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Cut carbon pollution – set effective targets
To play our part in the global effort to keep global warming as far below 2°C as possible, the
Australian Government must make the following commitments.
1) Australia must commit to a 2020 target to reduce carbon pollution by at least 30 per cent.
2) Australia must commit to increase the 2020 target to reduce carbon pollution by at least 40
per cent, if other developed countries do the same.
3) Over and above this, Australia must commit to funding carbon pollution reductions in
developing countries. This would include funding to reduce emissions from deforestation.
4) Australia must work towards becoming carbon neutral before 2050.
Climate change is already affecting Australia’s economy, society and environment. To avoid the
worst impacts of climate change, Australia must legislate the above carbon pollution reduction
caps, and encourage other countries to do the same.
The government-commissioned Garnaut report argues convincingly that it is firmly in Australia’s
national interest to act strongly and to lead for an effective global agreement.
“Australia’s interest lies in the world adopting a strong and effective position
on climate change mitigation. This interest is driven by two realities of
Australia’s position relative to other developed countries: our exceptional
sensitivity to climate change: and our exceptional opportunity to do well in a
world of effective global mitigation.” 1
The most effective way for Australia to encourage other countries to reduce their greenhouse gas
emissions is for us to lead by example and reduce our own emissions. The two key tests for our
targets, or the emission caps, to be set for the Australian Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme are:
1. environmentally effective – guided by the most recent science so as to avoid costly impacts;
2. internationally credible – given that Australia, along with other developed countries, have
created more than 75 per cent of global carbon pollution to date and continue to create much
higher carbon pollution, per person, than in developing countries.
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Credible Australian targets will need to be consistent with the following global objectives:
1. Avoiding the worst impacts of climate change
A global agreement that keeps warming as far below 2°C as possible is in Australia’s national
interest. Beyond 2°C, climate impacts become severe and irreversible.2
2. Setting a global target
The Fourth Assessment Report of Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) found that
to limit warming to 2.0 – 2.4°C3, global emissions need to peak by 2015 and fall to 50 – 85 percent
below 2000 levels by 2050. Any credible global effort to keep warming below 2 degrees must
require global emission reductions of at least 85 per cent below 2000 levels by 2050.
3. Setting a target for the group of developed countries
For countries to support a global agreement, it needs to be a fair agreement. Any country that fails
to commit to its share of the global effort threatens the viability of a successful global deal.
The IPCC scenario that limits warming to 2.0 – 2.4°C requires developed countries as a group to
reduce their emissions by 25 – 40 percent below 1990 levels by 2020 then 80 – 95 percent by 2050. In
order to keep warming below 2.0°C, developed countries need to reduce emissions by at least 50%
below 1990 levels by 2020, then achieving carbon neutrality before 2050.
4. Setting Australian targets with other developed countries
If the Australian Government proposes a range of 2020 targets that falls outside the IPCC 25-40
percent range, we won’t have any credibility with the Australian public or with other countries
negotiating through the UNFCCC.
To encourage other developed countries to do more as part of global agreement to keep warming
below 2.0°C, Australia must commit unconditionally to a target of at least 30 percent by 2020, with
the offer to increase this to at least 40 percent if other developed countries agree to do the same.
Funding and assisting in reducing emissions from deforestation in developing countries is
necessary, but needs to be above and beyond our domestic commitments. Australia then needs to
achieve carbon neutrality before 2050.
Emissions targets in the context of emerging climate science
While these targets draw on the work of the IPCC fourth assessment report published using 2006
science, more recent climate science is suggesting that more may be required, leading the PEW
centre to conclude that:

“. . . risks from future climate change are likely greater than scientists have generally
believed, and existing climate change projections might best be viewed as the minimum
changes that humanity should expect.” 20
The policy decisions being made now by the Australian government need to allow future
governments to tighten our targets should the growing body of climate science require it, and the
Australian public demand it.
2

Preston, B.L. and Jones, R.N., 2006: Climate Change Impacts on Australia and the Benefits of Early Action to Reduce Global
Greenhouse Gas Emissions, CSIRO, Aspendale, accessed at http://www.businessroundtable.com.au/pdf/BRT-onCC_Climate_Impacts-CSIRO.pdf, March 2007.
3

All temperature increase in this document are increases above the pre-industrial average.

