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Report on the Importance of Legal and Institutional Reforms in the Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) of the Paris Agreement1 

 

I. Introduction 

The Paris Agreement was considered a “landmark agreement to combat climate change” 

because for the first time, an international agreement set a global goal of keeping temperature 

increase well below 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels.2 In order to achieve this goal, the 

Paris Agreement requires “[e]ach Party [to] prepare, communicate and maintain successive 

nationally determined contributions [NDCs] that it intends to achieve.”3 At the time this research 

was conducted, 186 Parties to the Paris Agreement had submitted their first round of NDCs, and 3 

Parties had submitted their second NDC.4  

While all mitigation and adaptation efforts play an imperative role in reducing harmful 

climate change, law and regulation are essential to actualizing such efforts. This research focuses on 

the importance of legal and institutional reforms to be developed domestically within the respective 

Parties to combat climate change and meet their pledged NDCs targets. Such reforms are mentioned 

throughout the various NDCs.  

II. Methodology 

This report analyzes the legal and institutional reforms of the first-round NDCs. The 

researchers read through the 186 NDCs looking for any mention, either implicit or explicit, of legal 

and/or institutional reforms. The analysis consisted of two screenings. During the first screening, 

the researchers generally determined whether each of the first-round NDCs contained any explicit 

or implicit mention of legal and/or institutional reforms, or whether they contained no mention of 

such reforms.  

Based on the results of the first screening, the researchers identified sectors in which 

mentions of legal and/or institutional reforms appeared most frequently. Many of the NDCs listed 

 
1 This report is an updated version of a previous one: Maeve McDermott and Valeria Zambianchi, Initial Report on the 
Importance of Legal and Institutional Reforms in Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) of the Paris Agreement, 
Centre for International Sustainable Development Law (December 2019). 
2 United Nations Climate Change, What is the Paris Agreement?, https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-
agreement/what-is-the-paris-agreement (2018). 
3 Paris Agreement to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Article 4(2), Dec. 12, 2015, 
T.I.A.S. No. 16-1104. Agreement 
4 United Nations, Interim NDC Registry, https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/NDCStaging/Pages/Home.aspx (Retrieved: 
02/12/2021). 



their various commitments and action plans, including legal and institutional reforms, under the two 

overarching categories of mitigation and adaptation. Within those umbrella categories, various 

NDCs created sub-categories, further organizing their commitments and action plans in line with 

the sectors previously identified in the UNFCCC’s guidance for preparing national 

communications: Energy; Industrial Processes; Agriculture; Land Use, Land-Use Change and 

Forestry; and Waste.5  Based on this preliminary analysis, the researchers created the following list 

of categories and sub-categories to use when conducting the second screening of the NDCs: 

• Mitigation 
o Energy  
o Agriculture 
o Waste 
o Industrial Processes 
o Land Use, Land-Use Change and Forestry (LULUCF) 
o Water 

• Adaptation 
o Energy 
o Agriculture/Food Security 
o Waste 
o Industrial Processes 
o LULUCF 
o Risk Reduction & Management 

• Measurement, Reporting and Verification (MRV)/Transparency 
• Finance 
• Technology 
• Sustainable Development 
• Other 

 
In the second screening, the researchers identified the explicit and implicit mentions of legal and/or 

institutional reform within each of the first-round NDCs and grouped the mentions based on the 

categories and sub-categories listed above.  

Additionally, the researchers created tiers within the explicit and implicit classifications, to 

elaborate further on how explicit or implicit the various mentions were. When determining whether 

the NDCs make explicit or implicit mention of legal and/or institutional reforms, the researchers 

adhered to the following procedures. If the relevant portion of the NDC specifically mentioned the 

need for legal reform and/or institutional reform, using either that exact wording or substantially 

 
5 See United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, UNFCCC Resource Guide for Preparing the National 
Communications of Non-Annex I Parties, https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/publications/09_resource_guide3.pdf (2009). 



similar wording, then the researchers classified the mention as ‘E+’. If the NDC mentioned plans to 

create a law or policy, or the need for a law or policy, then the researchers classified the mention as 

‘E-’. The researchers also classified any mentions of an adjustment or modification to an existing 

law or policy as ‘E-’. For any mention of a law, policy, or framework created in the recent past–

likely in anticipation of the NDC–and continuing its implementation into the future, the researchers 

classified it as ‘I++’. For any mention of a law or policy created in the recent past, but without 

mention of the law’s implementation continuing into the future beyond the submission of the NDC, 

the researchers classified this as ‘I+’. If the NDC included future targets involving the creation of 

strategies, plans, standards, or management, the researchers classified this mention as ‘I’. If the 

NDC made no explicit or implicit mention of legal or institutional reforms, then the researchers 

classified that lack of mention as “no mention.”  

 

The classifications are listed in descending order with ‘E+’ constituting the most explicit mention of 
legal/institutional reform, and ‘I’ being the least explicit mention of legal and/or institutional 
reforms. 

During the second screening, the researchers classified each mention of legal and/or 

institutional reform as either ‘E+’, ‘E-‘, ‘I++’, ‘I+’, or ‘I’. A classification of ‘E+’ or ‘E-’ signified 

an explicit mention of legal and/or institutional reform, with ‘E+’ being the most explicit 

 
Classification 

 
Explanation of Classification 

E+ Explicitly mentions need for legal/institutional 
reform 

E- Explicitly mentions need for law or policy; 
mentions targets involving new law or policy 

I++ Would have been classified as E-, but the law 
or policy occurred in the recent past with the 
laws implementation continuing on past the 
submission date of the respective NDC 

I+ Would have been classified as E-, but the law 
or policy occurred in the recent past, and there 
was no mention of the law’s implementation 
continuing past the submission date of the NDC 

I Implicitly mentions need for legal/institutional 
reform through future targets involving the 
creation of strategies, plans, standards, 
management, etc., or though the expressed need 
for such targets 



classification. A classification of ‘I++’, ‘I+’, or I signified an implicit mention of legal and/or 

institutional reform, with ‘I’ being the least implicit classification. 

