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Summary
1. The mitigation of global climate change due to emissions of radiatively active gases is a

matter of extreme urgency. In the years since 1996 when the IPCC identified a ‘discernible
human influence on climate’, the human influence on climate has become increasingly ap-
parent in an increasing number of places, and the rate of change is currently tracking near
the high end of earlier projections.

2. The effect of greenhouse gases on the climate system is commonly expressed in terms of
CO2-equivalent concentrations. If only long-lived gases are considered then current CO2

equivalent concentration is 455 ppm (c.f. 280 ppm pre-industrial) and about 381 ppm CO2-
equiv if aerosols and tropospheric ozone are considered.

• the 455 ppm from the long-lived gases gives a measure of the amount of change implied
by emissions to date;

• the lower amount represents the driver for the climate change that has already occurred;

• the difference gives a measure of the extent to which the committed climate change
from the long-lived gases is currently masked by the cooling effects of aerosols.

3. Of the long lived greenhouse gases carbon dioxide is the largest contributor to anthropogenic
global warming. It is also different from the other greenhouse gases, as it has an extremely
long atmospheric lifetime, with some of the added CO2 remaining in the atmosphere for
millennia [19]. Hence, decisions made now regarding emissions of carbon dioxide will have
consequences for decades, centuries, and possibly millennia. It is necessary, in the very long
term, for there to be zero net anthropogenic emissions of CO2.

In addition, continuing net CO2 emissions are leading to increased acidification of the oceans,
with consequent threats to marine life.

4. The Garnaut review [6, p 194] discusses CO2 targets in terms of a ‘budget’ that represents
the total amount of CO2 that can be released ever, for a given atmospheric concentration.
The ‘budget’ concept is a rough but useful approximation for CO2. CASPI modelling [2,
Table 4] indicates that the allowable budget, expressed as cumulative emissions from 2005
to 2150 would be about 550 GtC (gigatonnes of Carbon) for a 420 ppm CO2 target, 715 GtC
for 450 ppm, 960 GtC for 500 ppm and 1150 GtC for 550 ppm.

The budget concept is a poor approximation for other gases, especially methane, due to their
short atmospheric lifetime.
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5. Both the ‘budget’ concept and more precise modelling imply that there will be a trade-
off involved in specifying targets. For a given target concentration, delays in commencing
reductions will imply a need for more rapid cuts later.

6. Delaying climate mitigation for reasons of scientific uncertainty was unjustified a decade
ago. It is even less justified now. The degree of scientific uncertainty in climate science is
less than the uncertainty involved in many other government decisions with wide ranging
consequences.

Even the low end of the range of uncertainty is sufficiently serious to justify concerted inter-
national action. However the high end of possible change represents involves such serious
impacts that action to reduce the risk is justified even if the probability is (currently) assessed
as relatively low.

In particular, the risk of additional ‘unexpected’ warming is increased by various types of
threshold phenomena where climate change triggers the release of additional greenhouse
gases from natural systems.

7. The policy adopted by the European Union (see e.g. [3]) is that globally averaged anthro-
pogenic warming should be limited to 2◦C (relative to pre-industrial levels) to avoid danger-
ous climate change.

Adopting this value, together with the IPCC estimate [9] of the climate sensitivity of 3◦C,
this suggests that the maximum ‘safe’ concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere
is 441 ppm CO2-equiv. This is the mean estimate only, and there is a significant risk that
warming could be as high as 3◦C with a 441 ppm CO2-equiv target.

In any international agreement to limit emissions of greenhouse gases (and consequently,
regulations by individual nations), it important that it is possible to adapt global targets to
levels which are suggested to be ‘safe’ by the best available science of the day.

An aggressive global target is in Australia’s national interest, as we are likely to suffer sig-
nificant adverse impacts, including

• Significant rainfall reduction, and even greater reductions in runoff, in agricultural re-
gions in southern mainland Australia.

• Increased rate of coral bleaching episodes of the Great Barrier Reef, and likely conse-
quent destruction of reefs.

