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BACKGROUND 

In December 2015 the Paris Agreement (UNFCCC 2015) was adopted under the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).  The agreement is 
accompanied by a longer document detailing the decisions made at the summit.   
 
The Paris Agreement is a legally binding document  and includes a mix of legally binding 
commitments (e.g. ‘countries shall’) and non-legally binding commitments (e.g. ‘countries 
should’) (Sindico, 2015, New Climate Institute, 2015).  No enforcement mechanism exists to 
penalise any party that does not comply, however the agreement establishes a committee that 
shall be ‘transparent, non-adversarial and non-punitive’ and ‘facilitate implementation and 
promote compliance’ with the agreement. 
 
More information about the UNFCCC (often referred to as ‘the Convention’), the outcomes of 
the annual meetings on climate change (Conferences of the Parties (COP)) held as part of the 
Convention, and  background to the Paris 2015 meeting (COP21) were published in a SPICe 
briefing in October 2015 (Barlow 2015). 

KEY PROVISIONS 

The agreement makes a number of provisions.  Some of the key aspects are summarised 
below. 

TEMPERATURE  

The agreement states that global average temperature rise should be limited to ‘well below’ 2 oC 
and includes a commitment to ‘pursue efforts’ to limit the temperature increase to 1.5 oC above 
pre-industrial levels. 
 

Context:  

At the UN climate summit COP meeting in 2010 global leaders signed up to the Cancun 
agreements noting that future global warming should be limited to less than 2 oC above pre-
industrial levels.  A number of scientists have suggested that the global to limit average 
temperature to below 2 oC is not sufficient.  Many countries, including those that are particularly 
low lying and vulnerable to the impacts of climate change have also previously advocated a goal 
of limiting warming to 1.5 oC. To date global temperature has risen by approaching 1 oC (Met 
Office 2015). 
 

EMISSIONS PEAKING 

The agreement states that parties should aim for global greenhouse gas emissions to peak ‘as 
soon as possible’ and be followed by ‘rapid reductions’ in emissions to secure a balance 
between emissions of greenhouse gases and removals by sinks (for example forests) ‘in the 
second half of this century’.  The agreement also states that developed countries should secure 
economy-wide emission reduction targets with developing countries ‘encouraged’ to move 
towards such targets over time. 
 
 

Context: 

http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2015/cop21/eng/l09r01.pdf
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/paris-agreement-really-legally-binding-francesco-sindico
http://newclimate.org/2015/12/14/what-the-paris-agreement-means-for-global-climate-change-mitigation/
http://www.metoffice.gov.uk/research/news/2015/global-average-temperature-2015
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The global temperature rise is largely determined by the total amount of greenhouse gas 
emissions released – often referred to as cumulative emissions.  The IPCC suggest that limiting 
global warming caused by human activity to less than 2 oC requires total CO2 emissions from all 
human sources to be limited to, in total, 2900 gigatonnes of carbon dioxide  (GtCO2). By 2011 
around 1900 GtCO2 had been released leaving a budget of approximately 1000 GtCO2 (IPCC 
2014). 
 
The later that global emissions peak, the steeper the following emissions reduction must 
be for cumulative emissions to be consistent with those required to limit warming to 2 oC. 
Work led by the Met Office (2012) has previously suggested that on the basis of their scenarios, 
it is not possible to limit global warming to 1.5 oC: 
 

‘The greenhouse gas emissions pathways generated by the models used in this study 
could not find a feasible path to a 50% chance of global temperature rise of less than 1.6 
°C. A 1.6 °C limit could only be adhered to by designing a pathway at the absolute 
extremes of what is presently considered feasible’ 
 

The authors have suggested that on the basis of a 50% chance of being able to limit warming to 
2 oC emissions must start to fall by 2016 and then decline at a rate of 3.5% if techniques aimed 
at removing greenhouse gases from the atmosphere net negative emissions) are not included 
(see discussion later on net negative emissions). 

AMBITION REVIEW 

The agreement includes a ‘global stocktake’ every 5 years to assess overall progress towards 
the goals of the agreement, starting in 2023.  Alongside this the agreement includes a 
commitment that all countries will share details of a nationally determined contribution every 5 
years.  The agreement requires a ‘progression over time’ in the efforts that Parties make 
towards achieving the goals of the agreement. 

