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This briefing note evaluates how political party positions for greenhouse gas pollution reduction targets 
in the 2019 Australian Federal election match against the needs and requirements of the Paris 
Agreement.  The Paris Agreement commits countries to work together to hold global warming well 
below 2°C and pursue efforts to limit warming to 1.5°C1: in shorthand - a 1.5° warming limit.  To achieve 
this temperature goal, the Agreement specifies that global greenhouse gas emissions are to reach net 
zero in the second half of the century, with global emissions peaking as soon as possible and declining 
rapidly thereafter2.  
 

Global emission reductions needed 

 

 
Figure 1 - Overview of 1.5°C Paris Agreement compatible pathways reviewed in the IPCC 1.5°C Special Report showing key 
global benchmarks 

                                                             
1  Article 2 of the Paris Agreement defines its long-term temperature goal as “Holding the increase in the global average temperature to well below 

2oC above pre-industrial levels and pursuing efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5oC above pre-industrial levels, recognizing that this 
would significantly reduce the risks and impacts of climate change”  

2  Article 4 of the Paris Agreement “In order to achieve the long-term temperature goal set out in Article 2, Parties aim to reach a global peaking as 
soon as possible …, and to undertake rapid reductions thereafter in accordance with best available science, so as to achieve a balance between 
anthropogenic emissions by sources and removals by sinks of [GHGs] in the second half of this century”. 
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In order to evaluate the proposed emission reduction targets for Australia it is important to have an 
overview of the global emission reductions pathway needed.  As requested by UNFCCC at Paris in 2015 
the IPCC completed a Special Report on 1.5°C3 in October 2018, including an evaluation of greenhouse 
gas emissions pathways consistent with this limit.  In evaluating 1.5°C Paris Agreement compatible 
pathways the IPCC focused on mitigation scenarios that entailed no or low (<0.1°C) overshoot above 
1.5°C, having a peak 21st century warming below 1.6°C, and that limited warming to 1.5°C or below by 
2100.   Key global benchmarks in terms of CO2 emissions and total greenhouse gas reductions are shown 
in the figure above. 
 
Globally, both CO2 and GHG emissions need to be about 45% below 2010 levels by 2030, with CO2 
reaching zero around 2050 and total greenhouse gas emissions reaching net zero around 2070.  In order 
to meet the Paris Agreement 1.5° limit, it can also be seen that negative CO2 emissions may be needed 
at scale. The need for this technology can be reduced significantly by bringing forward the time at which 
CO2 emissions reach zero globally, and also increasing the level of reductions of other greenhouse gases.  
In effect, this means the earlier that fossil fuel emissions are phased out, the faster renewable energy is 
phased in and the higher the level of efficiency achieved in energy use, transport, industry and 
agricultural, the lower will be the need for negative CO2 emissions technology.  
 
The requirement for deep carbon dioxide reductions and zero emissions means, whatever other 
arguments are important, that all emitters - both large and small - will need to take part. It is argued by 
some in Australia that because it is such a small global emitter - about 1.2% to 1.4% of global emissions 
- then its actions are irrelevant and not necessary.  However, small emitters, under 2% of global 
emissions of CO2, add up to close to 30% of global CO2 emissions in 2017, showing that achieving zero 
CO2 emissions, or even very deep reductions, cannot be achieved without comparable action by all small 
emitters. 

 

 

Figure 2 Global share of CO2 emissions from fossil fuel and industry in 2017. Data source: EDGAR 5.0 FT2017 (EC-JRC/PBL, 
2018) (1970-2017), using IEA (2015) for fuel statistics for 1970-2015 and BP (2018) for fossil fuel trend 2015-2017 

                                                             
3  https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/  
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What does Australia need to do to meet the Paris Agreement? 

In order to meet the Paris agreements commitments Australia needs to make both domestic emission 
reductions and contributions to assisting poorer countries in order to move the Paris Agreement in 
reducing theirs.   
 
An estimate of what reasonable domestic emission reductions Australia needs to make to meet global 
climate goals such as the Paris Agreement can be derived from examining what global, integrated 
assessment and energy models are telling us about the kind of energy transformations, and other 
actions, are needed in different regions, including in Australia.  For this evaluation we have applied one 
set of models that provides a good perspective on the least-cost domestic emission reductions for 
Australia4. Given recent and ongoing reductions in renewable energy costs and storage, ongoing 
reductions in electric vehicle costs and other technological developments these emission reductions 
may indeed be conservative. 
 
