
A long-term shared vision to save the planet 
A successful international agreement on climate change at Copenhagen must give hope, 
if not confidence, to the people on the street that planet earth will finally be saved from 
impending catastrophe. 

If this hope is to be realised in the Danish capital, it is crucial that countries agree on a 
limit for the amount of green house gases (GHG) that can be safely emitted worldwide. 
Global emissions must be capped. Countries must accept that a limit is necessary, firmly 
fix the cap on the basis of what science tells us and agree to stick within these newly set 
boundaries. 

In short, Copenhagen must place an effective global cap on future GHG emissions lest 
hope to save the planet be lost. By agreeing to reduce GHG emissions globally by more 
than 50% over the present level by 2050, this hope can be retained.

Can governments agree on this? It is a tall order indeed, yet there is a glimmer of hope. 
There is broad agreement among industrialised countries about the need to reduce GHG 
emissions by more than 60-80% – or in some countries by as much as 95%, by 2050.

In addition to this, developing countries are also beginning to look at GHG emissions 
through a long-term lens.  South Africa is now committed to seeing its emissions “peak, 
plateau, and decline” –specifically, their emissions must stop increasing by no later than
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2025 and must begin their decline in absolute terms by around 2030-2035.  Brazil’s climate 
plan commits to cut deforestation in half by 2018, while Mexico has proposed to cut their 
emissions by 50% below today’s levels by 2050. Furthermore, China is undertaking a huge 
effort to improve its energy-intensity and is committed to improving it per GDP by 20% 
for the entire economy. “The developing countries, while developing their economies and 
fighting poverty, should actively…reduce their emissions to the lowest degree”, China’s 
white paper says, implicitly recognising that countries should not emit carbon limitlessly. 

The most recent climate negotiations in Bonn in April 2009 further underlined this 
recognition. At Bonn, discussions centred on what has been termed the “limited carbon 
budget” and how this budget should be divided and shared equitably. Having drawn 
attention to this, it is at this stage important to mention that it is wrong to assume that 
developing countries are recklessly and mindlessly emitting GHG under the pretext of the 
historic responsibility of the industrialised countries. Rather, all developing countries want 
equity and fairness to govern any climate deal. This is reflected in the fact that they have 
been espousing the notion of a limited carbon budget for several years. The encouraging 
sign, emanating from meetings like Bonn, is that these discussions have recently become 
more open. 

Furthermore, governments across the world are showing a greater willingness to work 
together in ways that transcend traditional dividing lines; the driving mechanism behind 
which is the aspiration to move towards a low-carbon economy. The closer one moves 
towards a low-carbon system, the more one is likelier to benefit, as dependency on 
shrinking fossil resources is reduced, energy security is enhanced and the subsequent 
increase in competitiveness creates more jobs, growth and the associated benefits which 
come with it. 

One dares to hope that countries will agree to an effective carbon budget as part of a 
mutually beneficial, forward-looking and comprehensive Copenhagen deal. 

Short-term commitment by developed countries 
A successful international agreement on climate change at Copenhagen must determine 
commitments on near-term emissions cuts for both industrialised and developing 
countries. It is imperative, however, that developed countries take the lead in solving 
this problem, which is largely of their own making. They must show strong and clear 
commitment to the climate agenda and establish ambitious, legally-binding emissions 
reduction targets if overall agreement is to be reached in Copenhagen. 

Acting on its own accord, the EU has already committed to reduce its emissions to 20% 
below 1990 levels by 2020 and plans to increase its reduction targets to 30% if other 
countries display comparable efforts to reduce their emissions. In the US, President 
Obama has called for a cap-and-trade system to return emissions to 1990 levels by 2020, 
while the Australian government will reduce GHG emissions by 25% on 2000 levels by 
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2020, if there is a global agreement sufficient to stabilise GHG at 450ppm CO2-equivalent 
or lower by 2050. Canada has adopted a 20% reduction below 2006 levels by 2020 and a 
60-70% reduction below these levels by 2050. Japan is to announce its mid-term target 
in June 2009, but has already decided to commit to a 60-80% reduction below present 
levels by 2050. 

The key question is whether developed countries can act collectively, as the stronger and 
more coherent their commitments are, the greater the likelihood of meaningful action in 
developing countries.

