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THE MESSAGE FROM THE IPCC REPORT 
Equitable cumulative emission targets and not net zero is the key to  

achieving the Paris Agreement’s temperature goals 
 The recent report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the Working Group I contribution 

to the Sixth Assessment Report (AR6), titled ‘Climate Change 2021: The Physical Science Basis’, is the first of four that the 

Panel will issue over the next one and a half years. The reports are eagerly awaited as they provide a summary 

assessment of all aspects of the challenge of global warming and past reports have heralded significant shifts in climate 

policy. This particular report has added significance as it is the only one of the four of AR6 to be ready before the 26th 

Conference of the Parties (COP26) of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change to be held in Glasgow in 

November. 

 

Findings of the report 

 A significant section of the report reinforces what is already well known, though, importantly, with updated 

numbers, higher accuracy and specific regional assessments, including South Asia. Global surface temperature is now 

higher by 1.07oC since the pre-industrial era. The impact of climate change on the atmosphere, oceans and land is 

unmistakably of human origin and this impact is picking up pace. It is a striking fact that there is no part of the inhabited 

world that is now untouched by the impact of global warming. Carbon dioxide is the dominant source of warming. 

Aerosols contribute to reducing the impact of warming by other greenhouse gases, by almost a third. Methane 

reduction, while needed overall, is particularly significant only as part of the endgame as the drastic reduction of 

aerosols actually leads to an increase in warming. 

 A major scientific advance in this report is the use of multiple lines of evidence (through precise technical 

methods) to pin down the values and trends of key climatic variables more accurately, and narrow their range of 

uncertainties. Climate predictions from models appear to be working better in many specific ways due to improved 

representation of basic processes and higher resolution, while the use of other evidence enables scientists to ensure that 

the modelling output is suitably filtered to match more closely the real world. Thus, the value of equilibrium climate 

sensitivity — the measure of how a specified increase in carbon dioxide concentration translates into long-term surface 

temperature rise — is now pinned down to the range of 2.5oC to 4.0oC, with a best estimate of 3oC, compared to the 

Fifth Assessment Report range of 1.5oC to 4.5oC. With the inclusion of the Indian Institute of Tropical Meteorology’s 

Earth System Model among the climate models used in AR6, India too has joined the climate modelling fraternity. 

 The report expectedly projects an increase in climate extremes due to global warming, with heat waves, 

extreme rainfall events and occurrence of extreme sea levels all expected to intensify and be more frequent. 

Coincidentally, the IPCC session for the approval and release of the report was held in the background of news of 

unprecedented disasters from the global North, including massive forest fires, unprecedented rain and flooding, and 

record heat. 

 

Restrict cumulative emissions 

 A major finding of the report is that air pollution reduction and steep climate change mitigation are not 

complementary goals but require independent efforts over the short and medium term. This is particularly important as 

the claims of such a linkage have been used to argue that India, for instance, must cease the use of coal immediately, 

despite its continuing importance as the key element of the country’s energy security. 

 The truly disconcerting news though, for the global North, is the report’s clear message that reaching net zero 

was not the determining factor for the world to limit itself to a 1.5oC , or 2oC, or indeed any specific temperature 

increase. The report is clear that it is the cumulative emissions in reaching net zero that determine the temperature rise. 

This obvious conclusion from past reports and scientific literature had become something of a casualty in the massive 

campaign mounted on net zero by the developed countries with the partisan support of the United Nations Secretary 

General and UN agencies. 

 India’s Ministry for Environment, Forest and Climate Change was quick to note this point about net zero in a 

statement, adding that “historical cumulative emissions are the cause of the climate crisis that the world faces today.” It 

also noted that the “developed countries had usurped far more than their fair share of the global carbon budget.” The 

limitations of the remaining carbon budget for 1.5oC are so stringent — a mere 500 billion tonnes of carbon dioxide for 

an even chance of keeping to the limit — that they cannot be met by promises of net zero 30 years from now. The report 

is indeed a “clarion call for developed countries to undertake immediate, deep emission cuts,” as the Union Environment 

Minister, Bhupender Yadav, tweeted, especially if they are not to deprive the rest of the world, barring China, of any 
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hope of future development. Developed countries must, in fact, reach net zero well before 2050. That Alok Sarma, the 

COP26 President, is not unaware of all this is seen from the shift in his discourse, appealing to “keep 1.5oC alive”. 
 