2

1. Avoiding the worst impacts of climate change
The climate is changing
The global scientific community has demonstrated that the climate is already changing as a result
of human activity.4 Greenhouse gas emissions from human activities has already resulted in
warming of 0.74°C since 1906.5
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change6 (IPCC) has identified evidence of increases in
global average air and ocean temperatures, widespread melting of snow and ice and rising global
sea level. They also found long term changes in precipitation and extreme weather, including
droughts, heat waves and the intensity of tropical cyclones.
CSIRO research shows since 1950, the average temperature in Australia has increased by 0.9 °C,
primarily due to carbon pollution from human activities.7 The impact of this pollution is also
having an effect on rainfall, which has substantially declined across most of eastern and southwestern Australia.
Even more alarming signs of climate impacts are emerging, including rapid melting of Arctic sea
ice. Coverage of sea ice shrank by 22 per cent in the last two summers, far more than IPCC models
predicted for that time frame.8
There is a time lag between the release of greenhouse gases and temperature increase. This means
even if we completely stopped emitting greenhouse gases tomorrow a further warming of 0.6 °C
will still take place.9 This would take warming to around 1.4 °C above pre-industrial levels.
Recent research shows even with warming of 1–2oC, Australian ecosystems are likely to be
severely degraded. Impacts include 58–81 per cent of the Great Barrier Reef being bleached every
year.10 Other studies predict many threatened species in Australia’s World Heritage Listed Wet
Tropics may be pushed to extinction as a result of climate change of just 1°C.11
Avoiding dangerous climate change
Australia committed to work with other governments to avoid dangerous levels of climate change
when it signed the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change in 1992.12
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There is no ‘safe’ level of climate change. However the more rapidly we can reduce our carbon
pollution, the lesser the impact.
The IPCC predicts that if we do nothing, global temperature will increase to around 4 °C by 2100.13
In Australia, the CSIRO found if we fail to reign in emissions, temperatures could increase by up to
5 °C above current levels by 2070. 14
The global impacts of an average temperature increase of just 2–3°C include:15
• Melting glaciers increasing risks of flood during wet seasons and reducing water
availability on dry seasons for one-sixth of the world’s population
• Increased worldwide deaths from malnutrition and heat stress
• Vector-borne diseases such as malaria and dengue fever becoming more widespread if
effective control measures are not instituted
• Population displacement due to rising sea levels, heavier floods and more intense droughts
• Increased vulnerability of ecosystems, with as many as 15–40 per cent of species facing
extinction
• The drying out of the Amazon rainforest, which some climate models suggest could lead to
dieback of the forest with the highest biodiversity on earth.
For Australia, even a small sample of the predicted impacts16 for warming of 2–3°C brings home
the urgency of the situation:
• 97 per cent of the Great Barrier Reef bleached every year
• 40 per cent reduction in livestock carrying capacity of native pasture systems
• 5–10 per cent increase in tropical cyclone wind speeds
• 10 per cent increase in bushfire danger in many parts of the country.
Many of these impacts are irreversible and could not be adequately adapted to by human or
ecological communities,17 which is why the European Union sees keeping warming to 2°C as the
climate change objective for governments around the world. Given the evidence that significant
change occurs between 1-2C ACF advocates the need to go further, and to keep warming as far
below 2C as possible.
Climate risks are underestimated
While climate science institutions such as the IPCC and CSIRO have identified many impacts of
climate change, there are uncertainties that result in underestimation of climate risks. Tipping
points are one aspect of climate science that tend to be excluded from assessments of climate risk.
Tipping points in the climate system
The term ‘tipping point’ commonly refers to a critical threshold at which a small change can affect
the state of a whole system, resulting in a large change. In February 2008 the Proceedings of the
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National Academy of the United States of America (PNAS) published an article18 describing fifteen
systems with tipping points. Some of these tipping points are:
Arctic sea ice loss
As sea ice melts, it exposes a much darker ocean surface which absorbs more radiation and
amplifies warming. The report finds that a tipping point for summer ice loss may be very close, if
it has not already passed.
Melting of the Greenland ice sheet
Warming at the periphery of this ice sheet lowers ice altitude, increasing surface temperature and
causing a positive feedback loop. Existing ice sheet models are unable to explain the recent speed
of changes in the ice sheet. Complete melting of this ice sheet would result in sea level rise of up to
seven metres.
Instability of the west Antarctic ice sheet
Most of this ice sheet sits on land under the water line, so warming and rising waters can undercut
the ice sheet and make it unstable. PNAS finds the tipping point for instability of this shelf could
be reached this century.
New science is emerging
Recent work by NASA climate scientist James Hansen and others have included some of these
tipping points in their climate modelling. Excluding most of these effects, the IPCC estimates
climate sensitivity19 at around 3oC. 20 Hansen finds when the surface albedo (or reflection) effects
are included, equilibrium climate sensitivity is around 6oC.21
The Pew Centre on Global Climate Change has reviewed the latest climate science and concluded
“existing climate change projections might best be viewed as the minimum changes that humanity
should expect” (see Box 1).
While climate science has advanced dramatically, new climate change impacts continue to be
discovered. These unknown climate impacts mean decisions should be made on the basis that the
real risks will be significantly higher than the known risks, which are already very high. We don’t
know the full extent of climate impacts and risks and we must take a precautionary approach to
setting targets.
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Box 1: The Pew Centre on Global Climate Change summary of new climate science:

