EVOLUTION OF THE CLIMATE CHANGE DEBATE
(Ignoring the contributions of committed sceptics)
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1970s Discussed as a possibility but with equal billing given to the possibility of excess warming and excess cooling. CO2 versus aerosols.

1988 Formation of IPCC on suspicion that warming was dominant

1990 IPCC First Assessment Report

1992 Rio Conference and launch of UNFCCC. Suggestion that a 60% reduction in global emissions would be needed for climate stability, as soon as possible. Translated into ‘fair shares’ that meant 80% reduction for UK and 90% for US. 80% widely viewed as the working goal for the UK (e.g. CAT policy 1995-2005)
1995 IPCC Second Assessment Report

2000 RCEP report Energy: The Changing Climate, recommending 60% reduction by UK by 2050, based on 550ppm as being a safe level of GHGs. Greeted with surprise by the CC community, who largely withheld their reservations
2001 IPCC Third Assessment Report

2003 UK Government White Paper accepting RCEP recommendation. Widespread surprise in CC community but general opinion was that the required reduction was actually greater (i.e. 80%), simply a step too far for the government to embrace
2004 Mayer Hillman How We Can Save the Planet argues for a 60-80% cut

2005 Awareness of feedback effects and ‘abrupt climate change’ are widely discussed.
2006 The Stern Review sticks to the 60%/2050 as its headline figure. But in small print acknowledges that greater and faster cuts would be necessary if 550ppm proved too high and/or if feedback effects proved dominant.
2006 Georg Monbiot’s Heat argues convincingly for 80-90% cuts in UK on the basis of data already available, and gives quantitative proposals for how they should be achieved.
2007 IPCC Fourth Assessment Report recommends a global reduction between 50-85% to keep concentrations below 490-550ppm.

2006-7 Better data on feedback effects suggests that ‘trigger points’ could be less than 20 years away, with the implication that the global target should be zero.
2007 ZeroCarbonBritain takes this level as a basic assumption for a radical transition plan. 

2007 Evidence that the effectiveness of natural sinks could be weakening

2007-8 a flurry of books and reports (Hansen, Spratt, Broecker, Schellnhuber etc; the ‘350’ campaign) suggest that a crucial tipping point might already have been passed. Implication is that net negative or ‘active sequestration’ measures will almost certainly be required.

2008 Stern and others recognise that the trend of evidence suggests a greater degree of urgency than previously thought, and that their original estimates of 1-2% reduction rates were far too low.

HOWEVER in 2009 mainstream climate scientists continue to insist that ‘tipping points’, ‘instabilities’, ‘cascades of positive feedback effects’ or ‘runaway processes’ remain unlikely in the short or even medium term, and there is no cause for panic. As of 2009 the debate remains open, and somewhat polarised.
We can summarise the shift in % annual reduction targets roughly in the table that follows, with implied linear (not compound) annual reduction rates.  The trends do suggest: a) the required rate of decarbonisation has always increased, never decreased; b) evidence-based ‘smart’ opinion anticipates politically-trammelled official policy by 5-10 years. The largest change is in ‘smart’ opinion after 2005 in recognition of the new non-linear climate models: on past trends, we might expect official policies to catch up by about 2012. The data are shown in graphical form in Figure 1.
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Figure 1
However, it is possible that the feedback effects will not prove so strong or so early in their effects, and will fail to give easily interpreted signals. We might enter a kind of limbo world in which we are uncertain which way things are most likely to turn out, or what are the best policies to pursue. Perhaps we are already there.
Alternatively it might become clearer where the supposed ‘tipping points’ are. At least that will help crystallise bien pensant opinion, and then—possibly—guide mainstream policy a decade later. At this ‘moment’ (it could actually be several years) of clarification we might find that a crucial tipping point 

Is already behind us

Is a very short distance ahead

Is many decades, perhaps centuries, ahead

Does not meaningfully exist 

…and each of these possibilities would have its own suite of appropriate policies.

“Resilience” would entail contingency plans for each case.

NOTES ADDED JAN 2012

It is now four years later and all the above can be regarded as ‘a historical document’. As of 2008 the trajectory of data and opinion had been remorselessly one way, and the table was designed to bring that out, with a possible implication that ‘you ain’t seen nothing yet.’

We did not reckon with ‘Climategate’; with the determination of sceptics and denialists to put a spoke in the wheels with whatever tools came to hand; and (the biggest factor) the longing among ordinary people for it all to go away, and their willingness to grab at any straw to provide intellectual cover for denialism.

It is hard to tell what effect this has had on the ‘climate change community’, but my impressions is that it has made them more sober and pragmatic, less prone to go public with their gut feelings, or even professional judgement. The ‘reasonable extrapolation’ that things were actually far worse than they seemed has come to seem less reasonable, and experts seem far less willing to extrapolate at all. 

The 2°C ‘guardrail’ is a widely-accepted compromise between science and politics:  too high for science, too low for politics, but for better or worse this is the figure to beat. It gives a “75% chance of avoiding a risk of dangerous climate change’. (Meinshausen et al )

‘Targets’ are still the principal metric, but slowly being replaced by cumulative budgets, particularly 1990-2050, of which a large chunk of course has already been ‘spent’. UK government is out in front, with a 2050 target of 80 reduction and 5-year budgets published up to 2028.

But my analysis suggests the proposed rate of change is too slow, and in general agrees with the analyses of Kevin Anderson and colleagues at the Tyndall Centre. 