Little cheer for Global South 

 However, the exposure of the misleading character of the net zero campaign can bring little cheer to the global 

South, for an equally disconcerting finding is that the world is set to cross the 1.5oC limit within 10-15 years. If deep 

emissions cuts by the three big emitters — the U.S., the European Union and China — are not forthcoming, even the 

prospect of a mild overshoot of the limit followed by a later decline is likely to be foregone. After years of procrastination 

in real action, the constant shifting of goal posts to avoid immediate emissions reduction, and marking time with their 

obsession with Article 6 negotiations to pass the burden on to developing countries, the developed countries now have 

nowhere to hide. 

 Regrettably, India cannot save the world from the consequences of the neglect of those whose responsibility it 

was to lead in taking credible action. India has contributed less than 5% of global cumulative emissions to date, with per 

capita annual emissions a third of the global average. India is also the only nation among the G20 with commitments 

under the Paris Agreement that are even 2oC warming-compatible. India needs its development space urgently to cope 

with the future, one where global temperature increase may be closer to 2oC. With India’s annual emissions at 3 billion 

tonnes in carbon dioxide equivalent terms, even the impossible, such as the total cessation of emissions for the next 30 

years, with others’ emissions remaining the same, will buy the world less than two years of additional time for meeting 

the Paris Agreement temperature goals. The prospect of keeping almost a sixth of humanity in quasi-permanent 

deprivation for the rest of the century as a consequence cannot even be contemplated. 

 Focusing on definite cumulative emission targets keeping equity and historical responsibility in view, immediate 

emission reductions by the developed countries with phase-out dates for all fossil fuels, massive investment in new 

technologies and their deployment, and a serious push to the mobilisation of adequate climate finance is the need of the 

hour. This is the message that the IPCC report has sent to this year’s climate summit and the world. 

 

 The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) (noun) – The Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) is the leading international 

body for the assessment of climate change. It was 

established by the United Nations Environment 

Programme (UNEP) and the World Meteorological 

Organization (WMO) in 1988 to provide the world 

with a clear scientific view on the current state of 

knowledge in climate change and its potential 

environmental and socio-economic impacts. 

 equitable (adjective) – impartial, even-handed, 

unbiased, fair. 

 cumulative (adjective) – total, collective, aggregate. 

 cumulative (CO2) emissions (noun) – the total 

quantity of CO2 emissions emitted from 1751 until 

a given year, measured in metric tons. 

 net zero emissions/carbon neutrality (noun) – it 

means annual zero net CO2 emissions; Carbon 

neutrality means every ton of anthropogenic 

(human-caused or influenced) CO2 emitted is 

compensated with an equivalent amount of CO2 

removed (e.g. via carbon sink or carbon 

sequestration). 

 Paris Agreement/Accord/pact (noun) – The Paris 

Agreement is a legally binding international treaty 

on climate change. It was adopted by 196 Parties at 

COP 21 in Paris, on 12 December 2015 and entered 

into force on 4 November 2016. Its goal is to limit 

global warming to well below 2, preferably to 1.5 

degrees Celsius, compared to pre-industrial levels.  

 Working Group (noun) – a group of experts 

working together to achieve specified goals. 

 Working Group I or WGI (of IPCC) (noun) – WG I 

assesses the physical science of climate change. 

 Working Group II or WGII (of IPCC) (noun) – WG II 

assesses the vulnerability of socio-economic and 

natural systems to climate change, negative and 

positive consequences of climate change and 

options for adapting to it. 

 Working Group III or WGIII (of IPCC) (noun) – WG 

III focuses on climate change mitigation, assessing 

methods for reducing greenhouse gas emissions, 

and removing greenhouse gases from the 

atmosphere. 

