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Global Warming Emissions Reduction Targets and Offsetting:
Implications for an International Climate Agreement
The UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) calls for the “stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system.” While most developed country negotiators in the current UNFCCC discussions consider an atmospheric greenhouse gas stabilization target of 450 parts per million (ppm) carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2eq) to be sufficient for avoiding dangerous climate change, this is no longer the scientific consensus. The best available science now indicates that the level of atmospheric carbon dioxide must be reduced to 350 ppm or below to be sure of stabilizing the climate and avoiding global catastrophe.
To achieve a just and effective outcome in Copenhagen, the U.S. and other developed countries must commit to:
· Greenhouse gas emissions reductions to at least 40 percent below 1990 levels by 2020 in a globally binding framework.
· Emissions reduction goals that do not include offsetting and instead focus on limiting consumption and reducing emissions domestically.
· A goal of eventually returning global greenhouse gas concentrations to below 350 ppm.
Current Pledges for Emissions Reductions are Dangerously Weak
The United Nations negotiating blocs of Least Developed Countries and the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) – which represents 80 countries that will be severely impacted by climate change though they are the least responsible for causing it – have recently called for at least a 45 percent reduction below 1990 levels by 2020. They are further demanding that there be no more than a 1.5º C global temperature rise from pre-industrial levels.

However, the aggregate reductions currently pledged by developed countries are dangerously low. According to the UNFCCC secretariat – without even counting the United States’ current position of a return to 1990 levels by 2020 – the aggregate pledge is just 16 to 23 percent below 1990 levels by 2020. According to AOSIS calculations, with the United States included, ambition levels are reduced to just 11 to 18 percent. Moreover, these pledged targets rely on billions of tons of carbon offsets, which further undermine their integrity (see below).
The U.S. Must Lead the Way to Strong Targets and Goals
With its historical responsibility as the world’s largest global warming polluter, the U.S. must lead the way by reducing its fair share of emissions. To this end, the U.S. should commit now to reducing greenhouse gas emissions by at least 40 percent below 1990 levels by 2020. This would put the U.S. commitment at or above the high end of the emissions reduction range of 25-40 percent below 1990 levels by 2020, which is the range for developed country reductions that the IPCC indicates are necessary to give the world a 50/50 chance of stabilizing at 450 ppm CO2eq. Even this commitment is likely to be insufficient for stabilizing the climate, but it would at least symbolize a sincere commitment on the part of the U.S. to tackle the problem. 
For a just and effective agreement, countries must commit to science- and equity-based reduction targets under a legally binding framework. Emissions reduction goals should be consistent with a return of global greenhouse gas pollution to below 350 parts per million, with a focus on limiting consumption and reducing emissions domestically in rich countries. 
Carbon Offsetting Undermines Emissions Targets

Relying on carbon offsetting for emissions reductions would seriously undermine emissions targets. Offsets are a mechanism through which polluters, rather than reducing their own pollution, pay for unrelated projects that promise to lead to equivalent reductions in emissions. Offsets often fail to deliver the promised results and can actually lead to increased emissions, making climate change worse.
 Offsets allow rich countries to continue to pollute while unfairly shifting the burden for reductions to developing countries, compromising their right to sustainable development in a climate-constrained world. 

Flaws in the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM)

The Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) – the offset mechanism of the Kyoto Protocol and currently the world’s largest offset market – has failed to achieve either of its dual purposes: to reduce the costs of cutting greenhouse gas emissions in industrialized countries or to promote sustainable development in developing countries. Dr. David Victor of Stanford University estimates that up to two-thirds of projects under the CDM “do not represent actual emissions cuts”
 because the projects would have happened anyway.
Additional Problems with Offsets
· Offsets slow the transition to clean energy in developed countries. By allowing polluters in rich countries to actually stay above the emissions cap for many years, offsets slow the development and deployment of low-carbon technologies. The longer action is delayed in rich countries, the more difficult and expensive it will be to make reductions in the future.
· Offsets lead to double counting of reductions. Science tells us that deep reductions are needed in developed countries, and deviations from business as usual are needed in developing countries. Developed and developing countries are likely to claim emissions reductions from the same offset project as mitigation in each respective country, even though a reduction can only actually occur in one location.
· Offsets dramatically increase risk in carbon markets. Carbon offset markets pose the risk of “subprime carbon” – risky carbon derivatives based on uncompleted or poor quality offset projects. Subprime carbon credits may fail to reduce greenhouse gases and, like subprime mortgages, could collapse in value.
 
For more information, contact: Karen Orenstein, International Finance Campaign Coordinator, korenstein@foe.org, office: 202-222-0717, cell: 202-640-8679 
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