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The Paris 1.5oC Target:  

Observations from Tokelau 
• Climate change threatens the sustainability of Small Islands, especially low lying atolls like 

Tokelau. Reducing and managing the risks of climate change are critical to ensuring the future 

viability of Small Islands as nations.  

• Small Islands face a future that is dependent on the actions of other governments, especially the 

actions of those in “advanced economies” (and “large emerging market and developing 

economies”).  

• The Paris Agreement is considered by Small Islands (Governments, NGOs, etc.) as the most 

realistic step by the international community towards stabilizing greenhouse gas emissions at a 

level that would mitigate dangerous interference with the climate system (UNFCCC, Article 2).  

• One of the outcomes of the Paris Agreement was the call for Parties to hold “the increase in the 

global average temperature to well below 2oC above pre-industrial levels and to pursue efforts to 

limit the temperature increase to 1.5oC above preindustrial levels, recognizing that this would 

significantly reduce the risks and impacts of climate change.”  

• The inclusion of the 1.5oC target was a surprise to many in the scientific community. Not only does 

it go against latest scientific understanding of climate change (as documented in the IPCC AR5), 

but it puts the onus on the scientific community to review and assess whether that goal is even 

possible as well as to assess what the impacts of such a global warming goal of 1.5oC above pre-

industrial levels and related global GHG emissions pathways might be.  



The Paris 1.5oC Target:  

Observations from Tokelau – cont’d 
MODELS vs REAL WORLD  

• The problem is most scientists have been working on how to keep 

temperatures below 2oC or 3oC, there aren’t very many scientists for 1.5oC. 

[e.g. there is no IPCC carbon budget using the Threshold Avoidance Budget 

(TABs) approach that has a 66% chance of keeping temperature rise below 

1.5oC]. 

• Many of the scenarios that do keep temperature rise below 1.5oC assumes 

application of negative emissions technology to help offset emissions from 

human activities type technologies (e.g. BECCS, removing CO2 from the 

atmosphere and store it on land, underground and or in the oceans). Feasibility 

of large scale applications of these technology in question. 

• One of the reasons why there are so few IPCC scenarios that keep 

temperature consistently below 1.5oC is that many allow for a situation in which 

emissions overshoot the 1.5oC budget and are brought back in line later 

through the use of negative emissions.   

• Invitation to the IPCC “to provide a special report in 2018 on the impacts of 

global warming of 1.5oC above pre-industrial levels and related global 

greenhouse gas emission pathways.” (COP21 Decision, para 21) 



On the Edge of 1.5oC  

• http://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-only-five-years-left-before-one-point-five-c-budget-is-

blown?utm_content=buffer0b45f&utm_medium=social&utm_source 

• http://www.climatecentral.org/news/see-earths-temperature-spiral-toward-2c-

20332?utm_content=buffera3dff&utm_medium=social&utm_source=facebook.com&utm_campaign

=buffer 

 

 

 

 

Global temperature data from NASA show that April 2016 was the warmest April on record - 

despite satellites reporting that it was less warm than April 1998. Courtesy: NASA GISS. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

February exceeded the 1.5oC target at 1.55oC, marking the first time the global average temperature 

has surpassed the sobering milestone in any month. March followed suit checking in at 1.5oC. 

January’s mark of 1.4oC, put the global average temperature change from early industrial levels for the 

first three months of 2016 at 1.48oC.  

Credit: http://www.climatecentral.org/news/world-flirts-with-1.5C-threshold-20260 

 



Getting the “1.5degC” in the 

Paris Agreement is widely 

considered a success for LDCs 

and SIDS, even though achieving 

it is scientifically contested.   

 

What does this imply for the next 

steps of the international climate 

process, notably from the 

perspective of AOSIS?  

 



The Transition Pathway Challenge (TTPC) 

The  proposition, simply put, is that each party need to work out how it plans a 

transition pathway towards a low-carbon (decarbonize) future. And each party needs 

to do this before they rush to offer ad hoc solutions. Each party should work out how 

to have the conversation first. This needs to happen now. 