 IPCC’s Sixth Assessment Report (AR6) (noun) – The 

Sixth Assessment Report (AR6) of the United 

Nations (UN) Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC) is the sixth in a series of reports 

which assess scientific, technical, and socio-

economic information concerning climate change. 

 climate change (noun) – a long-term change in the 

Earth’s climate, or of a region on Earth (Courtesy: 

NASA). 

 herald (verb) – signal, indicate, foretell, point to. 

 reinforce (verb) – support, strengthen, fortify, 

bolster up, underpin. 
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 26th UN Climate Change Conference of the Parties 

(COP26) (noun) – The 26th session of the 

Conference of the Parties (COP26) of the UN 

Framework Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC) is expected to take place from 01-12 

November 2021, in Glasgow, UK. The COP26 

summit will bring parties together to accelerate 

action towards the goals of the Paris Agreement 

and the UN Framework Convention on Climate 

Change. 

 The United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC) (noun) – The UNFCCC 

entered into force on 21 March 1994. Today, it has 

near-universal membership. The 197 countries that 

have ratified the Convention are called Parties to 

the Convention. Preventing “dangerous” human 

interference with the climate system is the ultimate 

aim of the UNFCCC. 

 pre-industrial (adjective) – referring to any period 

of time before the start of the industrial revolution. 

 unmistakably (adverb) – distinctively, distinctly, 

undoubtedly, evidently. 

 striking (adjective) – noticeable, obvious, 

conspicuous, evident, visible, distinct. 

 inhabited (adjective) – populated, occupied, 

settled, dwelled, developed. 

 untouched (adjective) – unaffected, unchanged, 

uninfluenced. 

 dominant (adjective) – main, primary, most 

important. 

 aerosol (noun) – In general, aerosols are liquid or 

solid particles suspended in the air. 

 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on. 

 advance (noun) – progress, improvement, 

development. 

 pin down (phrasal verb) – pinpoint, define, identify 

(precisely). 

 narrow (verb) – reduce, lessen, lower, decrease. 

 uncertainty (noun) – unpredictability, unreliability, 

riskiness/precariousness. 

 modelling (noun) – the use of mathematical models 

to make calculations or predictions; (A simulation is 

the process of using a model to study the behavior 

and performance of an actual or theoretical 

system). 

 equilibrium climate sensitivity (ECS) (noun) – it is 

the measure of how a specified increase in carbon 

dioxide concentration translates into long-term 

surface temperature rise. 

 IPCC’s Fifth Assessment Report (AR5) (noun) – The 

Fifth Assessment Report (AR5) was a series of 

reports from the IPCC assessing scientific, technical, 

and socio-economic information regarding climate 

change. It was released in three installments over 

the course of 2013 and 2014, and an additional 

synthesis report was published in November 2014. 

 Indian Institute of Tropical Meteorology (IITM) 

(noun) – it is a scientific institution based in Pune, 

Maharashtra, India for expanding research in 

tropical Indian Ocean of the tropics in general with 

special reference to monsoon meteorology, and air-

sea interaction of South Asian climate. 

 tropical (adjective) – relating to the region of the 

Earth near to the equator and between the Tropic 

of Cancer in the northern hemisphere and the 

Tropic of Capricorn in the southern hemisphere. 

 meteorology (noun) – the science that deals with 

the study of the atmosphere and its phenomena, 

especially with weather and weather forecasting. 

 Earth System Model (ESM) (noun) – It integrates 

the interactions of atmosphere, ocean, land, ice, 

and biosphere to estimate the state of regional and 

global climate under a wide variety of conditions. 

 fraternity (noun) – society, club, association. 

 heat wave (noun) – (a long period of) hot weather, 

hotness, humidity. 

 coincidentally (adverb) – at the same time. 

 unprecedented (adjective) – not done or 

experienced before. 

 The (Global) North (noun) – the economically 

developed countries (of Europe, North America, 

Australia, amongst others). 

 The (Global) South (noun) – the poor developing 

countries (of Asia, Africa, South America, amongst 

others). 

 steep (adjective) – sudden, sharp, rapid. 

 mitigation (noun) – alleviation, reduction; 

lessening. 

 complementary (adjective) – complementing, 

supporting, corresponding. 

 linkage (noun) – connection, relationship, 

association. 

 for instance (phrase) – as an example. 

 cease (verb) – end, halt, stop. 

 energy security (noun) – the uninterrupted 

availability of energy sources at an affordable price. 

 disconcerting (adjective) – discomfiting, unsettling, 

disturbing, troubling. 

 casualty (noun) – victim, sufferer, loser, loss. 

 campaign (noun) – an organized effort which seeks 

to influence the decision making progress within a 

specific group. 

