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Numbers for effective emissions reductions by developed countries remain elusive

Barcelona, 6 November (Hira Jhamtani) -- Tangible progress on the emission reduction commitments for developed countries under the Kyoto Protocol (KP) remained elusive despite the resumption of the contact group session on Thursday, 5 November.  

Parties to the Kyoto Protocol entered into an exchange on the base year for calculating emission reductions targets beyond 2012 (when the first and current period ends in that year), the number and duration of the commitment periods, as well as increasing the level of ambition for future reductions.

The discussion took place in the contact group on the scale of emission reductions by Annex I Parties, under the Ad Hoc Working Group on Further Commitments for Annex I Parties under the Kyoto Protocol (AWG-KP) during the ongoing Barcelona climate change Talks. The contact group, also known as the “numbers group”, had gone into informal mode (closed to observers) on Wednesday. Its task is to work on the aggregate and individual emission reduction targets for Annex I Parties (developed countries) beyond 2012 under the KP. 

According to some sources, the slow progress of the closed-door negotiations had triggered developing countries to insist on the sessions becoming an open contact group again. Earlier in the week, the African Group had insisted on the suspension all other contact groups under the AWG-KP, except the numbers group in the hope that they can come to a conclusion. They had also asked developed countries who have put forward initial emission reduction numbers to clarify how much of the reduction will be through domestic efforts, offsets and through land use, land use change and forestry (LULUCF). 

The open contact group discussed issues related to the emission reduction numbers such as the base year, and number and length of the commitment period; how to increase the level of ambition for emission reductions and how to put developed countries' pledges into an aggregate Annex I Parties’ emission reduction commitments.

The co-chair of the contact group Leon Charles of Grenada, began the discussion on the length of commitment period, saying that the many options have been limited to the following options: (1) one commitment period of 5 years or 8 years; (2) two commitment periods of five years each. On the base year, many Parties prefer using one base year i.e. 1990 (the base year in the current commitment period 2008-2012), while some Parties want another base year or multiple base years. 

Australia, for instance, said that the length of commitment periods and base year may be a combination of a legally binding base year but also flexibility in using another base year based to allow for domestic approaches and circumstances.

Japan said it is crucial to express quantified emission limitations and reduction objectives (Qelros) as part of the whole framework where developing countries also make their commitment. Japan shares the idea of using KP type of commitment for developed countries combined with schedules for mitigation commitment. Thus, it said, it is not appropriate to present Qelros using one base year. 

Japan has announced a mid-term target comparing to the 1990 level, saying it is not a problem, but enabling other Parties might be a problem.  Japan has used 1990 as the base year, but for the sake of engaging other Parties, it wants to see different base years. 

Canada is interested in the approach where there is a table that would require Party targets articulated in multiple base years. The base year 1990 is important and Canada is not trying to do away with it. Using recent base years (after 1990) would give more understanding to the level of effort within a given time period. The level may depend on the country circumstances, economy and the speed with which new capital stock and technology can be developed.  It will also create a political imperative for countries that is more meaningful for domestic politics. Also, Canada said, the United States (US) has chosen 2005 as the base year and we are working towards an outcome that would include the US. 

Canada hopes that not just the US, but also many other countries would take on targets in future, perhaps not in Copenhagen, not in 5 or ten years, perhaps in the next 20 years. So we must design a process that countries can use later on. Some developing countries that want to take targets, would find it hard to commit based on 1990, and realistically may want to use a more recent base year. 

China responded by expressing its disappointment that Japan has said the targets are not announced in the context of the current AWG-KP. It reminded the Parties of the mandate of this working group, based on Decision 1/CMP.1 (adopted by the first Meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol in 2005 hosted by Canada), Paragraph 1 – 3 of which says that the Conference of Parties: 

1. Decides to initiate a process to consider further commitments for Parties included in Annex I for the period beyond 2012 in accordance with Article 3, Paragraph 9, of the Protocol;

2. Decides further that the process shall begin without delay and shall be conducted in an open-ended ad hoc working group of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol, hereby established, which will report to each session of the Conference of the Parties serving as the Meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol on the status of the process; 

3. Agrees that the group shall aim to complete its work and have its results adopted by the Conference of the Parties serving as the Meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol on as early as possible and in time to ensure that there is not gap between the first and the subsequent commitment periods;

The mandate of the AWG-KP is very clear. Further commitments are to be made based on Article 3.9 of the Protocol, by amending Annex B of the Protocol. 

Thus, China said, it is totally unacceptable that Parties say their pledges are not part of this working group. It made a plea for Parties to make commitments in this context and not other context. China also made a suggestion to revise the Secretariat's informal note (that calculates the pledges of Annex I Parties for emission reductions) by changing the title of Table 1, which should just say “pledges made by Annex I Parties in the context of this working group”. For Parties who do not make pledges in this context, the information can be taken out of the table. It said that, “otherwise we are not making progress”. China said it is shocked to hear that pledges are not made in this context and that it is totally no acceptable. 

