Climate deal need not commit South to targets, says UNFCCC head

Speaking at the UN General Assembly thematic debate on climate change, the head of the UN climate change secretariat, Yvo de Boer, made it clear that the post-2012 measures to combat climate change need not include hard emission reduction targets for developing countries.
Martin Khor

THE head of the UN climate change secretariat has suggested that the post-2012 climate change regime should be one that does not impose hard commitments on developing countries but provides them with incentives to limit the growth of their greenhouse gas emissions.
Speaking at the UN General Assembly's thematic debate on Climate Change as a Global Challenge, Yvo de Boer was elaborating on measures that need to be taken to address climate change.
The executive secretary of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) said that what was needed was a post-2012 regime that 'does not include hard emission reduction targets for developing countries but provides incentives to limit their emissions growth.'
He added that there is a need to promote an international cooperative framework with meaningful actions such as investment opportunities for developing countries rather than one which imposes on them and limits their growth.
De Boer said the key mitigation action needed is to get greenhouse gas emissions down. There is a need for a global cut by 2050 and to stop growth of emissions by 2015. The developed countries have to take the lead through deeper emission cuts through national action, and developing countries must limit the growth of their emissions. How to 'green' energy growth is key and there should be incentives through technology cooperation.
De Boer was a member of a panel on 31 July afternoon, the first day of the three-day UN thematic debate.

The panel on 'Mitigation Strategies in the Context of Sustainable Development' was moderated by Mohamed El-Ashry, United Nations Foundation, and other panellists included Robert Socolow, Princeton University; Anthony Olusegun Adegbulugbe, Obafemi Awolowo University, Nigeria; Hasan M. Qabazard, Director of Research Division, OPEC; Michael Liebreich, CEO, New Energy Finance; and Bjorn Stigson, President, World Business Council for Sustainable Development.
Beyond Kyoto

Offering suggestions on the way ahead, de Boer said it was clear that the Kyoto Protocol was not enough to deliver what scientists were saying was needed to significantly tackle the climate change issue. The Protocol had been rejected by the United States and Australia, and countries that agreed to it had trouble meeting the targets.
He posed the questions of what needs to happen for countries to agree in Bali to launch a new post-Kyoto Round, what are the key concerns and elements of an agreement and what are the ground rules so that people feel safe to come to the table.
He added that all countries should recognise that climate change was a sustainable development issue that needed to be tackled through a global approach built around long-term comprehensive policies that addressed both mitigation and adaptation.

Developed countries want to minimise cost, avoid adverse impacts on their competitiveness, and enhance the engagement of developing countries in a future regime. For developing countries, growth and poverty reduction are the priorities, they lack technology, already face rising energy costs and want to explore local aspects of the climate problem.
According to de Boer, key challenges include: (1) getting additional resources for adaptation, which must come from the climate regime itself; (2) incentives for climate-friendly technology, with the need for a breakthrough in new technologies and in cooperation; and (3) defining the role of a market-based approach.

Imperatives for a post-2012 agreement include North-North equity in commitments, North-South equity (including respect for differentiated responsibilities, the need for developing countries to grow, and provision of incentives for them) and addressing competitiveness concerns.
Towards Bali, there have been encouraging moves from the South (including China, Brazil and India) and from the North (the G8 agreement to cut global emissions by 50% by 2050, the emission reduction targets by the EU and Norway and the Japanese Cool Earth project).
The challenge for leaders is to act urgently now, to launch negotiations in Bali so as to reach agreement in two years (by 2009) for a post-2012 regime.
According to de Boer, principles for a post-2012 regime include: the need for a long-term response to the scientific findings about climate change; the developed countries have to continue to lead; further engagement by developing countries is needed; incentives should be provided to developing countries to limit emissions and to adapt; flexibility in the carbon market should be allowed to mobilise resources needed to provide incentives for developing countries.
El-Ashry, responding to de Boer, said it was not enough to 'green' capital markets as official development assistance (ODA) is still crucial. However, there are broken promises on aid. Public funds should be increased as capital markets will not develop the carbon market so fast.

Need for concerted action

Earlier, at the start of the discussion, El-Ashry said that climate change, its causes and its adverse impacts were closely linked to economic development, poverty alleviation and energy security. Without urgent concerted action, climate change would seriously affect the way of life in both developed and developing countries, damage fragile ecosystems and threaten global security through migratory pressures and conflicts over resources.
He said a comprehensive agreement, negotiated under the United Nations, was needed. It should include all countries and sectors, all carbon sinks and sources, and adaptation as well as mitigation. While developed countries should take the lead, it is not enough. Engagement of developing countries, especially those that are rapidly growing, is essential.
He listed seven factors that need to be dealt with - differentiated targets and time-tables and how the North and South can take part fairly; deforestation; the scale and role of the private sector in carbon trading; finance for adaptation; how to stimulate research and development (R&D); North-South technology cooperation; and finance and incentives for clean energy technology.
Socolow outlined ways in which nations could cut their use of fossil fuels and thus reduce carbon emissions, starting with the adoption of a policy and technology framework that addressed 'ways of life' rather than 'countries alone'. A 'free pass' should be given to five billion of the poorest among the world's eight billion people, and the richest three billion have to change, and of these 45% are from OECD countries.