8. Australian action needs to be taken in the context of international agreements. The predom-
inant aims must be:
— to argue for strongest possible targets in order to protect the Australian environment;
— to prepare the Australian economy to operate in a low-carbon global economy.
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Submission

Overview
In order to address the threat of human-induced climate change, plans for Australian Emissions
Trading Schemes for Australia have been developed by both the present Australian government
and the previous government. In March 2009, draft legislation to establish such a scheme was
released for comment. In addition, the Garnaut Review [6] endorsed such a cap-and-trade scheme
as an appropriate approach for greenhouse mitigation by Australia, subject to ensuring the integrity
of such a scheme.

The present submission concentrates on the issue of appropriate ‘caps’, i.e. the targets for levels
of reduction. It works from the possible choices in the form and timing of a global cap, and the
ways in which such global caps might translate to Australian targets.

The submission draws on the work of the IPCC [9], the Stern Review [18], the Garnaut Review
[6] and on work done at The University of Melbourne in the course of preparing a report on
emission targets for the Garnaut Climate Change Review [2], building on earlier work undertaken
at CSIRO [4].

1 Urgency
The mitigation of global climate change due to emissions of radiatively active gases is a matter of
extreme urgency. In the years since 1996 when the IPCC identified a ‘discernible human influence
on climate’, the human influence on climate has become increasingly apparent in an increasing
number of places, and the rate of change is currently tracking near the high end of earlier projec-
tions.

In particular:

• human-induced climate change is happening now with negative effects;

• both human systems and the climate system both react slowly — further climate change is
already effectively ‘locked in’ and each further delay ‘locks in’ additional change.

Many of the observed aspects of on-going climate change are well-known [9, chapters 3, 4,
5]. These include global warming, reduced rain in southern Australia, reduction of Arctic sea ice.
As the warming progresses, there is an ever-increasing risk that some of these changes will be
permanent. For some changes, the point at which change is irreversible is either extremely close
or may already have been passed.

2 The human influence
Much of the warming effect of long lived greenhouse gases has been masked by accompanying
emissions of aerosols, which only remain in the atmosphere for a short time, and are believed to
contribute negatively to radiative forcing. However, as emissions from burning fossil fuels decrease
in the future, so will atmospheric concentrations of aerosols and tropospheric ozone.
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Including the effect of short lived constituents, we estimate that the CO2-equiv concentration
in 2008 was 381 ppm, while the level without aerosols (a large negative contribution) and tropo-
spheric ozone (a significant positive contribution) was 455 ppm.

• the 455ppm from the long-lived gases gives a measure of the amount of change implied by
emissions to date;

• the lower amount represents the driver for the climate change that has already occurred;

• the difference gives a measure of the extent to which the committed climate change from the
long-lived gases is currently masked by the cooling effects of aerosols.

Taking the ‘safe’ level of globally averaged anthropogenically induced warming as 2◦C, as-
suming climate sensitivity of 3◦C, and taking the pre-industrial CO2 concentration as 280 ppm,
one obtains the estimate of 441 ppm CO2-equiv. Excluding short lived atmospheric constituents,
this threshold has already been crossed.

3 Carbon dioxide
Of the long lived greenhouse gases carbon dioxide is the largest contributor to anthropogenic global
warming, approximately 2/3 of the total. It is also different from the other greenhouse gases,
as it has an extremely long atmospheric lifetime, with some of the added CO2 remaining in the
atmosphere for millennia [19]. Hence, decisions made now regarding emissions of carbon dioxide
will have consequences for decades, centuries, and possibly millennia. It is necessary, in the very
long term, for there to be zero net anthropogenic emissions of CO2.

The large natural exchanges of CO2 between atmosphere and oceans have been in close balance
over many millennia and have responded to increased atmospheric concentration by taking up
about half of the human emissions. However the natural processes involved are sensitive to climate
change and a small proportional effect could release significant additional CO2 to the atmosphere.