(Note: Pledges not made in the context of the AWG-KP would be interpreted to be not subject to the legally binding nature and compliance system of the Kyoto Protocol.)

South Africa on behalf of the Group of 77 and China said it is important to use a consistent base year for legal obligation. But each Party's right to use another base year for domestic purposes is also not a problem. A way forward may be using a footnote that would enable individual parties to use different base years. And the Kyoto Protocol does provide flexibility for countries in transition to choose the base years. “But here we talk about the second commitment period and therefore should focus on that,” it stressed. 

Ethiopia, speaking for Least Developed Countries said it follows a strict interpretation of the Kyoto Protocol itself and that has given 1990 as the legally acceptable single base year. There is a possibility of accepting multiple base years, if countries not listed now come in after 20 years. But for countries listed under the Protocol, 1990 is already listed. Article 3.9 of the Protocol requires that “we define the second commitment period without changing the 1990 base year”, it said.  

Gambia, speaking for the African Group reiterated that the group is not linking (what is happening in the AWG-KP) with what is happening in the Ad Hoc Working Group on Long-term Cooperative Action (AWG-LCA) (the other distinct negotiation track, under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change). This working group is to discuss amendment to Annex B (of the Kyoto Protocol), so Parties need to ensure a single base year.  

Micronesia on behalf of the Alliance of Small Island States said it is absolutely necessary to have a single base year to ensure transparency among Parties and for the public. It is also important for compliance. What is important is what the atmosphere needs, the options for other years can be reflected for instance through a footnote. The most important thing is not to confuse the public. 

Many other countries expressed support for the option to have a single base year and that would be 1990 as provided for in the Kyoto Protocol. These countries included Bangladesh, Brazil, Egypt and Norway. 

The co-chair suggested to establish an informal group to be chaired by Australia and South Africa to discuss the issue of base year and then report back the next day (Friday, 6 November). 

South Africa said it does not have time to do so and in any case needed to consult the members of G77 and China. It said the Group has shown flexibility and we all know the arguments, so his sense is that Parties are not going to get there. The co-chair said that the informal group would be held in abeyance to see if that would be agreed on tomorrow (Friday) and then to start work early in Copenhagen. 

Number and duration of further commitment period(s)

The co-chair then opened the discussion on the number and length of commitment period. The proposals are: one period of 5 years; one period of 8 years; and 2 periods of 5 years each.

The members of G77 and China have different positions on this, but their proposal is a single commitment period of 5 years. The rationale is that it synchronizes well with the fifth Assessment Report of the IntergovernmentaI Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), in 2014.  This was echoed by the AOSIS.  

Australia said it preferred one period but is open minded about 5 or 8 years. 

The European Union said it has no problem with a single commitment period, but preferred a duration of 8 years. It said a short commitment period would require another amendment and then have to prepare a new policy and thus the time table does not look feasible. It would like to compare the time table with the G77 and China. 

Japan also wanted a single commitment period of 8 years. 

The co-chair then said the options have been narrowed to one commitment period but whether of 5 or 8 years. To this South Africa for G77 and China said that in the event partners cannot come to an agreement of 5 years, the Group will have to withdraw its position, as members of the Group previously had different positions but on the understanding of 5 years. 

Norway said it has no fixed position, and that it would be linked to how the final agreement is put together. It is essential that the final agreement include targets for 2020, so 8 years is the preference. It is important to see the timetable in order to put in a mid-term review. 

Gambia for the Africa Group said its original position was for 8 years, but in the spirit of flexibility it had agreed to the 5-year duration. It hoped there is common agreement, otherwise it would reconsider its position. 

The EU then said it was disappointed being portrayed as being inflexible.  The difference of views is about seeing the timetable. It needs to go through the entire parliamentary cycle for legislation and need to prepare companies. 

Ethiopia for the LDCs said it has a rationale on how to determine the length of the commitment period. It would be dependent upon the targets. If the targets are really ambitious, it is flexible to go for a long commitment period of 8 years. “If we see the current pledge, for such an insignificant target, a short commitment period is sufficient,” it said.

The co-chair closed this part of the discussion saying it will consult Parties and get back to the issue early in Copenhagen. 

Increasing level of ambition and allocating individual emission reductions

The third item was how to increase the level of ambition and how to allocate individual emission reduction figures from the aggregate reduction figure. When the co-chair asked parties to share thoughts on how to adjust the level of ambition for emission reduction, there was silence in the room for a few minutes. 

Micronesia on behalf of AOSIS broke the silence, by saying it may be useful to first acknowledge the level of ambition as shown in the tables and then compare it with the science. The latest UNFCCC secretariat paper showed 16-23% emission reduction (without the US) based on the announcement of countries. The latest compilation by AOSIS (dated 5 November 2009) shows 12-19% emission reduction (including the US).  “Then we can look at the corresponding goal of 2 degree C. warming (AOSIS demands 1.5 degree C. warming). Then we can see that there is enormous gap between the pledges and what is required by science,” it said. 

