses, investors, 
cities and regions) and activate the 
positive ‘ambition loop’ between these 
actors and with national governments. 
He coordinates this work with 
governments and parties to the United 
Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change.

Nigel has been working alongside 
the Chilean High-Level Champion for 
COP25, Gonzalo Muñoz, and will be 
collaborating with the new Egyptian 
Champion, to be announced ahead of 
COP27 in Sharm El Sheikh.

Guest speaker

 ■ … outcomes from Glasgow:
“It was very much a city of two 

tales. There were real highs around 

what we set out to achieve – 

mainstreaming net zero, realising 

ambition in many sectors, elevating 

the importance of resilience, 

mobilising finance through the work 
we did with Mark Carney and the 

Glasgow Financial Alliance for Net 

Zero (GFANZ), and using that to effect 
national governments with more 

positivity. We feel we overdelivered 

on everything. Alok Sharma said 

recently that when the UK took on 

the presidency, no one would have 

believed we could have 90 percent of 

the world economy covered by a net 

zero target. Or that we would agree 

1.5 degrees as our objective. Or  

we would have talked about 45 

percent reductions by 2030 and  

have consensus to stop international 

coal financing. 
But anyone looking in from the outside 

may feel frustrated, angry or bemused 

at how we could be so poor at getting 

organised in the face of such obvious 

fact. And while the outcome was at 

the top end of what was possible, 

we are in a bad place globally. COP 

was emotional. You went from being 

excited at hearing about another 

automotive company committing to 

phasing out combustion engines, 

to meeting young people who are 

frightened, or indigenous leaders who 

are mourning.”

Nigel Topping talks to the Academy about…



 ■ …main takeaways from the 
Glasgow Agreement:

“The first is GFANZ, which is 450 
asset owners, managers, banks, 

insurers and service providers that 

have publicly committed, in a robust 

way, to finance the transition to net 
zero. That is a big financial signal. The 
second is the plethora of sectoral 

initiatives, whether that is around 

phasing out coal, green hydrogen, 

green steel or green shipping, where 

45 countries have committed to 

making zero carbon technology the 

cheapest option in the world by 2030. 

In pretty much every sector, we now 

have pre-competitive collaboration 

driving towards a shared goal. You 

can see the ambition of the public 

and the private influencing each 
other and that is part of what drives 

exponential change. 

We all know Moore’s Law. It is not 

a law, it is an assertion that when 

enough people share a belief 

it becomes true. That is what is 

happening. We are talking real 

disruption in many sectors.”

 ■ …competition  
versus compliance:

“I think the framing of ‘there is so 

much compliance to do, we do not 

have time to get to competitiveness’ is 

an admission of defeat. Everyone has 

the same compliance issues to deal 

with and it is the job of leadership 

to make sure that does not swamp 

the entire organisation and impact 

longer-term thinking.” 

 ■ …carbon pricing:
“Carbon pricing is not the only way 

to accelerate economic change. 

That idea is flawed – firstly, we 
have never agreed an international 

fiscal instrument so it is politically 
without precedent; secondly, we 

cannot calculate what the price is; 

and thirdly, it is not an effective 
instrument at either end of the 

marginal abatement cost curve. 

There is not a price issue, there is a 

behavioural issue. Cars are a classic 

example – a $50 per tonne price on 

carbon adds about $100 a year to 

the running of a mid-sized family car, 

which is not big enough to challenge 

behaviour. You need a product 

standard, which is the route every 

market has taken, to change behaviour. 

Sometimes, the simplistic statement 

that all we need is a global price on 

carbon is part of the delay because 

it is not achievable. Having said that, 

pricing by one means or another, 

whether through industry standards, 

a tax or cap on trade, can drive 

behaviour when done well and we 

have seen the significant shift from 
coal to gas in many markets.

I think the most interesting thing 

happening on carbon pricing is 

The Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development’s 

agreement on minimum corporate 

tax rates and, somehow, a similar 

agreement for a global, rising minimum 

carbon price floor. It would be very 
complicated to implement but I think it 

now becomes more conceivable.” 

 ■ …whether the rich  
west has helped fund 
decarbonisation in 
developing and  
emerging markets: 

“The simple answer would be 

no, neither in the detail of the 

negotiations nor in the substance 

of the real economy. Rich countries 

promised $100 billion of climate 

finance per year in 2009, to be 
delivered from 2020. Figures for 2018 

show we were at about $81 billion, so 

nearly 20 percent short. 