In addition to Australia's own domestic emission reductions, Australia, and other wealthier countries, 
also needs to make a contribution to assisting poorer countries and reduce their emissions, which gives 
rise to what is called a "fair share" contribution to global emission reductions. For wealthier countries 
such as Australia this almost always means that a fair share contribution (measured in terms of national 
emission reduction targets) is larger than least-cost domestic emission reductions.  
 
For example, a domestic emissions reduction target for Australia could be 50% by 2030, but the “fair 
share” reduction would be larger, for example, 70%.  This does not mean that Australia has to make 
70% emission reductions physically by 2030, but Australia would need to consider how to contribute to 
other poorer countries reduce their emissions equivalent to about 20% of Australia's base year 
emissions (2005).  Countries are typically making these contributions to, for example the Green Climate 
Fund, along with bilateral activities to assist with climate action, all of which are agreed to be scaled up 
under the Paris Agreement. Unfortunately, the present Liberal-National Party Coalition government has 
announced it will not further contribute to the GCF5 and has scaled back development cooperation 
resources in general6. 
 
A Paris Agreement-compatible 2030 domestic emissions reduction commitment target for Australia 
would be in the range of a 44-61% emissions reduction by 2030 below 2005 levels, including land use 
change and forestry sources (LULUCF).  Excluding LULUCF, a Paris Agreement-compatible domestic 
emissions reduction commitment target would be in the range of a 35-55% reduction by 2030 from 
2005 levels - excluding LULUCF.  There is a large range of least cost domestic emission reductions for 
Australia deriving from Paris Agreement global emission pathways due in part to the range of model 
results in the scientific literature. 
 
If Australia’s Paris Agreement 2030 NDC were to be expressed as a fair share target and be consistent 
with the range of scientific assessments, it would be in the range of a 55-87% reduction below 2005 
levels7, including land use change and forestry sources (48-85% reduction below 2005 emission levels, 
excluding LULUCF).  A fair share target represents a country’s contribution to meeting the Paris 
Agreement globally, which includes domestic emission reductions plus contributions to reductions 

                                                             
4  The pathway is derived from results from IAMs (Integrated Assessment Models) results under RCP 1.9 scenarios of  Rogelj, J., Popp, A., Calvin, K. 

V., Luderer, G., Emmerling, J., Gernaat, D., ... Tavoni, M. (2018). Scenarios towards limiting global mean temperature increase below 1.5 °C. 
Nature Climate Change, 1. Link: https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-018-0091-3 and methods of  Sferra, F., Krapp, M., Roming, N., Schaeffer, M., 
Malik, A., & Hare, W. (2018). Towards optimal 1.5°and 2°C emission pathways for individual countries: a Finland case study. Energy Policy – 
Accepted. Since publication of IPCC’s Special Report on 1.5°C, work is ongoing at Climate Analytics and other institutions to evaluate 1.5°C 
pathways in terms of plausibility related to e.g. global negative emissions in both energy and land sectors, current mitigation policies and recent 
technological and economic developments. Specific updates regarding these dimensions, incl. specific tor Australia, will narrow the range in the 
numbers for Paris-Agreement compatible pathways provided in this brief. 

5  https://www.climatechangenews.com/2018/10/08/australia-wont-give-money-green-climate-fund-says-pm/  
6  https://www.lowyinstitute.org/issues/australian-foreign-aid  
7  https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/australia/  The higher limit  (55%) is the boundary between 1.5°C Paris Agreement Compatible and 

2°C Compatible and the lower limit (87%) the bottom of fair share range between Role Model and 1.5°C Paris Agreement Compatible. 
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elsewhere, and the NDC goal. There is a large range because of the wide range of fairness viewpoints in 
the scientific literature, with the range here drawn from the Climate Action Tracker8. 
 
What this would mean in practice is that the total sum of domestic reductions + emission reductions 
overseas (from climate finance or acquisition of emission units) would need to add up to the total NDC 
"fair share" target. In general this means that in addition to domestic emission reduction targets, the 
fair share contribution requires further effort abroad. If, for example, the fair share NDC was for a 70% 
reduction by 2030 then it could mean that domestic reductions of about 50% were achieved and 
emission units equivalent to 20% of the 2005 base year were supported by Australia internationally.  

 

What 2030 emissions reduction targets are on the table? 

The table below shows the emissions reduction targets put forward by the Liberal National Party 
Coalition (LNP), the ALP and the Greens.  Targets are nearly always put forward at present with respect 
to greenhouse gas emissions including land-use, land use change and forestry (LULUCF) and with 
respect to a base year of 2005.   
 