“Recent observations indicate that climate models have underestimated ice loss from the
Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets (Shepherd & Wingham, 2007), ice loss from mountain
glaciers (Meier et al., 2007), the rate of global sea level rise (Rahmstorf et al., 2007),
change in global precipitation (Wentz et al., 2007; Zhang et al., 2007), and response of
northern forests to warming (Soja et al., 2007). All of these changes were predicted before
they were detected, but they are occurring sooner or more rapidly than expected
(Engelhaupt, 2007). Although there are probably multiple reasons for underestimating
climate change and ecosystem responses to it, inadequately treated positive feedbacks
(amplifying factors within the climate system itself) are probably involved (Pittock, 2006).
The unexpectedly rapid change in Arctic sea ice and other climate processes suggests that
the climate reacts more strongly to a given amount of global warming than scientists have
calculated. As a result, risks from future climate change are likely greater than scientists
have generally believed, and existing climate change projections might best be viewed as
the minimum changes that humanity should expect.”
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2. Setting a global greenhouse gas reduction target
A global agreement is needed to avoid the worst impacts of climate change identified by the IPCC
and the CSIRO, and reduce the risk of reaching climate tipping points. The Australian Government
has highlighted that:
“In considering what constitutes dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate
system, Parties should agree on cooperative approaches that minimise the impacts of climate
change at the lowest achievable stabilisation goal.” 23
Greenhouse gas emissions are rising rapidly. The level of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere has
risen from 280 parts per million (ppm) in preindustrial times to 379ppm in 2005.24 When other
greenhouse gases, such as methane and nitrous oxide, are included, the overall level is 455ppm of
carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2e). Current levels far exceed the natural range of greenhouse gases
over the last 650,000 years.25 Levels are rising at more than 2ppm a year and global emissions are
still going up.26 If we do nothing to put the brakes on, greenhouse gas levels could exceed 1000
ppm by the end of the century.27
In order for the level to fall, global emissions will need to fall well below the level of emissions in
1990. The IPCC found that to keep warming to between 2.0 and 2.4°C higher than pre-industrial
levels global emissions will need to peak by 2015 and fall to 50–85 per cent below 2000 levels by
22
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2050.28 29 However, as noted earlier, the latest science reveals impacts and risks that are not
included in the 2007 IPCC analysis. The climate may be more sensitive to greenhouse gas
emissions than the IPCC calculated,30 tipping points could be reached more quickly and there
remain unknown impacts.
To keep warming below 2 °C and avoid climate tipping points, we need to aim for global
emissions reductions of more than 85 per cent below 2000 levels by 2050.
Sharing the task
In meeting the global target, different countries will have different responsibilities, because they
have made different contributions to the problem. Developed countries have created more than 75
per cent of emissions to date and have much higher pollution per person than developing
countries. 31 Countries with stronger economies are best placed to reduce emissions and are better
able to adapt to climate change impacts.
Four major factors should be considered when calculating particular countries’ individual targets:
1) Contribution to the problem. Developed countries have contributed more emissions over
past decades, therefore using cumulative emissions is a more equitable measure than
annual emissions.
2) Emissions per person. Using per capita emissions is fairer than national emissions, but it
does not address all equity issues.
3) Wealth. Richer countries have the resources to make the biggest reductions. Some rapidly
developing countries should adopt commitments consistent with their level of
development, but the poorest developing countries cannot be expected to pay for
adaptation to or mitigation of a problem they didn’t create.
4) Abatement costs. Different countries have different opportunities to reduce emissions at
different costs to their economies.
The political viability of an effective international agreement will need more than an equitable
method for allocating national commitments. Issues such as adaptation funding and technology
transfer will also need to be included in the UNFCCC negotiation of a post-2012 agreement.
Developing countries have made less contribution to the problem, have less wealth and typically
have much lower emissions per person. In order to achieve global emissions reductions of at least
85 per cent by 2050 in an equitable way, developed countries must fund effective emissions
reduction in developing countries. There are opportunities for Australia to take a leadership role
in brokering an international agreement to achieve this.
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3. Setting a developed country target
The IPCC Fourth Assessment Report assessed what contribution developed and developing
countries should make towards the global effort, using the criteria above. It found that to keep
warming between 2.0–2.4 oC, developed countries would need to reduce emissions by 25–40 per
cent below 1990 levels by 2020 and 80–95 per cent by 2050.
As noted above, evidence released since the IPCC Fourth Assessment report has found the climate
may be more sensitive to greenhouse gases than previously thought.32 Also, greenhouse gas
emissions are rising more rapidly than projected in worst case IPCC scenarios, implying
developed countries will need to make a greater contribution to solving the problem.33 Therefore
the IPCC targets now appear too low.
If emerging climate science is taken into account, and the goal is keep warming below 2 oC rather
than between 2.0 - 2.4 oC developed countries as a group should take on a reduction target in the
order of at least 50 per cent below 1990 levels by 2020 and become carbon neutral well before 2050.
In order to achieve a developed country target of at least 50 per cent levels by 2020 initiatives will
need to be funded in developing countries. This would include funding to reduce emissions from
deforestation in developing countries.