Another factor, crucial to progress, is that developed countries must reach a joint 
agreement on which stabilisation scenario they aim for collectively (i.e. whether they 
commit to keeping worldwide temperatures within viable scenarios, such as below 2OC). It 
also holds that they each accept a comparable and equitable share of responsibility.  They 
must declare to the world’s public that together they will take robust action to help realise 
a global GHG peak in or around 2020, while unilaterally declaring that they will commit 
to cutting their emissions even further so as to achieve the required reduction as set by 
the 2050 target. This kind of decisive leadership and responsibility will help cement a clear 
sense of unity between developed countries, and following such a display of collective 
commitment, they would be in a much better position to invite developing countries to 
join forces, offering them assistance to come on board and avert a climate catastrophe. 

Short-term commitment by developing countries 
With scientific evidence indicating that the situation is worse than previously thought, 
one of today’s most pressing issues is that of how to get developing countries to commit 
to significantly deviate their emissions from BAU. It is imperative that developed countries 
help developing ones realise such pledges, so that together a global GHG peak can be 
achieved in or around the year 2020. 

A number of developing countries, such as China, India, Brazil, and South Africa, have 
already developed national climate change or energy strategies and have put in place 
national laws that will decrease BAU emissions (growth) considerably. In Copenhagen, 
the central challenge will be to incorporate these existing policies into the deal. Under an 
agreement, developing countries should preferably commit in numerical terms to deviate 
away from BAU or another such baselines.  Binding commitments in Copenhagen may 
not be feasible, but a credible system to ensure improved efficiency in major developing 
countries, coupled with a provision mechanism for international assistance, could set 
them on the right track to significant emissions reductions. 

The intensity commitments of developing countries could also be written down into 
Nationally Appropriate Mitigation Actions (NAMAs) that should cover all key emitting 
sectors, especially the power, transport, major energy-intensive industries, forests and 
agriculture sectors. Furthermore, a mechanism should be established to ensure that 
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national priority actions for energy efficiency be matched with international assistance, 
financial as well as technological. 

The Bali Roadmap represents a breakthrough instrument in that it provides a new 
architecture, in the form of NAMAs, for developing countries to act to mitigate climate 
change. For the first time in the history of the UNFCCC, it is now expected that developing 
countries will come on board and push for global mitigation in a responsible manner. 
However, NAMAs must be activated in the context of sustainable development, and 
supported and enabled by technology financing and capacity-building in a measurable, 
reportable and verifiable manner.  Thus the mitigation actions of developing countries 
are inherently interlinked with developed country support. The crucial test is whether 
Copenhagen will make the most of NAMAs and advance developing countries’ mitigation 
efforts.  

Commitments in narrative terms as opposed to numerical terms will not quantify how 
much mitigation should be achieved, and consequently are not going to help the 
world ensure climate stability in the long-term. Therefore the challenge lies in setting 
quantifiable aggregate emissions reductions that are realisable. 

Finance, adaptation and technology transfer 
For developing countries, participation in a global agreement in Copenhagen is 
contingent on rich countries providing them assistance.  So, evidently, the challenge for 
Copenhagen is to establish a credible mechanism that can provide developing countries 
with both technological and financial support in a way that encourages them to: do more 
towards mitigation; adapt themselves effectively; build local capacities; and accelerate 
the introduction of advanced clean technologies. 

In view of the huge scale of the resources required, the sources of financing must 
include a wide variety of private and public funding, grants and loans under Overseas 
Development Assistance (ODA), all the resources of international financial institutions, 
and where possible resources from market mechanisms. On top of this, the domestic 
resources must also be mobilised, particularly in the area of energy efficiency, where the 
right inductive government policies could leverage a large amount of private funding. 

An overarching system is needed to regulate multiple funding streams and ensure that 
money and technology are appropriately distributed to the various mitigation (and 
adaptation) projects around the world. For example, any plan to renovate coal-firing 
power plants in major developing countries could be considered and administered by 
such a scheme. 

On the basis of this plan, countries could start working more congenially and effectively 
to procure the most efficient and fitting clean technologies; procure finance, both public 
and private; encourage mutually beneficial business linkages; help build local capacities; 
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and deal with intellectual property rights and all other related issues. Thus in creating a 
new sense of trust and partnership they will bring about quicker results.

