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Lively debate on historical responsibility in 
AWG-KP Contact group on “numbers”
Bonn, 5 June (Chee Yoke Ling) – The historical responsibility of developed countries in causing global warming has emerged as a key issue in the talks on future emission reductions of greenhouse gases (GHG).

The Ad Hoc Working Group on Future Commitments for Annex 1 Parties under the Kyoto Protocol (AWG-KP) has the mandate to establish the GHG cuts for subsequent periods when the first commitment period ends in 2012. The AWG-KP Contact group on the scale of emission reductions by Annex 1 Parties is considering the various proposals tabled by Parties.

Discussions so far have centered on the underlying basis and assumptions of a wide range of aggregate cuts (from 18% to more than 50% below 1990 levels), with Parties taking numerous questions to explain and justify their respective proposals. The European Union was quizzed on their proposed 30% aggregate reduction by 2020, while South Africa and the Philippines fielded questions on their delegations’ proposed 40% cut.

While Annex 1 Parties are seeking to link the “numbers” discussion to other issues such as the flexible mechanisms (that earn them offsets from non-domestic sources) and land use, land-use change and forestry (LULUCF), developing countries are calling for ambitious and deep cuts. Developing countries stress the strong scientific impetus and historical responsibility of developed countries for deep cuts by Annex 1 Parties.
Developing countries point to the preamble in the Kyoto Protocol’s parent UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which notes “that the largest share of historical and current global emissions of GHG has originated in developed countries, that per capita emissions in developing countries are still relatively low and that the share of global emissions originating in developing countries will grow to meet their social and development needs”. 

Bolivia has submitted a proposal on the criteria for the basis of Annex 1 Parties’ reduction commitment “in order to ensure consistency with the ultimate objective of the Convention and the principles of equity and common but differentiated responsibilities”. These criteria include:

· The historic responsibilities of developed countries for current atmospheric concentrations; 

· The historic and current per-capita emissions of developed countries; and 

· The share of global emissions required by developing countries in order to meet their first and overriding priorities, which are economic and social development and poverty eradication. 


On the request of several developing country Parties at the last session (March/April) of the AWG-KP and AWG on Long-term Cooperative Action under the Convention (AWG-LCA), a technical briefing was held on Thursday to a packed conference room on historical responsibility as a guide to future action to address climate change. This AWG-LCA Chair facilitated this briefing (see TWN Bonn News Update #9).

A lively exchange on historical responsibility took place in the two Thursday sessions of the Contact group on the scale of emission reductions by Annex 1 Parties that was chaired by Mr. Leon Charles of Grenada.


China said that given the historical responsibility of Annex 1 Parties and their current high per capita emissions the level of aggregate in the second commitment period should be based on historical responsibility and respective capabilities, requiring Annex 1 Parties to deeply reduce emission. It said that there should be no conditionality for the fulfillment of this commitment (referring to the approach by Annex 1 Parties to consider flexible mechanisms and LULUCF in the determination of numerical targets). It said that even if Annex 1 Parties reduce by 40% below 1990 levels their per capita emissions would still be several times higher than that of developing countries. It noted that current atmospheric space is already over occupied and sustainable development spa! ce of developing countries is limited. So that space has to be divided fairly for all. Due to over use by Annex 1 Parties, to remedy any injustice there should be high emission reduction by them.


The European Union agreed that Parties should stick to the mandate and said that there are some terms coming into the debate such as “atmospheric space” and “historic responsibility” that are not defined in the Kyoto Protocol or the Convention. 

China replied that it is not introducing new concepts. Atmospheric space and limits to that space is a fact. It said that historical responsibility is a concept that is deeply rooted in the Convention, citing the preambullar paragraph. It said that this concept is already agreed on is not something new.

India said that historical responsibility is certainly implicit in the preamble. It said that the question of differentiated responsibilities is an integral part of Article 3 (of the UNFCCC) and is inseparable from the notion of historical responsibility. The discharge of historical responsibility is a more precise aspect.


China then said it had serious concerns over the EU’s intervention that there is no place for historical responsibility both in the Convention and the Kyoto Protocol. It said that historical responsibility is the key principle that underpins the Convention and that the Protocol is a very important legal tool of the Convention. It said that historical responsibility is the essence of these two important documents and these are the only legal framework guiding international cooperation. It hoped that Annex 1 Parties can change its attitude to make a success of the Copenhagen meeting.

The European Union responded by saying that it is not questioning the principles of the Convention, but the generation that negotiated the Convention agreed to use the term responsibility in a wider sense – historical and future – and that why it is not historical responsibility. It said the Preamble notes that historically emissions come from Annex 1 Parties more than non-Annex 1 Parties. It said that Parties should stick to the words in the Convention and not start reinterpreting it. The EU said that it was not saying there was no historical responsibility, but that there is also a part of responsibility that is wider.

Bolivia said it was glad that the EU agreed that it is a matter of fact that Annex 1 Parties emits more than non-Annex 1 Parties. It stressed that it was not necessary to amend the Convention to have the 2 words together to talk about historical responsibility. 

The European Union then said that it was hearing an imaginative debate. It heard Bolivia taking one word here and one word there, and then we have historical responsibility.

Brazil said that it was not fair to say that Bolivia took one word. It was a sentence, referring to the preambullar paragraph of the Convention. 

The Contact group chair noted that this was an interesting discussion that needed to be taken up and urged Parties to return to discussions on numbers.