In addition, continuing CO2 emissions are leading to increased acidification of the oceans, with
consequent threats to marine life [17]. Recent Australian research appears to have identified such
an impact [1, 14].

4 The budget concept
The Garnaut review [6, p 194] uses the concept of a ‘carbon budget’. This represents the total
additional CO2 emissions that are consistent with a given concentration target.

This ‘budget’ notionally represents the total amount of CO2 that can be released, ever, for a
given atmospheric concentration. The ‘budget’ concept is a rough but useful approximation for
CO2. CASPI modelling [2, Table 4] indicates that the allowable budget, expressed as cumulative
emissions from 2005 to 2150 would be about 550 GtC (gigatonnes of Carbon) for a 420 ppm CO2

target, 715 GtC for 450 ppm, 960 GtC for 500 ppm and 1150 GtC for 550 ppm.
For other long lived greenhouse gases, notably methane and nitrous oxide, the budget concept

is far less useful. Due to the short atmospheric lifetime of methane (approximately 10 years), one
can stabilise atmospheric concentrations of methane by stabilising emissions, i.e. a fixed amount
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can be emitted per year, in contrast to CO2 for which a fixed total amount can be emitted. For
nitrous oxide, the situation is less clear cut due to its relatively long lifetime (approximately 100
years). In order to make steep cuts in atmospheric concentration of nitrous oxide in 2100, then
action needs to be taken now to reduce anthropogenic emissions.

The role of non-CO2 gases is often quantified in terms of CO2-equivalence. The IPCC has
defined two forms of equivalence (see glossary):
— concentration equivalence which reflects the effect of a mixture of gases on the radiative balance
of the earth; and
— emission equivalence which looks at the cumulative effect of emissions over a specified time
period, commonly taken as 100 years.

5 Tradeoffs
Both the ‘budget’ concept and more precise modelling imply that there will be a trade-off involved
in specifying targets. For a given target concentration, delays in commencing reductions will imply
a need for more rapid cuts later.

This trade-off is discussed in the Stern Report [18] and in some detail in the CASPI stabilisa-
tion report [2, Figs 16,17]. The CASPI report [2, Fig16] shows families of alternative emissions
histories, leading to stabilising CO2 at 450, 500 and 550 ppm. The tradeoff is made explicit [2, fig
17] (reproduced here as Figure 1), by plotting the maximum allowed emissions against the peak in
the percentage rate of reduction that would be required. Similar comparisons are made in the Stern
report [18, Table 8.2], giving slightly higher reduction rates. The difference is that the analysis
used by Stern allowed more abrupt initial changes than are considered in the CASPI analysis.

6 Risk and uncertainty
The level of uncertainty described below (table 1) does not represent a reason for not taking action.
Even at the less serious end of the possible range, the consequences of climate change are sufficient
to justify concerted international action. As has been cogently argued by Pollack in Uncertain Sci-
ence – Uncertain World, [16] the level of uncertainty surrounding human-induced climate change
is much less than the uncertainty for many other decisions made regularly by governments, corpo-
rations and individuals.

In considering the level of uncertainty, it is important to separate:

• uncertainty about future human decisions

• uncertainty about the behaviour of the climate system

Planning measures for adaptation to climate change need to consider both forms of uncertainty.
However for making decisions about setting emission targets, only the second form of uncer-

tainty is relevant. Those who cite (often implicitly) uncertainty about possible decisions as a reason
for not making decisions are being mischievously misleading.

While even the low end of the range of possible climate change is serious enough to justify
action, there is a need to consider high end of possibilities. Adopting targets that further reduce the
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Figure 1: Trade-off between peak global emissions and subsequent reduction rate, for various
target concentrations of CO2. Reproduced from [2, fig 17]. These calculations assume that the
amount of additional CO2 from climate to carbon feedbacks will be small.

probability of these ‘low-probability’ cases is similar to incurring costs to avoid many other events
that would have low-probability, but which would be highly damaging if they occurred.

