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Foreword 
 

In conducting this inquiry, the Treaties Committee has adopted a science-based, 
evidence-based approach to the issue of global heating. The report uses the most 
up to date scientific evidence to make recommendations about how Australia 
should approach the climate change problem in the post-Kyoto world. 

The scientific evidence detailed in this report shows that climate change is 
happening faster and at lower levels of CO2 than the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change has been predicting. The scientific consensus is that it would be 
dangerous to allow the amount of carbon in the atmosphere to exceed 450 parts 
per million. 

After examining the evidence, the Committee has concluded that it is in 
Australia’s interests to get global action delivering deep cuts in carbon emissions 
in order to stabilise greenhouse gases in the atmosphere at 450 parts per million or 
lower by 2050. 

The Committee also concerns itself with emissions targets.  It is hard to see how 
the world can meet the 450 parts per million or lower figure unless developed 
countries are willing to cut greenhouse gases by 80 per cent by 2050.  So the 
Committee recommends that Australian Government be willing to adopt an 80 
percent target and take this as a negotiating position to Copenhagen in December 
this year.  

Generally, greenhouse gas emissions are measured against a 1990 baseline.  This is 
very onerous for Australia, because we were expressly permitted to increase our 
emissions by eight percent in the first Kyoto period. So it may be that our 
commitment to an 80 percent cut should be a commitment to cut by 80 percent 
from now on – this would amount to a cut of two percent every year from 2010 to 
2050 – challenging, but achievable.  We cannot change our past, but we must 
change our future. 
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In January, my home city of Melbourne experienced a very uncomfortable 
foretaste of things to come under climate change. We had the second driest 
January ever, with negligible rainfall. To make matters worse, in the last week of 
January we had day after day of 40-degree-plus temperatures. 

Melbourne was not the only city to experience extraordinarily hot and dry 
weather. Adelaide and much of South Australia, Victoria and the ACT were 
similarly afflicted. People died in the heat. Power systems failed. Public transport 
systems failed. This is the shape of things to come in south-eastern Australia, and 
it underscores the seriousness and urgency of the climate crisis.  

To quote the United States’ President Barack Obama: 

…the time for delay is over. The time for denial is over. We all 
believe what the scientists have been telling us for years now, that 
this is a matter of urgency and national security and it has to be 
dealt with in a serious way. That’s what I intend my 
administration to do. 

The majority of the Committee concurs with this view. 

 

 

 

Kelvin Thomson MP 
Chair 
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The Resolution of Appointment of the Joint Standing Committee on Treaties 
allows it to inquire into and report on: 

a) matters arising from treaties and related National Interest Analyses and 
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b) any question relating to a treaty or other international instrument, whether 
or not negotiated to completion, referred to the committee by: 

(i) either House of the Parliament, or 
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such other matters as may be referred to the committee by the Minister for Foreign 
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2 Global heating 

Recommendation 1 

The Committee finds that it is in Australia’s interests to secure global 
agreement to deliver deep cuts in emissions so as to stabilise 
concentrations of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere at 450 parts per 
million or lower by 2050. 

3 Addressing climate change 

Recommendation 2 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government be willing 
to adopt a policy setting to reduce Australia’s emissions of greenhouse 
gases by 80 percent by 2050 in seeking agreement from other developed 
countries to also cut emissions by 80 percent by 2050. 

Recommendation 3 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government pursue the 
creation of an international carbon market as the primary mechanism for 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 

Recommendation 4 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government take the 
following position to the 15th Conference of the Parties to the United 
National Framework Convention on Climate Change in Copenhagen, 
Denmark: 

 that the international community reach an agreement to stabilise 
greenhouse gas emissions at around 450 parts per million or lower of 
carbon equivalent; 
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 that the agreement distribute responsibilities for reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions across nations by requiring developed 
nations to reduce emissions by 80 percent by 2050, with the residual 
reductions distributed fairly between developing and transitional 
nations; and 

 that the agreement establish an international carbon market as the 
primary mechanism for achieving the necessary reductions. 

4 Greenhouse gas reductions in Australia 

Recommendation 5 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government work 
through the Council of Australian Governments to establish a high 
quality integrated public transport system including light rail technology. 

Recommendation 6 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government endeavour 
to move to 'full carbon accounting' to ensure that emissions resulting 
from forestry activities as well as biosequestration are accurately 
accounted for. 

Recommendation 7 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government, through 
both the Council of Australian Governments and ongoing work on the 
Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme, and in consultation with relevant 
indigenous communities, explore ways to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions from savannah burning. 

Recommendation 8 

The Committee recommends that promising renewable energy 
technologies which are not cost-competitive at the moment, including 
geothermal, solar thermal, large scale photovoltaic and wave energy, are 
further supported. 

Recommendation 9 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government establish a 
coordinating mechanism through the Council of Australian Governments 
to ensure integration and coordination of greenhouse gas reduction 
actions across all States, Territories and levels of government, including 
local and State government planning processes. 
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5 Climate change adaptation in Australia 

Recommendation 10 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government direct the 
Australian Building Codes Board to review the Building Code of 
Australia to ensure that it better provides for energy efficiency standards 
suitable for varied climate zones. 

Recommendation 11 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government investigate 
using revegetation as an adaptation mechanism to reduce temperature 
and increase rainfall in applicable parts of Australia. 

Recommendation 12 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government conduct an 
inquiry into adaptation strategies for climate change. This inquiry should 
include consideration of projected sea-level rise due to climate change 
and its impact upon Australian coastal communities and neighbouring 
countries. 
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