Context 

In 2014 all countries signed up to the UNFCCC agreed to set out the actions and commitments 
they would take towards the goal of tackling climate change in advance of the Paris 2015 
Climate Summit. This information takes the form of an ‘intended nationally determined 
contribution’ or INDC.  In October 2015 the UNFCCC published a report on the 146 Intended 
Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs) that had been received by 1 October.  The INDCs 
submitted included those by the America, China, the EU and India.  The emission reduction 
commitments included in the INDCs fall short of those required to limit global average 
temperature increase to below 2 oC (UNFCCC 2015b).  Analysis by Climate Tracker (2015) has 
suggested that the pledges would result in warming of around 2.7 oC. (Figure 1). 

The text accompanying the agreement identifies the need to address the gap between ambition 
and the commitments set out in the INDCs and states: 

‘...the estimated aggregate greenhouse gas emission levels in 2025 and 2030 resulting 
from the intended nationally determined contributions do not fall within least-cost 2 oC 
scenarios….much greater emission reduction efforts will be required than those 
associated with the nationally determined contributions in order to hold the increase in 
the global average temperature to below 2 oC above pre-industrial levels by reducing 
emissions to 40 gigatonnes or to 1.5 oC above pre-industrial levels’ 

CLIMATE FINANCE 

http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/syr/AR5_SYR_FINAL_All_Topics.pdf
http://www.metoffice.gov.uk/media/pdf/h/4/avoid6_flyer.pdf
http://www.metoffice.gov.uk/media/pdf/h/4/avoid6_flyer.pdf
http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2015/cop21/eng/07.pdf
http://climateanalytics.org/files/cat_global_temperature_update_october_2015.pdf
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The agreement requires developed countries to provide financial support to developing 
countries to help them reduce emissions and adapt to the impacts of climate change and states 
that the minimum should be USD 100 billion per year by 2020.  The agreement includes a 
commitment that this level of funding extend until 2025 when a new finance goal would be 
agreed.  The agreement states that the allocation of financial resources should achieve a 
balance between mitigation and adaptation and reflect the priorities and needs of developing 
countries – especially those that have limited capacity and are particularly exposed to the 
adverse impacts of climate change.  The agreement also requires developed countries to ‘take 
the lead’ in securing finance from a variety of sources that help support climate action. 

Context 

There is a significant variation in the amount of emissions that different countries are 
responsible for, and their ability to prevent and adapt to the impacts of climate change. The 
UNFCCC recognises the need for those countries with more resources to support those that 
have more limited resources and are more vulnerable, and has established approaches to 
provide this funding.  In 2013 developed country members of the UNFCCC were requested to 
share details every two years reflecting their strategies and approaches to increase climate 
finance over the period 2014-2020. 

In their report ‘Biennial Assessment and Overview of Climate Finance Flows’ the UNFCCC 
estimate that financing from developed to developed countries and reported to the UNFCCC is 
estimated at $28.775 billion in 2011 and $28.863 billion in 2012 (UNFCCC 2014). 

ADAPTATION 

The agreement places considerable emphasis on adaptation and establishes a goal of 
‘enhancing adaptive capacity, strengthening resilience and reducing vulnerability to climate 
change.’  To support the implementation of this goal the agreement: 
 

 requires all parties ‘as appropriate’ to plan and implement adaptation efforts 

 suggests that parties report on adaptation, including the provision of details of their 

priorities and need for support 

 requires that the five-year global stocktake of progress considers progress towards the 

adaptation goal and the level of support provided for adaptation. 

Context 

Under the UNFCCC a number of commitments have been made to support climate adaptation.  
In 2001 a programme of work was launched aimed at supporting Least Developed Countries 
(LDCs) to identify and report their adaptation needs. In 2011 the Cancun Adaptation 
Programme was adopted to bolster action on climate adaptation and included commitments for 
developed countries to provide finance, technology and capacity building support to developing 
countries.  Many developing countries were keen that the Paris agreement further strengthened 
commitments on adaptation.      
 
  

https://unfccc.int/files/cooperation_and_support/financial_mechanism/standing_committee/application/pdf/2014_biennial_assessment_and_overview_of_climate_finance_flows_report_web.pdf
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ISSUES AND CHALLENGES 

AMBITION VS COMMITMENTS   

As noted above a gap exists between the scale of the ambition reflected in the agreement and 
the emission reduction pledges that participating parties have provided to date.   