The Australian government appears to have chosen 2005 as its base year because it has the highest 
emissions (605 MtCO2 equivalent), and hence any percentage reduction from this base year will result 
in higher allowed emissions in the target year, than compared with any other base year.  As CO2 and 
other GHG  emissions from energy, transport, industry and buildings are the main  drivers of future 
emissions, and are continuing to grow, we have also converted the targets to be in comparison to the 
2005 base year emissions excluding LULUCF (523 MtCO2 equivalent). 
 

 
 

                                                             
8 https://climateactiontracker.org/methodology/comparability-of-effort/  
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According to the December 2018 Morrison government projections, greenhouse gas emissions will 
continue to increase until 2030, from about 12% below 2005 levels of emissions including forestry to 
about 7% below 2005 levels.  Energy, industry transport and agricultural emissions are projected to be 
7.6% above 2005 levels by 2030, rising from 6.1% above 2005 levels in 2018. 
 

The Liberal-NP Coalition target  

The Liberal-NP Coalition Government has a 26-28% emissions reduction target for 2030 below 2005 
emissions levels (incl. LULUCF): part of Australia’s NDC.  This is far above a Paris Agreement-compatible 
reduction range.  The Climate Action Tracker rates9 Australia's Paris Agreement 2030 target 
“Insufficient”, which means it is not a fair contribution to the global effort, and is not consistent with 
the Paris Agreement’s 1.5°C limit, unless other countries make much deeper reductions and comparably 
greater effort.   
 
However, the real LNP emissions reduction target that would result from their policies is much weaker, 
as the Government has stated it intends to “carry over” surplus emission units from the Kyoto Protocol 
towards its Paris Agreement target. This would significantly lower the actual emission reductions to 17-
18% below 2005 levels by 2030.  
 
The government's estimate of surplus “carry over” units, as contained in its December 2018 projections, 
would reduce the emissions reduction from 26% to 17.7% below 2005 levels by 2030.  However, data 
found in National Inventory Reports submitted by Australia10, as well as in Australia's Seventh National 
Communication, indicates that the surplus units the government may attempt to “carry over” to the 
Paris agreement target in 2030 may be a little higher than presently indicated. Depending upon whether 
the government attempts to count all potentially available units the resulting actual emissions reduction 
target could range between 17 - 18% below 2005 levels by 2030. 
 
The government intends to apply a budget approach to the Paris Agreement target, setting a carbon 
budget based on a straight line from its 2020 emissions reduction target (5% below 2000 levels) to a 
target such as 26% below 2005 levels in 2030, with the budget being for the years 2021 to 2030. For 
the 26% reduction target the emissions budget from 2021-2030 is approximately 4,800 MtCO2e11.  
Cumulative emissions from the Government’s 2018 current policy projections for 2021-2030 are 5,486 
MtCO2e, giving a cumulative abatement task of 686 MtCO2e12. Table 1 below shows the results of the 
different approaches to estimate “carry over” emission units and their effect. 
 
  

                                                             
9  https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/australia/  
10  As of 8th of May 2019 only Australia and the Ukraine have not submitted  their NIRs due in April 2019.   
11  Calculated for 2021-2030 from straight lines between 2020 target of 5% below 2000 emissions levels (547 MtCO2e) to 26% below 2005  

emission levels (605 MtCO2e). 
12  The Government reports a cumulative abatement task of 695 MtCO2e, 9 MtCO2e more than estimated here.  We have estimated the 

abatement task from the Government’s published data in an excel file and used this for internal consistency.  The file is available here: 
https://www.environment.gov.au/climate-change/publications/emissions-projections-2018  
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Table 1 Australia's reported surplus estimates derived from Australian reports, residual abatement task and 2030 reductions 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
13  https://www.environment.gov.au/climate-change/publications/emissions-projections-2018  
14  Australia NIR 2018 https://unfccc.int/documents/65705 Volume 1, page xiii 
15  Assigned amount pursuant to Article 3, paragraphs 7 bis, 8 and 8 bis, of the Doha Amendment for the second commitment period – page 5 of 

FCCC/KP/CMP/2018/5/Add.1 https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/05a01.pdf  
16  Australia notes in its 7th National communication, CTF Table 2eI page 220 that “Australia will carry-over 127,650.77 kt CO2-e overachievement 

from the first commitment period of the KP (represented by CP1 AAUs) into the Previous Period Surplus Reserve Account. An amount of these 
units will be used towards Australia’s QEERT in accordance with KP rules.  In addition, Australia will carry-over 21,768.29 kt CO2-e of CP1 CERs to 
use towards our QEERT.”  
https://unfccc.int/files/national_reports/national_communications_and_biennial_reports/application/pdf/024851_australia-nc7-br3-1-
aus_natcom_7_br_3_final.pdf  