Such ‘risk-avoidance’ is normal behaviour in many contexts such as insurance, military pre-
paredness etc. These considerations adopted in various ways in the Stern Report [18] and the
Garnaut Review [6].

In particular, the risk of various high-warming cases is increased by various threshold phenom-
ena where climate change affects natural processes in a way that leads to the release of additional
greenhouse gases [12].

A worst case would involve triggering a sequence of ‘cascading failures’. The 2007 IPCC
assessment [9] noted such coupling between carbon and climate as contributing a large poorly
quantified uncertainty in projections of future climate change.

Such feedbacks can be considered as either increasing the warming resulting from a given emis-
sions target or increasing the extent of reduction required in order to reach a desired concentration
target [11, 13].
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CO2 CO2-equiv Peaking year Changes in global Equilibrium Equilibrium
concentration concentration CO2 emissions in 2050 Warming Warming

emissions (% of 2000 emissions) 2.9◦C 4.5◦C
ppm ppm year % ◦C ◦C

350–400 445–490 2000–2015 -85 to -50 1.9–2.3 3.0–3.6
400–440 490–535 2000–2020 -60 to -30 2.3–2.7 3.6–4.2
440–485 535–590 2010–2030 -30 to +5 2.7–3.1 4.2–4.8
485–570 590–710 2020–2060 +10 to +60 3.1–3.9 4.8–6.0
570–660 710–855 2050–2080 +25 to +85 3.9–4.7 6.0–7.2
660–790 855–1130 2060–2090 +90 to +140 4.7–5.8 7.2–9.1

Table 1: Stabilisation levels, cuts in emissions, and equilibrium climate response for two values
(2.9◦C and 4.5◦C) of the climate sensitivity. Adapted from [41: Table 3.5, Ch. 3]. This represents
a variety of studies and so the ranges reflect a combination of scientific uncertainty and choices of
stabilisation pathway.

7 Global targets
Global targets for CO2-equiv atmospheric concentration must be determined on the basis of the
best available science, economic modelling of the costs associated with mitigation, adaptation,
and impacts, and normative judgments about the impact of changing climate upon ecosystems and
communities.

Economic impacts can be either positive, e.g. enhanced primary production via CO2 fertilisa-
tion, or negative, such as decreased rainfall and runoff in agricultural regions in southern Australia.
It is widely believed that net impacts will be adverse for anything other than modest increases of
CO2 and consequent warming.

The impacts of climate change occur on a variety of timescales, and will be geographically het-
erogeneous, complicating the issue further still. There are significant uncertainties in modelling the
environmental impacts of climate change, particularly in terms of regional phenomena, and their
are even larger uncertainties in the economic modelling of the costs of mitigation and adaptation.

The setting of a target concentration is thus a difficult task, subject to high levels of uncertainty,
normative judgments, and competing national interests.

The policy adopted by the European Union (see e.g. [3]) is that globally averaged anthro-
pogenic warming should be limited to 2◦C (relative to pre-industrial levels) to avoid dangerous
climate change; Hansen et al. [7] argued in 2006 that warming should be limited to 1◦C relative to
the year 2000 (in addition to warming of 0.7◦C from the late 19th Century). More recently, Hansen
et al. argued strongly for more stringent targets of 350 ppm for carbon dioxide [8].

We believe that the European value for the threshold of dangerous anthropogenic interference
in climate is the most widely used and accepted value (it is a normative judgment, and so there is
no ‘correct’ value), and hence adopt 2◦C as the threshold for dangerous warming.

To calculate the CO2-equiv concentration of long lived greenhouse gases which would give
2◦C of warming, we take the IPCC estimate [9] of the climate sensitivity of 3◦C, and determine
that the maximum ‘safe’ concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere is 441 ppm CO2-
equiv. There is significant uncertainty in the value of the climate sensitivity, and the IPCC reports
a likely range of 2◦C to 4.5◦C. If the higher end of the range happens to be correct, then 441 ppm
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CO2-equiv would result in 3◦C of warming, which is far into the regime of ‘dangerous’ climate
change.