The agreement sets out a commitment to limit temperature rise to less than 2 oC and an 
aspiration to limit it to 1.5 oC. The current INDC commitments would result in temperature rise of 
approximately 2.7 oC and projected global emissions of 55 GtCO2e in 2030 .  In order to deliver 
the ambition set out in the agreement the INDC review process will need result in an aggregate 
increase in INDC emission reduction commitments.  In addition the agreement does not include 
a specific date by which  global emissions need to peak.  Analysis by Climate Action Tracker 
(2015) provides a projection of greenhouse gas emissions based on current policies, pledges 
and submitted INDCs and those consistent with limiting warming to 2 oC and 1.5 oC. 

Figure 1 – A comparison of greenhouse gas emissions based on current policies, 
pledges and submitted INDCs and those consistent with limiting warming to 2 oC and 1.5 
oC. 

 

Source: http://climateactiontracker.org/global.html 
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NEGATIVE EMISSIONS APPROACHES 

The agreement refers to achieving ‘a balance between anthropogenic emissions by sources and 
removals by sinks of greenhouse gases in the second half of this century’.  Most of the emission 
scenarios associated with limiting global warming to 2 oC that the IPCC (2015) considered rely 
on both reducing emissions at source and using negative emission technologies in the form of 
afforestation and bioenergy with carbon capture and storage (BECCS) in the second half of this 
century1.  A number of experts and stakeholders have cautioned against the emphasis on 
BECCS.  Kevin Anderson (Deputy Director of the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research 
UK) has questioned the scale and ‘speculative’ nature of relying heavily on BECCS, suggesting 
instead that the focus should be on rapid reductions in energy demand and replacing fossil fuels 
with zero-carbon alternatives (Kevin Anderson 2015).   

AVIATION AND SHIPPING 

Early drafts of the agreement included a specific reference to the need to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions from international aviation and shipping.  However this was not included in the 
final draft.  Some groups have expressed concern at the lack of a specific reference to the need 
for greater action in this sector, citing the significance of emissions from this sector (between 3 
and 4% of global emissions in 2012) and the expected growth in emissions from the sector in 
coming decades (European Parliament 2015).  

THE PARIS 2015 AGREEMENT – IMPLICATIONS FOR SCOTLAND 

Welcoming the Paris 2015 agreement in December 2015 Scotland’s First Minister Nicola 
confirmed Scotland’s commitment to supports its implementation: 
 

‘Devolved administrations, like the Scottish Government, will be strong drivers of a 
progressive climate agenda. We look forward to working with our international partners to 
secure the successful implementation of the Paris agreement.’ 

The agreement is likely to have a number of implications for Scotland’s approach to tackling 
climate change and some of these are summarised below. 

SCOTLAND’S EMISSION REDUCTION AMBITION 

Temperature: 2 oC vs 1.5 oC 

Scotland’s current climate emission goals relate to contributing towards achieving a 2 oC limit on 
global warming and previous advice (CCC 2010) to the Scottish Government from the UK 
Committee on Climate Change (CCC) stated that the 2020 target in the Act (at least a 42% 
reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2020) is: 
 

‘on the path to the 2050 target and is an appropriate contribution to global emissions 
reductions required to limit mean expected temperature change to 2 degrees and keep 
the probability of temperature change above 4 degrees at very low levels.’ 

 

                                            
1
 Bioenergy with carbon capture and storage (BECCS) has the potential to result in as the biomass used to create 

energy (e.g. trees and crops) absorb carbon emissions during their growth and emissions created when the 

biomass is burned can be captured using carbon capture and storage. 

http://kevinanderson.info/blog/category/quick-comment/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/569964/IPOL_STU(2015)569964_EN.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/Doc/175776/0095223.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carbon_capture_and_storage
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In 2011 the UK CCC responded to a request from the Scottish Government to provide advice 
(CCC 2011) on what would constitute a ‘fair and safe’ cumulative emissions budget between 
2010 and 2050.  The CCC suggested that a cumulative emissions budget for Scotland between 
2010 and 2050 would be 1,250 MtCO2e and this was based on targets that were deemed to be 
appropriate in the context of limiting warming to 2 oC.  No analysis has been published that 
provides a cumulative emissions budget for the UK, or Scotland, compatible with making a 
global contribution towards limiting warming to 1.5 oC. 

