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Negligible changes in emission reduction pledges, conditionalities remain

Bangkok, October 1 (Hira Jhamtani and Lim Li Lin) -- The UNFCCC Secretariat issued a new informal note on Tuesday 29 September, which compiles information relating to possible quantified emission limitation and reduction objectives (QELROs) of some Annex I (developed country) Parties. 

This note is an update of the similar note issued on 11 August 2009 during the Bonn informal meeting of the Ad hoc Working Group on Further Commitments for Annex I Parties under the Kyoto Protocol (AWG-KP). 

The compilation continues to contain only the so-called “bottom up” pledges of some Annex I Parties. The Annex I Parties are Australia, Belarus, Canada, the European Community, Iceland, Japan, Liechtenstein, Monaco, New Zealand, Norway, Russian Federation, Switzerland and Ukraine. 

The new note was issued due to the recent announcement by Japan at the opening of the current ninth session of the AWG-KP on 28 September in Bangkok, of its decision to reduce emissions by 25 per cent by 2020 compared to 1990 levels. Japan's previous target was a 15 per cent reduction from 2005 levels by 2020, pledged by the former government. 

It does not contain the proposals and submissions by non-Annex I Parties for quantified emission limitation and reduction commitments (QELRCs) that have called for much higher figures. 

The note also aggregates the values relating to possible QELROs, which is based on the most recent inventory data available on the UNFCCC website, which is based on submissions by the Parties, and which have been reviewed by expert review teams.

Based on the data, the Secretariat has calculated two sets of figures for emission reductions by these Annex I Parties in aggregate. 

The first set of emission reductions was calculated using emissions in 1990 or any other reference year specified by the Parties, excluding emissions from the Land Use, Land Use Change and Forestry (LULUCF) sector, but including emissions from deforestation in accordance with the current accounting rules under the Kyoto Protocol. Based on this, the emission reductions in aggregate for these Annex I Parties are expected to be between 16 and 23 per cent below 1990 levels in 2020. The August 2008 figure was between 15 and 21 per cent, a difference of 1 and 2 per cent respectively.  

The second set of figures was calculated using emissions in 1990 or any other year specified by the Parties including emissions and removals from the LULUCF sector. Based on this, the emission reductions in aggregate for these Annex I Parties are expected to be between 15 and 22 per cent below 1990 levels in 2020. The August 2008 figure was between 13 and 20 per cent, a difference of 2 per cent. 

This negligible change is still accompanied by conditionalities. The Annex I Parties that have put forward figures for emission reductions in aggregate have put forward low figures, with conditionalities, and which are based on different reference years (not 1990 but later). Some have included LULUCF and the flexible mechanisms under the Kyoto Protocol in their calculations. 

One of the conditionalities proposed by some Annex I Parties (e.g. Australia, the EU) is that “major developing economies” or “economically more advanced developing countries” contribute to emission reductions. It is not clear what is the criteria and meaning of “major developing economies” and this conditionality has been objected to by many developing countries. 

Another conditionality is that other developed countries take on comparable emission reductions. This refers to the US, which is not a Party to the Kyoto Protocol, although included as an Annex I Party under the UNFCCC. Some Annex I Parties are also insisting that accounting rules in the  LULUCF sector be clarified before the figures for emission reductions can be estimated. 

During the opening session of the AWG-KP, many developing countries applauded Japan for increasing its target and called upon other Annex I Parties to take similar steps. But as the negotiations proceeded in the contact group, some developing countries began to express disappointment and sadness that the negligible increase in the aggregate greenhouse gas (GHG) emission reductions still comes with conditionalities. 

The figure is even lower if the US is included, as reflected in a compilation by the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS). The AOSIS compilation includes Croatia and the US. It is based on the assumption that the commitment of Croatia is the same as the EU, i.e. a reduction of 20 to 30 percent from 1990 levels by 2020. It assumes a reduction range of 14 to 20 per cent from 2005 levels for the US. The range is based on the indication by US President Barack Obama that a return to emisssions at 1990 levels by 2020 is one option. 

According to AOSIS, the US Waxman-Markey Bill is estimated to result in a reduction of  approximately 20 per cent from the 2005 levels. Based on these announcements and pledges, the AOSIS compilation shows a very low estimate of aggregate reductions from 1990 levels by 2020 of 11 to 18 per cent. 

The figures in the AOSIS compilation are in stark contrast to even the figures often referred to in the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s Fourth Assessment Report of 25 to 40 per cent, and the proposal of AOSIS for a reduction of at least 45 per cent below 1990 levels by 2020. 

A coalition of 37 developing countries has proposed that the emission reductions by Annex I Parties in aggregate should be at least 40% below 1990 levels by 2020.  

Bolivia, Malaysia, Paraguay and Venezuela, supported by Sri Lanka have proposed that Annex I Parties reduce their domestic GHG emissions by more than 49 per cent below 1990 levels in the commitment period from 2013-2017. The total emission reductions of Annex I Parties will be determined by applying the principle of historical responsibility/debt and addressing the needs of developing countries. The difference between the total and domestic figures can be met through financial transfers under the UNFCCC.

These pledges are not only low, but they remain pledges only (except for the EU that has domestically legislated its target of 20 per cent reduction and 30 per cent reduction if other countries join in). As one developed country said in the contact group, the pledges are announcements, they have not been transformed into legally binding commitments. 

Despite all the hype about strong commitments to tackle climate change, expressed by leaders at the UN Summit in New York and the G-20 meeting in Pittsburgh, developed countries are not taking the lead in the negotiations on the second and subsequent commitment periods of Annex I Parties under the Kyoto Protocol. Not only do the figures remain elusive, Annex I Parties are also putting stumbling blocks in the negotiations by saying that they cannot define their targets without the US, which is not Party to the Kyoto Protocol and without an agreement on the broader context, which requires close collaboration between the AWG-KP and the Ad hoc Working Group on Long-term Cooperative Action (AWG-LCA). 

Some members of developing country delegations were heard in the negotiating room as well as  in the corridors expressing their frustration, saying that they are “at a loss on what to do next”. 

Many NGO observers see this as a race to the bottom.
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