New Approach to a Safe Climate
The goals of securing a safe future for humanity are changing. This article explores some of the evolution to date.

Historically our focus has been putting a cap on greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and setting targets for emission reductions to reach a CO2 level that would lead to avoiding dangerous climate change.

Much of this was based on ‘pick-a-number that sounded feasible’ and unfortunately those numbers have stuck. A figure of no more than 2 degrees temperature increase was picked almost as an arbitrary this-sounds-not-to-bad-a-number, and the ‘safe’ atmospheric CO2 level of 450 parts per million (ppm) followed on from there. These numbers are now more than a decade old and new evidence shows that they are now, and always were, wrong.

Unfortunately these figures still inform the policy debate and political actions. They are in Stern’s and Garnaut’s report and in the minds of those rare politicians taking action on climate change and their advisors. This may explain why the policy approach seems so inadequate.

The new approach is based on the science that shows that with the current even less than one degree of warming we are already seeing changes that are likely to be dangerous and are approaching runaway climate change. This is not just about GHG emissions. It is deforestation and land use change that allows more heat to be trapped; it is acidification of oceans that threatens life and food chains; it is biodiversity loss that temperature and climate changes exacerbate. The GHG emissions mean the extra heat caught by the planet is trapped. 

At this not quite one degree of extra heating polar ice caps are melting faster than expected, permafrost is thawing, forests are stressing, water vapour is building in the atmosphere and each of these helps catch further heat. People in Africa and Asia, on low lying islands and in deltas are being affected now from a stressed environment, changes to infectious diseases and threatening inundation.
It appears there is already too much extra GHG (particularly CO2) in the atmosphere. It looks like 2 degrees is 1 degree too many. Worryingly, there is at least a half degree of unavoidable warming already built into the system. 
Working backwards from what we now know, we have to stop putting GHGs in the atmosphere immediately. Several groups have modeled emission pathways to keep CO2 to less than 350ppm. Earth’s maximum carbon budget is a trillion (1012) tonnes of CO2. If we exceed that, then we have to take enough out again to reduce CO2 to about 350 ppm at most, and maybe less. 

Up to 2009 humans had already put about 750 billion tonnes of CO2 into the atmosphere. This leaves around 250 billion tonnes to go, a bit more if a higher risk of dangerous climate change is considered acceptable. This equates to about 36 tonnes in total for the entire life of each person alive today. 
From this, each nation can then work out their national carbon budget. This is going to require some hard work and very quickly at current rates of carbon use. In Australia on average we personally emit about 18 tonnes of carbon each annually, in our homes but mostly from our share of domestic industry, land use, and so on (ignoring imports, which would put it up).
What we do about this requires socioeconomic change not just personal change. It is possible. We have the knowledge, the technology, the skills and love a challenge. It will be tight but the sooner we start, the easier it will be. How we can do this will be set out in May’s Intouch.
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