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INADEQUACY OF THE PROPOSED 2050 TARGET 

In 2015 the Governments of the 197 Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate 

Change signed the Paris Agreement. In doing so they rejected the previous consensus on a 

2˚C global temperature limit as inadequate and dangerous. An extended scientific process 

informing the negotiations (‘the Structured Expert Dialogue’) was explicit that the risk of 

crossing critical tipping points in the climate system rise very significantly between 1.5˚C 

and 2˚C (a conclusion reinforced by the recent, well publicised research into ‘Hothouse 

Earth’). 

The stark scientific picture, radically simplifies the argument: there is no economic case for 

failing to legislate for an equitable Scottish contribution to compliance with the Paris 

Agreement temperature limit, because there is no economic case for a ‘hothouse earth’, 

inhospitable to humanity. Such an outcome would be as catastrophic for the people of 

Scotland as for everyone else. 

It is (or should be) common ground that the proposed target of 90% reductions by 2050 is 

insufficient to deliver an equitable Scottish contribution to limiting warming to 1.5˚C and well 

below 2˚C (the compound Paris Agreement global climate obligation). I 

Further, it will be clear from the forthcoming IPCC report into 1.5˚C that: 

i) the consequences for humanity of exceeding 1.5˚C are likely to be appalling; 

ii) at the present rate of global emissions the 1.5˚C threshold is likely to be 

exceeded by 2040; 

iii) for a reasonable chance of avoiding 1.5˚C, global CO2 emissions will need to 

reach net zero before 2050. 

As a developed country, and as a progressive country, Scotland has both a legal and a 

moral obligation to show climate leadership and to reach net zero ahead of the rest of the 

world. But if the rest of the world followed the example proposed in the current Bill, which is 

insufficient to meet even the minimum standard of the Paris Agreement, the consequences 

for humanity will be catastrophic. That is not leadership. It is quite clear that if this Bill is to 

offer any hope to the young people of Scotland, the Bill must legislate for ‘net zero’ 

emissions significantly in advance of 2050. 

From a legal perspective, there are fundamental errors in the approach proposed. Given 

the nature of the risks, and the legal obligation to act in accordance with the precautionary 

principle, the 2050 Target should be established on the basis of necessity not on a dubious 

assessment of ‘feasibility’. Neither the CCC nor anyone else can accurately predict what 

technical innovation may emerge between now and 2050: indeed part of the function of an 
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ambitious 2050 Target is to drive the necessary innovation, and to harness investment and 

market forces to a safe future for the people of Scotland. 

Further, to the extent that it may be difficult to realise what is necessary on the basis of 

domestic emissions reductions alone, the deficit may be met via international carbon 

credits. The Scottish Government is wrong to conclude that such credits would not benefit 

the Scottish people. The Scottish Government has a legal obligation under the Paris 

Agreement to provide finance to developing country Parties to assist them in their energy 

transitions. Plainly it is in the interests of the Scottish people to support emission reductions 

in the rest of the world, since the Scottish people are impacted by emissions irrespective of 

their source. 

The Scottish Government should follow the lead of countries such as Norway, Sweden and 

New Zealand in setting ambitious net zero targets. The Bill in its present form fails to do 

that. 

After so many decades of misinformation about climate change, the Scottish Government 

should also commence a public information campaign to ensure that the Scottish people 

have accessible, accurate information about the exceptionally urgent and grave threat from 

climate change and its potential implications. 

Technical Annex: 

The global carbon budgets consistent with the Paris Agreement are set out in IPCC AR5 

(see table below). 

 

These budgets are visualised in two graphics below, produced by the Global Commons 

Institute. In the first, the stacked, block colours on the left side of the graphic show the rise 

of historic global emissions of CO2 over time; the dotted ‘traffic light’ lines on the right hand 

side show the remaining carbon budgets for a 50% probability of <1.5˚C (green); for a 33% 

probability of <1.5˚C (amber); and for a 50% probability of <2˚C). The second graphic 

reveals the UK’s equal per capita shares of these global budgets. 



  ECCLR/S5/18/CCB/061 

 

 


