
Shared Vision 
 

Temperature Limit  
 

There is considerable debate concerning what specific rise in temperature constitutes a 
“dangerous” level of climate change. There has emerged a moderate amount of scientific and 
political agreement that humanity should aim to ensure that global average temperature does not 
rise more than 2°C above the pre-industrial level. The observed temperature rise to date is ~ 0.7 
°C.ii  

The 2°C target has been criticized on two grounds. First, a global rise of 2°C will entail 
substantial regional variation, with certain areas rising more than others, and may involve impacts 
that many developing countries cannot effectively adapt to.iii In light of this, 92 of the nations 
most vulnerable to climate change – including the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) - have 
called for 1.5°C temperature limit. Second, warming even within 2°C may trigger "tipping-
points" in the climate system, thresholds where a small amount of change (temperature increase) 
leads to an “abrupt” and potentially “irreversible” shift (further warming) via a positive feedback 
loop.iv In light of this, it has been proposed that the post-2012 treaty should include regular 
science reviews to determine if the 2°C target should be strengthened to 1.5°C. 

 
Global Emissions Reduction Target 

 
The IPCC initially proposed that meeting the 2°C target required that global emissions 

peak before 2020 and are then be reduced to 50% below 1990 levels by 2050.v It would lead to 
atmospheric GHG concentrations stabilizing at 450 ppm CO2-eq.vi (The concentration of all 
GHGs was 396 ppm CO2-eq in 2007.)vii  

However, more recent research has shown such an emissions reduction target would only 
give a 50% chance of staying below the 2ºC threshold.viii In light of this, two emissions reduction 
pathways have recently been proposed that have a higher probability of meeting the 2ºC 
threshold. Both of these pathways would require that emissions be “reduced by 60-80% 
immediately”; otherwise, it is “inevitable” that warming will surpass 2ºC.º 
 Meinshausen Pathway Hansen Pathway 
GHG Stabilization (CO2-eq) 400 ppm  350 ppm  
Probability of Exceeding 2ºC threshold 25%  Very low 
2050 Global Emissions Reduction Target 86% below 1990 levels 100% below 1990 levels 
2020 Global Emissions Reduction Target 7% below 1990 levels 42% below 1990 levels 
Year of Peak Emissions 2013 2011 

The countries have not even agreed upon the IPCC’s weaker 50% below 1990 levels by 
2050 target.ix In fact, the countries’ current mitigation commitments are consistent with a 
pathway leading to ~3.5ºC of warming by century’s end.x The difference between the current 
pledges and what is required to limit warming to 2ºC is referred to as the “GigaTon Gap”. 
Climate Action NetworkÕs Position 
Temp. Limit “well below 2C with a high probability” 
GHG Stabilization (in CO2-eq) “ultimately to 350ppm” 
2050 Global Emissions Reduction Target 80% below 1990 levels 
2020 Global Emissions Reduction Target ??? 
Year of Peak Emissions 2013-2017 (within the next commitment period) 