German and Canadian ministers 

were asked to deliver a plan to get 

there and the $100 billion mark will 

be met by 2023 at the latest. The 

devil is in the detail because that 

figure is loosely defined. Some of it is 
grants, some of it is loans, some is for 

mitigation and some is for adaptation. 

The general plea from developing 

countries is more grants and more 

adaptation and progress is being 

made on that. 

Whether the rich countries have met 

the $100 billion is definitely not the 
same as whether they have done 

enough. They are, for example, the 

directors of the multilateral banks, but 

we know they are not committing as 

much capital as they could to finance 
mitigation and adaptation, and are 

not crowding in as much private 

finance as they could. 
One of the things that GFANZ is 

focusing on is how we drive private 

capital in emerging markets. Also, 

how we advocate for the kind of 

policy reforms at a national and 

multinational level to enable private 

finance to flow. I think that is going 
to be an increasing focus under 

Egypt’s presidency, as it sees itself 

as a champion for Africa. I also think 

we will see a more sophisticated 

conversation that goes beyond the 

$100 billion figure. For me, the answer 
is to think about what we could do in 

terms of capacity building, changing 

the conditions around multilateral 

finance and recognising the debt 
traps that are created by some of the 

ways in which finance is delivered.” 
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Continued from front…

“ It is important that board 
members become students of 
the way industrial disruption 
happens, because it always 
seems impossible until you 
have lost market share or 
you have lost the business 
entirely.” Nigel Topping



 ■ …how boards can get 
involved in GFANZ:

“If you are in any of the financial 
services categories mentioned earlier, 

your organisation can join one of the 

GFANZ initiatives and contribute to 

it being a powerful force for change. 

If you are in one of the industrial 

sectors that GFANZ is investing in 

or lending to, you can engage with 

sectoral initiatives.” 

 ■ …the AGM season:  
“The AGM is a useful forcing 

moment for the NED, and also for 

investors, activists and campaigners. 

I think it is getting harder for 

organisations not to be able to 

point to a clear, science-based 

commitment to net zero. So, if the 

company you are on the board of 

has not done that yet, expect to be 

under pressure. Related to that is 

the Task Force on Climate-Related 

Financial Disclosures. If you have not 

committed, get on with it. 

There is increasing pressure at 

AGMs around policy, advocacy and 

evidence of contradictions between 

stated climate policy and advocacy. 

Another big question to ask is, ‘does 

the board have the skills to lead this 

transition and understand what is 

coming?’ That includes who you are 

going to appoint as the next CEO.”

 ■ …local authorities:
“They are very important and, of course, 

have different degrees of regulatory 
and budgetary power depending on 

the level of local authority and where 

in the world you are. City mayors, 

in particular, embraced net zero 

way before the business or finance 
community. In many countries, they 

have more ambitious targets than 

national governments. The Mayor of 

Los Angeles, Eric Garcetti, said very 

publicly that it is local governments 

that do everything. While that is a slight 

exaggeration, there is far more delivery 

of services at the local level and a 

greater connection with citizens.”

 ■ …the coming year: 
“An important thing to come out of 

Glasgow was the commitment to 

revise national plans annually, so there 

will be less of a lull. There are many 

countries, including Egypt, that have 

huge opportunities to look forward with 

more ambitious plans. As a country 

with a lot of sunny land, they have put 

aside a huge amount of it and have the 

biggest solar plant in the world. They 

have vast wind resources in the Red 

Sea. They are now realising that they 

could become a green hydrogen and 

green ammonia superpower, much like 

Chile realised with the Atacama Desert.

Egypt will want to focus on resilience 

and mobilising finance because these 
are emerging economy and African 

issues. I think we will also see more 

middle income countries growing in 

confidence. Chile and Barbados have 
more ambitious plans to decarbonise 

their electricity and transport than 

America, Japan or Germany. So, on the 

idea that rich countries go first and 
developing countries follow 10, 20 or 30 

years later, there is a great opportunity 

to invert that.” 

“ You only 
have two 
things in 
business 
– one is to 
thrive today, 
the other 
is to thrive 
tomorrow.”  
Nigel Topping
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Continued from front…

“ I think we need 
to think more 
like climate 
engineers 
rather than 
climate 
scientists, 
because the 
science is so 
clear now.”   
Nigel Topping

“ You do not need to obsess 
about COPs. They are 
important drivers of forcing 
moments, so it is good to 
be aware of what is going 
on, but this is a year-round 
issue... I think it is fine to be 
focused on the real job of 
transforming the organisation 
to be future fit.” Nigel Topping