These classifications were then organized into the previously listed categories and 

subcategories. If an NDC made multiple references that would fall under one of the categorizations, 

the most explicit mention would prevail as the overall classification for that category. For example, 

if an NDC made a mention of legal and/or institutional reform regarding emissions reductions in the 

energy sector that was classified as ‘I+’ but later made another mention also regarding emissions 

reductions in the energy sector that was classified as ‘E-’, the researchers used the more explicit 

classification, here ‘E-’, in their final count. Thus, in this example, the Mitigation-Energy subsector 

would be classified as ‘E-’ and not as ‘I+’.  

For each NDC, after each mention of legal and/or institutional reform had been classified 

and categorized, the NDC was given an overall score based on the most explicit classification 

within it. For example, if an NDC had five mentions of legal and/or institutional reforms across 

various categories that were classified as ‘I+’, ‘E-’, ‘I’, ‘I+’, and ‘I++’, the overall score of that 

NDC would be ‘E-’ because that was the most explicit level that was identified.  

After completing the second screening of the NDCs, the researchers counted the mentions of 

legal and/or institutional reforms within each category and classification, as well as the overall 

scores of the NDCs. The researchers further added together all the ‘E+’ scores with the ‘E-’ scores 

to generate a total score for explicit mentions. Similarly, the researchers added together the ‘I++’, 

‘I+’, and ‘I’ scores to generate a total score for implicit mentions. 

During the second screening, the researchers also flagged which NDCs contained calls for 

capacity building and counted these separately from the above categories and classifications.  

Overall, the methodology was developed via an iterative process. The researchers are aware 

of conceptual limitations and ontological constraints; most importantly, the researchers are working 

to address how climate change governance, calls for reforms, and capacity building stem from 

global systems of inequalities and injustices, especially between the Global North and Global South.  

III.    Findings 

 Of the 186 NDCs in the first-round of submissions, 169 explicitly mentioned 

legal/institutional reform, 14 implicitly mentioned legal/institutional reform, and 3 made no mention 

of legal/institutional reform. Of the 169 explicit mentions, 111 of those were classified as ‘E+’ and 



the remaining 58 were classified as ‘E-’. Of the 14 implicit mentions, 3 were classified as ‘I++’, 

none as ‘I+’, and 11 as ‘I’.  

The prioritization of the various categories for the first-round of NDC submissions is 

illustrated in the table below.  

Categories of Most Commonly 
Mentioned Legal/Institutional Reforms 

Classifications of Mentions of 
Legal/Institutional Reform 
E+ E- I++ I+ I 

Mitigation Energy 19 50 42 13 36 
Agriculture 3 23 4 3 32 
Waste 4 25 4 3 38 
Industrial 
Processes 

2 22 5 2 23 

LULUCF 40 31 10 5 34 
Water 4 10 2 0 12 

Adaptation Energy  2 16 32 4 17 
Agriculture/Food 
Security 

13 26 5 2 39 

Waste 1 8 0 0 5 
Industrial 
Processes 

0 5 1 0 4 

LULUCF 38 24 5 2 40 
Water  11 30 4 2 48 
Risk Reduction & 
Management 

21 30 2 4 43 

MRV/Transparency 18 14 1 0 36 
Finance 23 37 2 2 46 
Technology 17 25 1 2 32 
Sustainable Development 16 17 5 2 41 

 

As can be seen in the table, the greatest number of explicit mentions of legal and/or institutional 

reforms occurred in regards to mitigating emissions from the LULUCF sector. The second greatest 

number of explicit mentions occurred in regards to mitigating emissions from the energy sector. 

IV. Conclusion 

Overall, a large majority of the NDCs explicitly called for legal and/or institutional reform. 

Among the few that did not do so explicitly, most implicitly called for legal and/or institutional 

reform. Only three of the 186 NDCs analyzed made no mention of either legal and/or institutional 

reform. Thus, the Parties to the Paris Agreement recognize that legal and institutional reform will 

play a pivotal role in both reducing emissions and adapting to climate change. 



Furthermore, 99 Parties called for capacity building in their NDCs. Many of these Parties 

asked for international assistance in building this capacity and conditioned their targets upon 

receiving such support. Therefore, in order to actualize the mitigation and adaptation commitments 

and targets in the NDCs, the international community should emphasize providing assistance for 

Parties to build capacity within their legal and governance systems.   

V. Future Directions 

As Parties begin to submit their second-round NDCs, we expect to see explicit calls for legal 

and/or institutional reform from the Parties who previously either did not mention such reform or 

only called for such reform implicitly. Additionally, we expect to see further calls for legal and/or 

institutional reform among the Parties that already made such calls in their first-round NDCs, as 

well as indications that such reforms are being undertaken domestically, based on the commitments 

and targets from the first-round NDCs. 

Moving forward, this research aims to conduct a third screening of the first-round NDCs, in 

which the distinctions between the varying classifications of explicit and implicit are further 

clarified. The researchers will also begin conducting a screening of the second-round NDCs as they 

are submitted to the interim NDC registry. Based on the findings in these upcoming screenings, the 

researchers aim to identify regional and sector-based trends. 