• WINNING THE CARBON WAR: As the commitments made at last year’s Paris agreement on climate 
change start to take tangible form, parties need to revisit their national CABs (Carbon budgets) policies. The 
expectation is that each party domestic policy settings will need to have much more bite – more ambitious, 
“ratcheting” mechanism. 

• CLIMATE RESILIENT COMMUNITIES: The big idea is that the world will collectively move to 
decarbonize its economies while at the same time build climate resilient communities that withstand climate 
shocks (see my paper on AOSIS and climate clubs for details). There will be different pathways, trajectories and 
rigor, party by party, but everyone is on board.  

• AMBITIOUS: It is a challenge of epic proportions, unprecedented since the industrial revolution. By the 
second half of this century, global carbon (CO2) emissions need to get to net zero. 

• QERLs AND CABS: Transitioning to a low carbon future is a long play. It will take decades. Parties (& non-
state actors) need to find the most cost-effective (equity vs inertia) way of getting to the goal. It can’t all happen 
overnight or even over 10 years. Each party needs a plan and it needs everyone to help prepare it – whole of 
government (community) approach. 

• NSS[R]Ds: Each party needs to focus on how it would develop a plan (e.g. NDCs starting pint)  to decarbonize 
its economy. That means looking at what kind of administrative process would work over a long timeframe and 
would retain political support and continuity across the changing dynamics of domestic and international 
relations. Without such a plan, parties will stutter their way forward with ad hoc measures and seriously risk 
undershooting on their pledges (reduction targets). 

• TIMEFRAME:  If a party gets this right, then it will be organized and able to make policy within a suitable 
framework. Once organized, they can push on with the real sense of urgency that’s required. They can work out 
the steps they need to take to get to zero and when they need to take them. Then they can get started.  

 

 



TTPC  Red line 

 “Delaying additional mitigation to 2030 will 

substantially increase the challenges associated 

with limiting warming over the 21st century to 

below 2
o
C relative to pre-industrial levels. It will 

require substantially higher rates of emissions 

reductions from 2030 to 2050; a much more rapid 

scale-up of low-carbon energy [nuclear, solar, wind, 

etc.] over this period; a larger reliance on [SRM in 

the immediate term] CDR in the long term; and 

higher transitional and long-term economic 

impacts.”   

IPCC, 2014: Climate Change 2014: Synthesis Report. Contribution of Working Groups I, II and III to the Fifth 

Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [Core Writing Team, R.K. Pachauri and L.A. 

Meyer (eds.)]. IPCC, Geneva, Switzerland, 151 pp. 

 



Research Questions for Tokelau/AOSIS 

 
1) To what extent did the Paris Agreement 

meet Tokelau (AOSIS) expectations? 

2) How was the outcome received in 

Tokelau/AOSIS? 

3) What were the key outcomes from the Paris 

Agreement from Tokelau’s perspective? 

4) And related to 3) above, what are Tokelau 

(AOSIS) priorities and challenges across the 

Paris Agreement Work Program? 

 



Human dimensions of TTPC  
Research Questions 

 
1. How do I think of different societies? 

2. How does that effect my behavior? 

Scenario 1: Climate Justice Naivety (CJN)   

Scenario 2: Climate Justice Savvy (CJS) - The 10/50 rule 

• The rich 10% produced 50% of emissions. 

• Poorest 50% produced 10% of emissions.  

• The middle 40% emit roughly their fair share of carbon pollution.  

• The top 1% is responsible for nearly 20% of the world’s emissions. 
 

Credit: Chancel and Piketty (2015): Carbon and Inequality: from Kyoto to Paris Trends in 

the global inequality of carbon emissions (1998-2013) & prospects for an equitable 

adaptation fund http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/files/ChancelPiketty2015.pdf 

 