A target of 450 ppm CO2-equiv would perhaps allow for 420 ppm of CO2, with some additional
forcing due to other long lived greenhouse gases (principally methane and nitrous oxide). As
discussed in Section 4, this leads to an (approximate) global budget for the cumulative emission of
550 GtC between 2005 and 2150.

As scientific understanding of climate sensitivity (affecting the temperature increase for a given
CO2-equiv concentration) and carbon-climate feedbacks (affecting the amount of CO2 remaining
in the atmosphere for fixed emissions) improve, the best estimate of the ‘safe’ level of emissions
will change with time. It must be possible to adapt global targets to levels which are suggested
to be ‘safe’ by the best available science of the day. In particular, it must be possible to revise
downwards global targets if the science suggests that it is prudent to do so.

An aggressive global target is in Australia’s national interest, as we are likely to suffer signifi-
cant adverse impacts, including

• Significant rainfall reduction, and even greater reductions in runoff, in agricultural regions
in southern mainland Australia.

• Increased rate of coral bleaching episodes of the Great Barrier Reef, and likely consequent
destruction of reefs.

8 The need for emissions cuts by Australia
Australian action needs to be taken in the context of international agreements. The predominant
aims must be:
— to argue for strongest possible targets in order to protect the Australian environment;
— to prepare the Australian economy to operate in a low-carbon global economy.

In these contexts, early introduction of emission cuts by Australia should be set so as to serve
the role of convincing other nations of our bona fides and in providing as gradual as possible
transition to the deep cuts that will by required to reduce the threats of global climate change.

In convincing the rest of world of our bona fides, there would seem to be a need for ‘catch
up’. Even setting aside the claims of Guy Pearse [15] (suggesting that Australia’s role in the
Kyoto process consisted of trying to undermine it from within), arguing for special conditions at
Kyoto and then refusing to ratify leaves Australia with a credibility gap in international climate
negotiations.

In terms of preparing the Australian economy for a low-carbon world (since our preparations
lag behind many comparable nations), important criteria are:
— ensure that economic recovery does not lock in bad decisions that are expensive to reverse;
— ensure that forward guarantees of future caps and/or permit allocations allow for moving to
stronger targets.

An important point to note in assessing how Australia might fit into a future international
framework is that some variation on equal per capita emissions may well be incorporated on equity
grounds — in per capita terms Australian emissions are particularly high.
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Glossary
(see also glossaries in IPCC reports).

CASPI Climate Adaptation — Science and Policy Initiative — The University of Melbourne.

climate sensitivity A measure of the extent to which greenhouse gases affect climate at equilib-
rium. Conventionally defined as the amount of warming arising from doubling CO2 (or
CO2-equiv) concentrations. (In this context equilibrium means atmosphere-ocean equilib-
rium but not necessarily equilibrium of ice sheets).

CO2-equivalent concentrations A measure of the influence on climate from a mixture of green-
house gases. It is the amount of CO2 which,on its own, would have the same effect as the
mixture of gases. Thus CO2-equivalence is the property of the mixture and cannot be fully
decomposed into a sum of individual CO2-equivalent contributions for individual gases. It
reflects the instantaneous state of the atmosphere.

CO2-equivalent emissions This is a measure of the climatic influence of emissions of greenhouse
gases. It is defined in terms of cumulative influence over a period that is usually taken as
100 years. This definition is used in the Kyoto Protocol and for the reporting of national
emission inventories as required by the UNFCCC.

committed warming This has been defined in various ways but the IPCC [9, Glossary entry for
‘climate change commitment] defines it as the amount of additional warming that would
occur if the atmospheric composition was held constant.

transient climate sensitivity This is a measure of the amount of warming under conditions of
increasing greenhouse gases (often referenced to double CO2). This will be less than the
amount of warming at equilibrium because of the time taken to warm the oceans. The
difference is the ‘committed warming’.