There was silence again, and the co-chair rephrased his question, i.e. what are the constraints to increase the level of ambition. 

Japan said its country's target of 25% was announced as part of its political will. “The previous target was based on model analysis. So the nature is different now, as this is a top-down target. On the question if we can increase the target, we just did one half month ago. We are in no position to go further. We ask other developed countries to upward their targets, so we can achieve a higher collective Annex I Party target,” it said. 

The EU said its target of 20% is enshrined in legislation and it has a possibility to go up to 30%. 

“When we put a cap to emission on the economy, we put additional constraint and burden on our companies. It can only work if a similar constraint exists in other countries, otherwise companies would relocate. That is why there is a need to have comparable effort from other industrialised countries, in order to ensure environmental integrity. That is why we are here, to negotiate with partners, to ensure fair sharing of the burden,” it said. 

It added, “Some countries demand a 40% cut and what is preventing us from that? The question is what will it do to the economy. The easiest way is to switch off your entire industry and that would upset the entire global economy. When we discuss targets for 2050, with a longer period of transformation, it may be possible to have a deeper cut”. 

New Zealand said there is a range of conditions in terms of target. With a target of 10% reduction, and assuming the price of carbon at US$10 per ton, the cost is about 6% of GDP. “It is rather difficult to take on higher targets, as it will constrain the economy. Certainty is important about the implications of targets for the country, we need to have certainty in the LULUCF rules, in markets,” it said. 

In response, Ethiopia said “the thinking is skewed because we are talking about international obligations. The question is what about the economy and life of people in the other parts of the world. They also want to sustain their population. We also want the damage to lives and property to stop in our part of the world. Can the benefit analysis include that as well?” 

The EU said, “Even if we go the 2 degree C. warming target, we have to adapt. And we want to assist adaptation to climate change. We will fight climate change in the EU and assist developing countries, to ensure lives are not lost. We are seeking a deal in Copenhagen”.

China asked, “Are we to assume this is the level of ambition so far and the most we can go? Then we need to report back to the plenary that is the best we can do”. 

Bangladesh said “citizens are looking at us, and the failure to act will mean disaster for the planet. It would be the collective failure of Annex I Parties and the Kyoto Protocol Parties”. 

In response Japan said that it has increased its target to 25% and is not in a position to be criticized. The share of Annex I Parties emission is only 30%. All Parties should adopt ambitious mitigation actions, both developing and developed countries. 

Ethiopia for the LDCs said the whole blame should go to those who are polluting the atmosphere, i.e. the Annex I Parties. “We have heard some countries increasing their emission reduction target, but when it comes to aggregate figure, it is far below what is necessary,” it said.

Gambia for the Africa Group suggested to make an analysis of the gaps, how much is offset, how much is contribution by LULUCF and domestic efforts. “We have seen some Parties willing to move forward, we see some are still lying low, due to national circumstances. Once we see the data on these, we can distinguish political will and the other reasons for not going upward,” it said. 

China said, “what we see now is pledges, when added up, they are low ambitions. This is contradictory to the statements of Annex I Parties. They say they have ambitious and long-term perspectives. It is like seeing a picture of a beautiful skyscraper. But there are no building blocks. So the offer is enough for building a shabby hut. Who will provide the building blocks for the skyscraper?” 

South Africa for the G77 and China said it seems at the global level the fundamental challenge is how to achieve real and meaningful reduction from Annex I Parties in the context of what the atmosphere needs. If the constraint is domestic circumstances, if there is a way to uplift the target by paying others, the Kyoto Protocol provides for flexibility mechanisms. To a large extent it relies on mitigation potential. If having fully used the potentials, can the flexibility mechanisms be used in a supplementary way? “But we are in a scenario where we have completely inadequate domestic effort on the table. So we need to lift that up,” it said. 

New Zealand said, “We simply do not know our domestic pathway. There are uncertainties about emission, the climate, milk and dairy products prices, exchange rates. We have not done modelling work. The Kyoto Protocol does not direct modelling and this is a bit late. If you take a commitment you need to be able to deliver. We are trying to achieve global public good, and by taking mitigation action at the cheapest”. 

In response, Bangladesh said there are many uncertainties, “but now it is uncertain to reach agreement in Copenhagen. 

China said from the statement of New Zealand, “we are under the impression that we are never going to get our target, so we live in an uncertain world. Responsibility is not based on action but on the cause of the problem”. 

The co-chair closed the meeting by reminding that Annex I Parties need to provide data on the breakdown of the figures, based on domestic efforts, LULUCF and mechanisms. This should be in writing, given to the secretariat which will then compile them on Friday.
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