Halfway Point Already Reached Before Emissions Danger Zone
by Tom Arup
September 21, 2013 - Humans have already released half the total CO2 emissions they are allowed, to ensure the planet has a good chance of not warming to dangerous levels, a draft United Nations scientific assessment says.
The final draft of a major assessment by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change suggests keeping warming to 2°C - regarded as a guardrail against the worst impacts of climate change - will require deep global emissions cuts in coming decades.
Under the future emissions scenarios considered by the IPCC, only the most stringent would keep the world within the remaining CO2 allowance for 2°C.  It would mean an average global emission cut of 50% by mid-century on 1990 levels, and possibly require removal of CO2 from the atmosphere by 2100.
A senior researcher at the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research, Malte Meinshausen, said it also meant global emissions would need to fall to almost zero by 2070.  He said numerous studies showed it was technically and economically feasible.  ''It is a question of political will whether the technologies that we have are implemented to [the] extent needed,'' Dr Meinshausen said.
On Friday the IPCC will release the 1st part of its 5th global assessment of climate science in Stockholm.  It was prepared over 6 years by hundreds of climate scientists.  The draft report lifts the IPCC's scientific certainty that human activity - such as burning fossil fuels - caused more than half the warming since mid-last century to a 95% confidence.
It also says warming has slowed in the past 15 years to 0.05°C a decade - below the long-term average of 0.12°C since 1951 - but the 1st 10 years of the 21st century were the warmest since 1850.  All up, the earth's surface has warmed on average 0.89°C since 1901.
For the 1st time, the IPCC draft also includes an estimate of the total cumulative CO2 emissions that can be released since pre-industrial times to give the world above a 66% chance of keeping warming below 2°C.  The draft estimates total human CO2 emissions needs to be limited at about 3,670 billion tonnes of CO2, to keep below 2°C.  By 2011 between 1,688 and 2,312 billion tonnes of CO2 had been released, about half of the total allowance.  The budget does not take into account other planet-warming gases, such as methane and nitrous oxide.  Nor does it consider potential emissions from thawing permafrost or methane ice.
''If it is taken as a policy indication of where the carbon budget should be, then we should certainly have to aim for something substantially lower than that, because we have other greenhouse gases [than CO2],'' Dr Meinshausen said.
If the world proceeds along the highest future emissions path, then a further 6,183 billion tonnes of CO2 would be released by 2100, the draft says, meaning potential temperature rises of 2.6 to 4.8°C by century's end.
Environment Minister Greg Hunt would not comment on the IPCC report until the Friday release.  But he said he was confident the world would deal with climate change.  ''The reason I am most confident is because the Chinese and the Americans, who are the central part of any agreement, both have a very strong view.  The most heartening development in the last 2 years has been China's growing commitment to action from its paramount leadership,'' he said.
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IPCC Issues Stark Warning over Global Warming
by Robin McKie
September 21, 2013 - Scientists will this week issue their starkest warning yet about the mounting dangers of global warming.  In a report to be handed to political leaders in Stockholm on Monday, they will say that the burning of fossil fuels and deforestation have now led to a warming of the entire globe, including land surfaces, oceans and the atmosphere.
Extreme weather events, including heat waves and storms, have increased in many regions, while ice sheets are dwindling at an alarming rate.  In addition, sea levels are rising, while the oceans are being acidified – a development that could see the planet's coral reefs disappearing before the end of the century.
Writing in the Observer ahead of the report's release, the economist and climate change expert Lord Stern calls on governments to end their dithering about fossil fuels and start working to create a global low-carbon economy to curtail global warming.  Governments, he states, must decide what "kind of world we want to present to our children and grandchildren".
The 5th assessment report on the physical science of climate change by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) warns that humanity is on course over the next few decades to raise global temperatures by more than 2°C, compared with pre-industrial levels.  Such a rise could trigger the release of plumes of the greenhouse gas methane from the thawing Arctic tundra, while the polar ice caps, which reflect solar radiation back into space, could disappear.
Although the report does not say so, Earth would probably then be facing a runaway greenhouse effect.
The scientists' warning – the most comprehensive and convincing yet produced by climate scientists – comes at a time when growing numbers of people are doubting the reality of global warming.  Last week, the UK Energy Research Center (UKERC) published a survey showing that the proportion of British people who do not think the world's climate is changing has almost quadrupled since 2005.  Asked if they thought Earth's climate was changing, 5% of respondents said "no" in 2005, a figure that rose to 11% last year and reached 19% this year.
But as the IPCC report underlines, scientists are becoming more and more certain that climate change poses a real danger to the planet.  Many believe the disconnection between popular belief and scientific analysis has been engineered by "deniers", who are explicitly opposed to the lifestyle changes – including restrictions on fossil fuel burning – that might be introduced in the near future.
"There are attempts by some politicians and lobbyists to confuse and mislead the public about the scientific evidence that human activities are driving climate change and creating huge risks," said Stern.  "But the public should be wary of those who claim they know for certain that un-managed climate change would not be dangerous.  For they are not only denying 200 years of strong scientific evidence – the overwhelming view of the world's scientific academies and over 95% of scientific papers on the subject – but they are often harboring vested interests or rigid ideologies as well."
The report will be discussed this week by political leaders meeting in Stockholm.  The study – the work of more than 200 scientists – outlines the physical changes that are likely to affect Earth's climate this century.
Future reports will cover the social impact of these changes and the efforts required to offset the damage caused by global warming.  A United Nations meeting in Paris in 2015 will then debate what actions are needed to mitigate climate change.
According to the new report, humanity has emitted about half a trillion tonnes of carbon by burning fossil fuels over the past 250 years, a process that has caused atmospheric CO2 levels to rise by 40%.  The world is now on target to release another half trillion tonnes in the next few decades, which could trigger a major jump in global temperatures.
Most measures that have been proposed for tackling global warming rely on curtailing the burning of fossil fuels.  These will form the focus of the 2015 UN meeting in Paris.  Given the poor record of previous summits, many are pessimistic an agreement can be reached.
However, other measures have been suggested to curb global warming.  In particular, many scientists have backed geo-engineering projects.  These would involve either spraying particles into the atmosphere, to reflect solar radiation back into space, or extracting CO2 from the atmosphere, in order to bury it in mines or depleted oil fields.
Both suggestions get short shrift in the new report: atmospheric aerosols could have widespread side-effects that could produce major disruptions to weather patterns, while not enough is known about the effectiveness of CO2 extraction or burial.  "We have to face up to the prospect of weaning ourselves off our addiction to oil and coal," said one report author.  "It is as simple as that."
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