There is broad recognition that Copenhagen must deliver on the need to provide specific 
and targeted financial support for crucial mitigation (and adaptation) projects and make 
sure they are linked up to the appropriate technologies.  Establishing a large, all-purpose 
international coffer is therefore not considered as a viable option. NAMAs can instead play 
an important role in acting as an overarching and catalysing mechanism, and in this sense 
serve as a platform for genuine north-south cooperation and partnership in the fight to 
hault global warming.  

In search of a definitive solution…
Copenhagen will certainly succeed in creating renewed momentum for global climate 
efforts – however much will remain to be done. The timing of the US domestic legislation 
is unknown, and major developing countries have yet to fully come to the fore with 
a concrete pledge.  The absence of this commitment means that the world, while 
welcoming the developing countries on board, will merely watch on as they deviate away 
from the baseline.

Furthermore, since the Copenhagen deal will most likely be structured around a national 
capping system – where countries as a rule tend not to do more than their neighbours 
– the aggregate volume of reductions committed to in Copenhagen by developed and 
developing country alike will not be enough to ensure climate stability at the required 
level. On the other hand, if the international community is sufficiently mobilised by 
Copenhagen and rises up to the challenge of climate change, then we stand a chance 
of success. 

If Copenhagen does not provide a definitive solution, post-Copenhagen must. National 
governments for the sake of their credibility must be certain that their mitigation strategies 
are incurring the lowest possible cost, therefore, even without the economic and financial 
crisis, they need to be sure that they are taking the optimal strategy in solving the climate 
change problem; hence the continued search for a definitive solution.  

The surest way of achieving an acceptable level of climate stability is to cap, not national 
nor company specific emissions, but global GHG emissions. Once this global cap is in 
place, it must then be forcefully decreased over the coming decades until we reach a 
point of climate stability. The most cost-effective means of achieving this is to allow the 
abatement to take place wherever it proves cheapest worldwide. 

These two requirements point to a global emissions trading system with a strict 
descending world cap as the only plausible way forward.  Without a descending global 
cap, there will be no definitive climate solution. Aggregate national reductions will not 
ensure climate stability at an acceptable level.
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A global emission trading system designed on an upstream basis would create a single 
common carbon price worldwide. It is not growth-restraining, as businesses can burn 
as many fossil fuels as needed if they remain competitive in relation to the carbon price, 
thus forcing fossil fuels to be burned in the most rational and competitive way possible.  It 
would also compel individuals and businesses to spearhead energy efficiency and invest 
in cleaner technologies. In following with this, a technology development treaty coupled 
with a set of regulatory and standard policies and measures would also help greatly. 

A global carbon market may still seem a long way off.  Yet, momentum is gathering.  
People are looking at the mitigation issue as a way of sharing the limited carbon budget 
rationally and equitably.  Rather than trying to constrain national emissions, people are 
viewing a global cap in a positive way – as something compatible with their growth 
strategies. 

The EU has announced that it aims to have Emission Trading Systems linked among OECD 
countries by 2015, and for a global ETS to be established by 2020.  Furthermore, it has also 
said that it will soon start a series of design consultations with interested parties, including 
the US. 

Developing countries’ officials and their experts are now increasingly talking about the 
possibility of a limited carbon budget. Notably, at the Poznan COP of December 2008, 
a group of Chinese experts presented the concept of a global carbon budget at China’s 
official fringe event. 

The most frequently discussed issues in the US debate on the cap and trade bill are “safety 
valve” and “off-sets”.  This indicates American concern regarding a potential carbon price 
hike. The hard truth of the matter is that the emissions reduction efforts of any country 
would not be confined within their borders if there were a descending global cap on 
global emissions. Concern over a carbon price hike would be greatly reduced as the global 
emissions trading systems would allow countries to abate wherever it proves cheapest. 

The climate situation will most certainly deteriorate further, resulting in an even stronger 
demand for urgent implementation of a definitive solution in order to prevent a climate 
catastrophe.  There will be a stronger demand to transcend national borders and 
sovereignty in order to save the planet.  Furthermore, in the context of the global financial 
crisis, the current situation dictates that any solution must be as inexpensive as possible. 

An elaborated global emissions trading system, accompanied by regulations, standards 
and technological innovation policies, is the most effective solution for stopping global 
warming while guaranteeing economic growth. 