4. Setting Australian targets
Australia’s emissions reduction target will decide what role we will play in seeing developed
country emissions reach the overall reduction target. The Garnaut Climate Change Review has
identified Australia as potentially the biggest loser among developed countries from unmitigated
climate change. As a country with so much to lose, we need to become a leader when it comes to
deciding what national targets to set.
On a per person basis, Australia has made a major contribution to creating the climate change
problem compared to both developing and other developed countries. We also have the national
wealth and ability to achieve a strong reduction target. And we have many opportunities to
reduce our pollution at a lower cost than other countries.34 35
Commit to increasing this target with the involvement of other developed, wealthy countries
One way Australia can encourage a better global agreement is to commit to making more effort for
mitigation if other developed countries do the same. This creates a reward for cooperation. The
European Union has committed to a 2020 emission reduction target of 20 per cent below 1990
levels as a unilateral action and is prepared to increase this to 30 per cent with the involvement of
32
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other developed countries. This target provides a benchmark but is too low to avoid the worst
climate impacts.
Australia can leverage deeper commitments from other countries by committing to a 30 percent
reduction by 2020 unconditionally, and offering to increase that to at least 40 percent if other
developed countries do the same. In the longer term, Australia must work towards becoming
carbon neutral before 2050.
Fund developing countries to reduce emissions
Australia and other developed countries can have a greater impact than their individual reduction
targets by funding emission reductions in developing countries. This would include helping
neighbouring countries, such as Papua New Guinea, to reduce emissions from deforestation.
Global emissions from deforestation and forestry account for around 17 per cent of global
emissions.36
Over and above our domestic emission reduction commitments, Australia must commit to funding
emission reductions in developing countries from activities such as avoided deforestation

5. Affordable and achievable
While these targets appear challenging, the IPPC and the Stern Review both found the costs of
reducing emissions are low. The 2.0 – 2.4 oC mitigation scenario assessed by the IPCC was found
to cost the global economy less than 0.12 per cent per year.37 Stern estimated the damage caused
by climate change without action to reduce emissions could rise to 20 per cent.38 In the light of
more recent science, Sir Nicholas Stern has recently said his review underestimated the magnitude
of avoided damages.39
A report by consultants McKinsey & Co found Australia could reduce emissions by 30 per cent by
2020 and it would cost Australian families less than $1 a day ($290 per household per year).40
To put this in some context, the 2002-03 drought cost Australia $10 billion.41 The total cost of a 30
per cent cut in emissions by 2020 is less than a third of this at $2.9 billion. The report identified
opportunities to reduce Australia’s carbon pollution even further and found Australia could
reduce its pollution at a lower cost than the global average.
These studies find that for the globe and the world, the costs of achieving reducing emissions can
be achieved while maintaining strong economic growth. The Australian Business Roundtable on
Climate Change42 found the costs of taking early action would be lower than if we delay.
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Recent science, along with Stern,43 shows the costs of inaction have been underestimated.
Meanwhile the costs of reducing emissions tend to be overestimated, simply because we are
unable to imagine the technological and societal changes that could unfold over the next 50 years.
A world of zero emissions vehicles seems as impossible today as a world dominated by fossil fuel
powered vehicles must have seemed in 1900. Yet within a few decades the impossible became
possible. Avoiding dangerous climate change is a challenge we can meet and one we can be proud
to tell our grandchildren we had the courage to face.

For more information, please contact
Tony Mohr Phone: 02 8270 9908 Mobile: 0437 242 950 Email: t.mohr@acfonline.org.au
The Australian Conservation Foundation is committed to achieve a healthy environment for all Australians. We work with the community, business
and government to protect, restore and sustain our environment.
www.acfonline.org.au
Authorised by Don Henry, Executive Director, Australian Conservation Foundation, Floor 1, 60 Leicester Street, Carlton VIC 3053
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