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Analysis: climate change 

Rabbit out 
of the hat?

By Eric Marx

While the latest global climate predictions
say we still are likely to miss emissions
targets – there still may be economy-
positive remedies  

The world is likely to miss its goal of limiting
rises in global temperatures to 2C. Fright-

ening, yes, but real news? Not exactly – at least
for those who have been following climate
change emissions over the past several years. 

It was an odd thing, then, to
read media coverage of the
latest findings by the Interna-
tional Energy Agency so
heavily focused on the near-
certain passing of the 2C
threshold. Going back a few
years, the IEA (and everyone
else) has been regularly making
these predictions. 

If we continue with business-
as-usual, the rise could be as
high as 5.3C, said IEA executive
director Maria van der Hoeven
at a news conference in June
when launching the annual
World Energy Outlook (WEO)
report: Redrawing the Energy-Climate Map. 

Central to the WEO assessment, however, is
a readily obtainable climate change remedy, a
so-called “4-for-2 degree C Scenario” which, if
quickly implemented, could lead to an 8%
reduction in greenhouse gases from projected
2020 levels. 

The four policies in question include invest-
ments in energy efficiency in the construction,
power generation and transport sectors;
restrictions on the construction of conven-
tional coal plants; targeted reductions in
methane releases; and a partial phase-out of
subsidies for fossil fuel consumption.

“We identify a set of proven measures that
could stop the growth in global energy-related
emissions by the end of this decade at no
economic cost,” says IEA chief economist Fatih
Birol, the report’s lead author.

None of these policy proposals is new.
Retrofitting buildings and constructing better
ones could reduce emissions. Phasing out the
dirtiest coal-burning power plants would cut
greenhouse emissions and other pollutants.

So, too, would inexpensively reducing emis-
sions of methane during oil and natural gas
production. And, of course, countries should
stop encouraging fossil fuel use by keeping
prices artificially low.

Cost-free solution
Rather, the report’s novelty lies in highlighting
that their widespread adoption imposes no
harm on economic growth. To date, interna-
tional climate negotiations on a plan of action
have failed primarily because of concerns over
the economic impact. 

“Net revenues for existing renewables-based
and nuclear power plants increase by $1.8tn (in
2011 dollars) collectively through to 2035, offset-
ting a similar decline from coal plants,” says the

report. “No oil or gas field
currently in production would
need to shut down prema-
turely. Some fields yet to start
production [will not be] devel-
oped before 2035, meaning that
around 5% to 6% of proven oil
and gas reserves do not start to
recover their exploration costs.”

In other words, costs will be
offset by other gains – with
some areas of the energy
economy standing to benefit
more from pursuing climate
policy targets.

Overall, it’s a pretty broad
spread of recommendations

directed at upstream investors and govern-
ment policymakers, as well as downstream
users such as utilities and individual compa-
nies, says Samantha Smith, leader of WWF’s
global climate and energy initiative. 

“We see an interest from business commu-
nity in adaptation as a response to climate
change,” adds Smith. “But while adaptation is
super-important, it’s not going to be enough.
The very best form of adaptation now is to cut
your energy emissions.” 

This focus on the energy sector – as opposed
to other drivers such as deforestation – reflects
a change over the past five years during which
an explosion in emissions has overwhelmingly
come from energy use and production.

Where Smith finds fault in the report is in
the authors’ emphasis in things such as carbon
capture and storage, and nuclear energy,
expensive investments that would take a long
time to deliver lower emissions. 

“We are saying if you want emissions
reductions after 2020, you have to invest now
in renewables,” Smith says. 

Wash for victory
Retailers, consumer groups, non-profits
– in fact all organisations concerned
with reducing energy use and emissions
from laundry – are encouraged to join 
a pan-European campaign to persuade
consumers to reduce wash tempera-

tures, which will start at the beginning
of 2014. Overseen by the International
Association for Soaps, Detergents and
Maintenance Products, the “I prefer
30°” will kick off in Belgium, Denmark,
France, Italy and the UK. Potential
participants can sign up to access a
campaign toolkit and look for partners
via the initiative’s website. According to
the campaign, the average wash
temperature in Europe is 41C. Reducing
it to 30C will have environmental
benefits and is “good for people’s
clothes and their electricity bills”. 

The name’s bond
It’s boom time for climate bonds –
investments in infrastructure that pay
fixed interest – according to the 2013
Bonds and Climate Change review
published by the Climate Bonds
Initiative. The initiative, which
promotes large-scale investment in the
low-carbon economy, now estimates
the global universe of bonds with a
climate link at $346bn, with $74bn of
new bonds issued in 2012, a 25%
increase on 2011. The initiative’s defini-
tion of “climate infrastructure” is rather
broad, with three-quarters of the
issued bonds made up of investment
in rail transport, as an alternative to air
and rail. China’s railways ministry is
responsible for $117bn of the bonds.
Other investments are in energy, build-
ings, industrial low-carbon initiatives
and environmental projects. 

Climate Bonds Initiative chief exec-
utive Sean Kidney says that increasing
interest can be expected, especially if
institutional investors affiliated to the
Global Investor Coalition on Climate
Change start to direct some of their
$21tn in assets towards climate bonds. 

Better buildings cut emissions 
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