10



References
* at end denotes documents available on-line

1. Antarctic Climate and Ecosystems CRC, 2009. Ocean acidification link proven media re-
lease at: http://www.acecrc.org.au/drawpage.cgi?pid=news&aid=797664&sid=news media.

2. CASPI, 2007. The Science of Stabilising Greenhouse Gas Concentrations: A Commissioned
Report for the Garnaut Climate Change Review, by I. Enting, D. Karoly, J. Falk, N. Clisby,
R. Bodman and D. Settle. Climate Adaptation — Science and Policy Initiative (CASPI). The
University of Melbourne. *

3. Council of the European Union, Brussels, Presidency Conclusions, Brussels European Coun-
cil, 8/9 March 2007; available online at:
www.consilium.europa.eu/ueDocs/cms Data/docs/pressData/en/ec/93135.pdf, accessed 8/4/09.

4. I. G. Enting, T. M. L. Wigley and M. Heimann, 1994. Future Emissions and Concentrations
of Carbon Dioxide: Key Ocean/Atmosphere/Land Analyses, CSIRO Atmospheric Research
Technical Paper 31. *

5. I. G. Enting, 2007. Carbon-Climate Constraints on Emissions Trading Schemes, Submission
to Prime Ministerial Task Group on Emissions Trading. *

6. R. Garnaut, 2008. The Garnaut Climate Change Review, CUP, Cambridge. *

7. J. Hansen, M. Sato, R. Ruedy, K. Lo, D. W. Lea and M. Medina-Elizade, 2006. Global
temperature change, Proc. Nat. Acad. Sci., 0606291103.

8. J. Hansen, M. Sato, P. Kharecha, D. Beerling, R. Berner, V. Masson-Delmotte, M. Pagani,
M. Raymo, D. L. Royer and J. C. Zachos, 2008. Target atmospheric CO2: Where should
humanity aim? Open Atmos. Sci. J., 2, 217–231. *

9. IPCC, 2007. Climate Change 2007: The Physical Science Basis, ed. S. Solomon, D. Qin, M.
Manning, M. Marquis, K. Averyt, M. M. B. Tignor, H. L. Miller Jr. and Z. Chen. Published
for the IPCC by CUP, Cambridge. *

10. IPCC Climate Change 1994: Radiative Forcing of Climate Change and An Evaluation of
the IPCC IS92 Emission Scenarios, ed. J. T. Houghton, L. G. Meira Filho, J. Bruce, H.
Lee, B. A. Callander, E. Haites, N. Harris and K. Maskell. Published for the IPCC by CUP,
Cambridge.

11. C. D. Jones, P. M. Cos and C. Huntingford, 2006. Climate-carbon cycle feedbacks under
stabilization: uncertainty and observational constraints. Tellus, 58B, 603–613.

12. T. M. Lenton, H. Held, E. Kriegler, J. W. Hall, W. Lucht, S. Rahmstorf and H. J. Schellnhu-
ber, 2008. Tipping Elements in the Earth’s climate system. Proc. Nat. Acad. Sci., 105,
1786–1793. *

11



13. M. D. Matthews, 2006. Emission targets for CO2 stabilization as modified by carbon cycle
feedbacks. Tellus, 58B, 591–602.

14. A. D. Moy, W. R. Howard, S. G. Bray, T. W. Trull, 2009. Reduced calcification in modern
Southern Ocean planktonic foraminifera. Nature Geoscience, 407, 364.

15. G. Pearse, 2007. High and Dry: John Howard, Climate Change and the Selling of Australia’s
Future, Viking.

16. H. N. Pollack, 2003. Uncertain Science ... Uncertain World, CUP, Cambridge.

17. Royal Society of London, 2005. Ocean acidification due to increasing atmospheric carbon
dioxide. *

18. N. Stern, 2006. The Economics of Climate Change, CUP, Cambridge. *

19. T. Tyrrell, J. G. Shepherd and S. Castle, 2007. The long-term legacy of fossil fuels, Tellus,
59, 664–672.

File 0-pol/ets.tex; typeset April 8, 2009

12


