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The longer the world waits to reduce carbon dioxide emissions, the harder it will be to keep warming under 3
degreesFahrenheit.

This may not sound surprising, but in a recent perspective paper published by the journalNature Climate
,two prominent climate scientists put some numbers on what that wait time will mean for the Earth's

temperature.

aper, Thomas Stocker of the University of Bern and Myles Allen of the University of Oxford calculate
how therate of peak warming, or the maximum warming the Earth will experience due to carbon dioxide
emissions, is increasing at the same rate as those emissions.

"Emissions are going up at roughly 2 percent per year at the moment," Allen said. "Peak warming is, too."

'The longer you wait, the harder it gets'

If policymakers wait a decade to curb emissions, they have committed to 0.9 F in additional warming,the paper
finds. This means to keep warming below a target such as 3.6 F, emissions reductions will have to be a lot

"The longer you wait, the harder it gets," said Stocker, who is co-chairman of the IPCC Working Group I,
which recently released an updated report on the physical science of climate change.

"What we've also found in an earlier study is that [temperature] targets will gradually disappear with time,"
Stockeradded.

If policymakers wait long enough, it may be impossible to constrain warming to under 3.6 F.

The authors differentiate between what they call investment delays-- delaying action while actively working to
improveCO2 emissions reduction technology in order to have a better outcome on reducing CO2 in the
atmosphere-- and procrastination delays, which do not involve such action.

"If we look at what's going on [now], I think it's probably better characterized as straightforward
procrastination," Allen said.



Allen, who heads the Climate Dynamics group at Oxford, co-authored another, related perspective piece
published at the same time inNature Climate Change.

That publication is aimed at policymakers who want to focus on so-called short-lived climate pollutants
(SLCPs). Those pollutants, like black carbon and methane, cause potent warming, but the effects do not last as

Allen's concern, he said, was that some in the policy field believe cutting SLCPs could gain them some
breathing room, perhaps as much as 25 years, while the world decides how it will reduce carbon dioxide. This is
not the case, he said.

He alsoexpressed concern that cutting SLCPs provides political cover for those wanting to appear as if they are
taking action on global warming.

"Because cutting carbon dioxide is so difficult, anything which can give people an excuse not to do it and still
be appearing to solve the climate problem is attractive," Allen said.

The paper shows that cutting such pollutants now, while beneficial for air quality and health, does not reduce
the riskof crossing dangerous temperature thresholds in the future unless carbon dioxide emissions are
concurrently reduced.

In mostcases, the paper authors write, "it makes almost no difference whether the SLCP cuts are implemented
now or deferred until after 2060."

Will those inPoland heed the warning?

Drew Shindell, a NASA climate scientist who has researched the impacts of reducing SLCPs, agreed with the
paper's conclusions.

"Actionon SLCPs doesn't take the pressure off the need to limit CO2 emissions-- it doesn't 'buy time' for
reducingCO2, something I've repeatedly stressed," Shindell said in an email.

There are still reasons to reduce short-lived pollutants because they have effects on agricultural productivity,
precipitation and health, he added.

The scientists said theyhoped attendees of the Warsaw, Poland, climate negotiations, which are winding up at
the end of this week, might take note of the articles.

Allen said such papers, which are peer-reviewed but also public, are a good way to communicate with the
policy community.