17  Australia notes in its 7th National communication, CTF Table 2fI p221 that “Under the voluntary Waste Industry Protocol the Australian 
Government has been gifted 21,768.29 kt CO2-e CP1 CERs (confirmed as eligible for carry-over into CP2) and 6,720.688 kt CO2-e CP2 CERs by 
landfill operators. Australia will use units received through the voluntary Waste Industry Protocol to contribute to its unconditional 2020 target”  
https://unfccc.int/files/national_reports/national_communications_and_biennial_reports/application/pdf/024851_australia-nc7-br3-1-
aus_natcom_7_br_3_final.pdf 

Emission units held Government 2018 
Projections13 

MtCO2e 

National Inventory April (NIR) 
201814   MtCO2e 

Table ES.04 Kyoto Protocol second 
commitment period net position, 

Australia: as at 2016 

Kyoto CP2 Assigned Amount15 4,488 4,512 

CP1 Carry over units 128 14916 

CP1 AAUs  127.7 

CP1 CDM CERs  21.8 

CP2 CERs 
(Under Waste Industry Protocol)17 

 6.7 

Kyoto units held as at 2016 (1) 4,616 4,668 

Cumulative projected Kyoto emissions 2013–2020 
(2) 

4,269 4,269 

Surplus Kyoto Units [=(1)-(2)] 347 399 

Other units   

Voluntary action -8 -8 

Total Surplus units estimated for 2020 367 391 

   

Projected emissions 2021-2030 5,486 5,486 

Paris Agreement 26% target budget 2021-2030 4,800 4,800 

Abatement task for 26% target 686 686 

   

Residual abatement task 319 295 

Effective 2030 emissions reduction target 
(reduction from 2005 levels including LULUCF) 

-17.7% -17.0% 
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The Australian Labor Party (ALP) target  

The Australian Labor Party (ALP) has proposed a domestic emissions reduction target of 45% below 
2005 levels by 2030 - just within the range of domestic emission reductions consistent with Paris 
Agreement-compatible 1.5°C pathways for 2030.  The ALP has said that it will not use “carry over” and 
hence its target is not affected by this.  The ALP domestic emissions reduction target alone is not 
consistent with the “fair share” range in the scientific literature, and would need to be supplemented 
by other commitments to climate finance and/or a deeper reduction target to enable Australia to 
contribute to emission reductions in poorer countries. 
 

 

 

Figure 3  Schematic overview of national emission targets proposed by political parties in the 2019 Australian Federal election 
compared to Paris Agreement compatible domestic emission pathways, Climate Action Tracker estimated fair share emission 
reduction ranges, and the 2015 recommended 2030 range of the climate change authority. This figure shows the emission 
reductions with respect to emissions including land use, land use change and   forestry 

 
The ALP also has a goal of net zero domestic GHG emissions by around 2050, which is likely to be within 
the Paris Agreement compatible range for reaching zero greenhouse gas emissions for Australia as a 
developed country.  The ALP 2050 goal implies that Australia would need to reach zero CO2 emissions 
from fossil fuel and industry earlier than 2050. Globally, as seen in Figure 1 above net zero GHG missions 
will need to be reached by around 2070 and, in general, developed countries about two decades earlier.  
Beyond domestic action a net zero domestic GHG emissions by around 2050 goal would need to be 
supplemented by other commitments on climate finance tor realise further reductions internationally 
as part of Australia’s “fair share” contribution to global efforts. 
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The Greens  

The Greens’ GHG emission reduction target is 63-82% below 2005 levels by 2030 and is within the fair 
share range in the scientific literature. The Greens have said that they will not use “carry over” and 
hence its target is not affected by this.  The Greens are also calling for zero greenhouse gas emissions 
domestically by 2040 for Australia which is within a Paris Agreement 1.5˚C-compatible range for 
reaching zero greenhouse gas emissions for Australia as a developed country. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4  Schematic overview of national emission targets proposed by political parties in the 2019 Australian Federal election 
compared to Paris Agreement compatible domestic emission pathways, Climate Action Tracker estimated fair share emission 
reduction ranges, and the 2015 recommended 2030 range of the climate change authority. This figure shows the emission 
reductions excluding land use, land use change and forestry. 

 