 

2030 target 

To date emissions in Scotland have reduced by 38% since 1990.  Implementation of all the 
policies and proposals set out in Scotland’s second Report on Proposals and Policies (RPP2) 
would result in an emission reduction of 57.8% by 2027 or 47% compared to 1990 levels if just 
the policies were implemented (Scottish Government 2013).  The Scottish Government is due to 
publish emission targets for the period 2027-2032 later this year.  
 
Scotland’s current goals for 2027 are currently more ambitious than the EU-wide 2030 target 
included in the EU INDC (UNFCCC 2015c) of a 40% reduction.  However as noted by the CCC 
(2015) given that current global emission cut pledges fall short of those required to meet the 
ambition of the agreement some nations will have to ‘ratchet up effort – potentially over 
relatively short periods of time.’  The CCC have suggested that this ‘might include the EU as a 
whole’.   
 
The UK CCC (CCC 2015) has suggested that the EU 2030 target is less than equivalent to a 
‘fair’ EU share of an emissions reduction pathway compatible with achieving a 2 oC limit.  The 
CCC also provide an estimate of what would constitute a fair share of reductions to achieve a 2 
oC warming for EU and UK and suggest that for the EU the emission reduction target for 2030 
would range from 45-71% and 53-80% for the UK (the basis for the UK taking on a higher 
reduction than the EU wide figure being that it is one of the wealthiest nations and has high 
historic emissions).   
 
Given Scotland’s emissions trajectory to 2027 a significant ratcheting up of effort would be 
required to put Scotland’s 2030 emissions into the upper half of the range that the CCC have 
suggested the UK should be aiming for under a 2 oC scenario.  The CCC have not provided 
revised UK or EU figures for 2030 compatible with a 1.5 oC goal rather than 2 oC goal, however 
this could further widen the gap further between the current and recommended 2030 emission 
reduction goals. 
 

Cumulative emissions 

Scotland’s emissions over the period 2010-2013 total 225.8 MtCO2 (Scottish Government 2015) 
This leaves an emissions budget of 1024.2 MtCO2 for the period 2014-2050.   To be compatible 
with a lower rate of global warming (e.g. 1.5 oC) and any associated revised 2030 and 2050 
emission targets Scotland’s cumulative emissions budget may need to be revised downwards.  
 
 
  

https://www.theccc.org.uk/archive/aws2/Letter%20Lord%20Turner%20to%20Roseanna%20Cunningham%20-%20310111.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2013/06/6387
http://www4.unfccc.int/submissions/INDC/Published%20Documents/Latvia/1/LV-03-06-EU%20INDC.pdf
https://www.theccc.org.uk/2015/12/14/domestic-implications-of-the-paris-agreement-to-combat-climate-change/
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/the-fifth-carbon-budget-the-next-step-towards-a-low-carbon-economy/
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0048/00487828.pdf
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SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT RESPONSE 

 
In answer to questions in the Scottish Parliament Chamber by Sarah Boyack MSP and Patrick 
Harvie MSP (Scottish Parliament 2015) about how the Scottish Government intends to respond 
to the global agreement commitment to seek to limit warming to no more than 1.5 oC and 
whether the Scottish Government intend to revisit their climate change targets the Scottish 
Government have stated that: 
 

‘We certainly warmly welcome the Paris agreement’s aim of limiting the global 
temperature rise to 1.5 oC.  That is a major victory for the climate vulnerable and the poor 
around the world….the expert Committee on Climate Change will be visiting Scotland in 
January 2016 and we will receive further advice from it in March before setting future 
targets.….The targets will obviously be based on the latest evidence, including our 
international policy.’ 

 

ADAPTATION - LESSENING THE IMPACT OF CLIMATE CHANGE 

Global temperatures have risen by approximately 1 oC above pre-industrial levels and Scotland 
is already exposed to a number of impacts associated with climate change and as a result of the 
legacy of past and current emissions, further impacts are inevitable (Defra 2012).  However the 
greater the global effort to cut emissions, and limit temperature rise, the less challenging are the 
tasks associated with adapting and becoming resilient to climate change.   

In May 2014 the Scottish Government published Climate Ready Scotland: Scottish Climate 
Change Adaptation Programme.  The CCC are due to provide their first assessment of the 
Scottish Government’s progress in implementing the programme in 2016. 
 
 
 

  

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10277&mode=html#iob_94541
http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Default.aspx?Module=More&Location=None&ProjectID=15747
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2014/05/4669
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2014/05/4669
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