 mount (verb) – organize, arrange, launch, initiate. 

 partisan (adjective) – biased, prejudiced, one-sided. 
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 usurp (verb) – take over, appropriate, seize, 

assume, lay claim to. 

 far more (phrase) – much more, a lot more. 

 carbon budget (noun) – the cumulative amount of 

carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions permitted over a 

period of time to keep within a certain temperature 

threshold (upper limit). 

 stringent (adjective) – strict, severe, extreme, 

rigorous. 

 clarion call (noun) – a strong 

request/demand/appeal for something (action) to 

be done. 

 deprive of (verb) – dispossess, strip of, deny, 

prevent from having. 

 barring (preposition) – except for, with the 

exception of, excepting, excluding, omitting, leaving 

out. 

 keep alive (phrasal verb) – keep going, continue, 

sustain. 

 exposure (noun) – experience, familiarity, 

acquaintance, awareness. 

 misleading (adjective) – deceptive, confusing, false. 

 forthcoming (adjective) – impending, coming, 

approaching. 

 prospect (noun) – chance, possibility. 

 overshoot (noun) – an act of going beyond, 

overrunning, overreaching, overpassing (the upper 

limit/threshold). 

 forego (verb) – do without, abandon, relinquish, 

sacrifice, refrain from. 

 procrastination (noun) – delaying tactics, stalling, 

the action of postponing something. 

 shift/move goal posts (phrase) – change the 

rules/regulations unfairly. 

 obsession (noun) – the particular condition of 

having unwanted and repeated thoughts, feelings, 

ideas & etc., about someone or something (all the 

time); fixation, preoccupation, concern, 

mania/craze/phobia. 

 Article 6 of the Paris Agreement (noun) – Article 6 

of the Paris Agreement aims at promoting 

integrated, holistic and balanced approaches that 

will assist governments in implementing their 

(Nationally determined contributions) NDCs 

through voluntary international cooperation. 

 Nationally determined contributions (NDCs) 

(noun) – NDCs are at the heart of the Paris 

Agreement and the achievement of these long-

term goals. NDCs embody efforts by each country 

to reduce national emissions and adapt to the 

impacts of climate change. 

 negotiation (noun) – discussions, talks, 

deliberation; discussing the terms of, arrangement.  

 regrettably (adverb) – unluckily, sadly, unhappily. 

 consequence (noun) – outcome, ramification, 

repercussion. 

 credible (adjective) – acceptable, trustworthy, 

reliable, dependable; believable, plausible, 

reasonable. 

 per capita (adverb & adjective) – per person, for 

each; relating to each person. 

 G-20 (noun) – The G20, formed in 1999, is a group 

of twenty of the world’s largest economies that 

meets regularly to coordinate global policy on 

trade, health, climate, and other issues. It brings 

together the world’s major advanced and emerging 

economies. The G20 comprises Argentina, 

Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, EU, France, 

Germany, India, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, Mexico, 

Russia, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, South Korea, 

Turkey, UK and USA. The G20 Countries together 

represent around 90% of global GDP, 80% of global 

trade, and two thirds of the world’s population. 

 cope with (verb) – deal with, grapple with, 

handle/manage. 

 cessation (noun) – termination, discontinuation, 

suspension. 

 quasi- (combining form) – to a certain degree, to a 

certain extent, partly, relatively, somewhat. 

 deprivation (noun) – hardship, destitution, 

neediness, distress. 

 contemplate (verb) – think about, consider, regard. 

 equity (noun) – fairness, justness, neutrality, 

impartiality, egalitarianism. 

 phase out (phrasal verb) – eliminate, remove, 

discontinue (something in gradual stages). 

 phase-out date (noun) – a date from which 

something eliminated/removed/discontinued 

gradually. 

 fossil fuel (noun) – non renewable resources (or 

fossil fuels such as coal, oil and natural gas are 

formed from the buried/deposited organic 

materials). 

 deployment (noun) – the bringing of resources into 

effective action. 

 mobilisation (noun) – the act of bringing 

forces/people/resources together for a particular 

cause. 

 the need of the hour (phrase) – some (urgent) 

need/requirement/demand at a particular point of 

time. 

 summit (noun) – meeting, conference, conclave. 
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