Adegbulugbe, who is energy adviser to the Nigerian President, said that the reality on the ground is that growth takes precedence in developing countries and their per capita emissions are low compared to those of the Annex I (developed) countries. But developing countries are the most vulnerable to climate change effects.
There is a complex relationship between sustainable development and climate change mitigation. Development paths were determined largely by a variety of factors and activity in sectors such as energy, transportation, agriculture and forestry. Activities in those areas also determine emission patterns. 'Greener' development paths actually create conditions in which developing countries could more effectively pursue mitigation.
Hasan Qabazard from the Organisation of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) said the development of new and alternative fuels is welcome. However, their impact on food supplies and the environment had to be considered. Developed countries should transfer technology to developing countries. A search is needed for a new development paradigm, which is still elusive. He stressed that developing countries have to compete in an unequal system and that poverty eradication is their overriding priority.

Technology transfer

During the debate, Pakistan said that technology transfer seemed to be mentioned by panellists as the core to the solution. But it questioned the extent to which this transfer can take place. No technology transfer can seriously take place unless there is a review of the global intellectual property regime, it added, asking how it should be changed.
Portugal, speaking for the EU, said to limit temperature rise to 2 degrees, greenhouse gases must peak in 10 to 15 years. Developed countries should reduce emissions by 30% by 2020 (compared to 1990 levels) and by 50-70% by 2050 (compared to 1990 levels). This is feasible on the basis of current technology. The post- 2012 agreement must be consistent with the 2-degree target.
The elements of a solution, according to the EU, include developed countries cutting their emissions and providing aid; extension of the carbon market; R&D and technology transfer; addressing adaptation; and reducing emissions from deforestation. The EU called for Bali to launch negotiations and for these to end in 2009.
The Maldives posed a series of questions as a challenge to the meeting. Why has public funding for R&D been reduced? Why are most carbon trading schemes structurally flawed? Why are subsidies going to fossil fuels and not renewables? Why are market instruments going into assisting deforestation and not afforestation? If these are not understood, solutions cannot be found in Bali.
The Third World Network said what was more pertinent than looking at total emissions of countries was to consider their per capita emissions. Those countries that have higher per capita emissions than the sustainable level should reduce, while those that are operating below that level should be able to increase.
Equity principles are key to a future agreement, including common but differentiated responsibilities, contraction and convergence and fair shares in environmental space. Elements of a future agreement should include: (1) the need for the North to be serious in reduction commitments and in helping the South; (2) new and adequate financing for adaptation and mitigation; (3) technology transfer, which implies exempting developing countries from having to patent climate-friendly technologies.
China said that obligations to cope with climate change and national governments' contributions (to solving the problem) are separate issues. It was referring to suggestions by some that in future, developing countries that grow faster must be brought into the process. It said China was handling the problem in its own way and had its own national climate plan. To say that China has not contributed to emission reduction simply because it has no obligation in the Kyoto Protocol is misleading and wrong.
China said the challenges facing developing countries are unprecedented: how to reduce poverty and mitigate against climate change. The developed countries have not found a way to have growth in a climate-friendly way, how can developing countries do so?
Responding to questions, de Boer said that the world will invest $20 trillion to meet energy demand in the next 20 years. If this is done unwisely, emissions will grow by 50% and not decline by 50%.
On further engagement by developing countries, he said: 'You cannot equate reduction commitments in developing countries with poverty reduction.'  But there can be sectoral targets in developing countries, for example in steel, with incentives linked to them.
In concluding remarks, Jeffery Sachs of Columbia University and Special UN Adviser on MDGs, said the costs of addressing climate change were within reach for most countries and targets could be reached well within 1% of world income.
The bad news was that the international community had the capacity to fight tenaciously over percentages of income, he said. But this fight is less important than once believed. He called for concerted action in the power and transport sectors, and to address deforestation.
On power, he said the key was to show if carbon capture and sequestration can or cannot work. If it works, countries like China and India can use their coal, and there can be clean energy for transport and key industries. But if it does not work, a different situation arises.
He proposed public funding of R&D and not relying solely on the patent system. There should be tiered pricing, so that poor countries get technologies on which developed countries have patents.
He said that carbon trading is a 'pretty difficult way to go', with the need to monitor millions of users. A tax on carbon at source combined with standards, for example, for emissions per passenger mile driven, is far more easy to implement. Carbon trading, with millions of enterprises around the world, is hard to monitor and too complicated.




This article first appeared in the South-North Development Monitor (SUNS, No. 6306, 3 August 2007).
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