WRI Submission to the Talanoa Dialogue
The World Resources Institute (WRI) welcomes the opportunity to provide an input to the Talanoa
Dialogue, in order to explore avenues for enhancing climate action to achieve the long-term goals of the
Paris Agreement. Such enhanced climate action can reduce greenhouse gas emissions and also deliver
on a broad set of objectives for sustainable development and well-being. We also hope the Dialogue will
contribute to understanding the opportunities for enhanced ambition both for the pre-2020 time period
and beyond to achieve the long-term goals of the Paris Agreement.
WRI is a global research organization that spans more than 50 countries, with offices in Brazil, China,
Europe, India, Indonesia, Mexico and the United States. Our more than 700 experts and staff turn big
ideas into action at the nexus of environment, economic opportunity and human well-being.
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1. Where are we?
•
•
•

From 2000-2010 GHG emissions grew at a rate that was almost double the rate between 1970
and 2000.1 Emissions from fossil fuel and industry have seen a staggering increase – 63 percent
since 1990.2
Global average temperature has already risen approximately 1 degree C since 1880.3 2016 was
the warmest year since 1880, and 2017 the second warmest. The five warmest years on record
have all occurred since 2010.4
While in the absence of NDCs, we would see 4-5 degrees C of warming, the fact is that even if
fully implemented, the INDCs imply 2.7-3.7 degrees C of warming, according to a range of
studies.5
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•
•

•

According to the scenarios presented in the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC)
Fifth Assessment Report, emissions in all regions of the world must peak by 2020 for a costeffective, likely chance of limiting warming to 2°C.6
By 1990, 19 countries had peaked their emissions (representing 21 percent of global emissions)
and by 2030 this number is likely to grow to 57 countries (representing 60 percent of global
emissions). Among the 57 countries that have peaked already or have a commitment that
implies a peak by 2030 are some of the world’s biggest emitters, including China, the United
States, Russia, Japan, Brazil, Germany and Mexico. While this trend is encouraging, it’s not
enough.
Countries are embarking on implementing their first NDCs and how they do so will determine
the degree to which they are aligned with other critical sustainable development objectives and
the long-term goals of the Paris Agreement.

2. Where do we want to go?
2.1 Achievement of the long-term goal in Article 4.1 of the Paris Agreement
Based on WRI’s and other analytical work, the following are key objectives to pursue globally:
•

•

•

Phase-out net greenhouse gas emissions. To have a likely chance of keeping warming to below
2°C, net carbon dioxide emissions have to drop to zero between 2060 and 2075 (with net
greenhouse gas emissions declining to zero between 2080 and 2090).7 To have a likely chance of
limiting warming to below 1.5°C, net carbon dioxide emissions have to drop to zero between
2045 and 2050 (with net greenhouse gas emissions declining to zero between 2060 and 2080).
There is no expectation that all Parties reach net zero emissions at the same time, but these
scientific guideposts indicate the scale of transformation required over the coming decades.
Peak emissions. As noted above, according to the scenarios presented in the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) Fifth Assessment Report, emissions in all regions of the world
must peak by 2020 for a cost-effective, likely chance of limiting warming to 2°C. The sooner
emissions peak, the lower the required rate of reducing emissions each year, which can be less
expensive and make for a smoother transition. Countries must make and achieve commitments
to peak their emissions as soon as possible, set their peaks at lower emissions levels, and
commit to a significant rate of emissions decline after peaking.
Consider cumulative emissions. Temperature increase is directly related to the total amount of
emissions in the atmosphere rather than emissions in a given year. Thus, it will be important to
consider cumulative emissions, and the implications for the overall global carbon budget or
cumulative emissions. Moreover, in planning to stay within this carbon budget and achieve the
phase-out of emissions, it will be critical to ensure that the implied rate of decarbonization
between emissions peaking and phase-out (i.e. the annual rate of emissions decline) is feasible
while also ultimately achieving carbon neutrality.

2.2 A sustainable, just, and equitable future
The Talanoa Dialogue can build a shared understanding of “where we want to go” in terms of broader
societal, economic and development shifts that are closely tied to ambitious climate action, including:
• The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and climate action should be seen as mutually
reinforcing. WRI research has shown that climate actions communicated by countries in their
NDCs were aligned with at least 154 of the 169 SDG targets.8 Climate impacts have the potential
to slow, and perhaps even reverse, progress on the SDGs. Well-designed climate policies and
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•

measures for both mitigation and adaptation can advance core development objectives,
including health, decent employment, energy access, transport accessibility, sustainable
agriculture, landscape protection, and biodiversity.
The importance of ensuring a just transition. The critical role of government and other
stakeholders is to ensure that the transition to carbon-neutral world brings jobs and sustainable
growth. A just transition will be essential as economic activity shifts, with a clear need for strong
support for workers, affected communities and low-income households. Local economies need
to be diversified and strengthened to ensure communities remain viable for decades to come.9

3. How do we get there?
•

•

Climate action must be taken now with long-term goals for decarbonization – global, national,
subnational, and sectoral – as the key context for our steps forward. To achieve those goals,
infrastructure, technology, landscape, policy and behavioral choices must avoid locking-in
trajectories incompatible with a zero-carbon future. Delaying transformation raises the cost of
doing so, and may make doing so technologically and socially infeasible later.
There are many opportunities to pursuing the transformational approaches needed in ways that
are closely aligned with broader sustainable development objectives.

3.1 Provide new or updated NDCs by 202010
Much has changed since countries first developed their nationally determined contributions (NDCs)
ahead of COP21 in 2015: the Paris Agreement has been adopted and subsequently ratified, establishing
ambitious long-term goals and a clear collective direction of travel; the price of renewable energy keeps
dropping; countries are increasingly decoupling economic growth from greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions;11 the potential benefits of climate action for broad sustainable development objectives are
increasingly being tapped; and a growing number of long-term, low-GHG emission development
strategies recognize the need for transformative change to align with the Paris Agreement goals.12
Parties can take advantage of this changed context by submitting new13 or updated NDCs by 2020.14
There are multiple domestic reasons why countries may want to communicate new or updated NDCs by
2020, especially to seize the economic and social benefits of doing so. These include to:
• Factor in recent advances in innovation and declining costs of emissions mitigation technologies
that have occurred, and take advantage of economic and development opportunities in key
sectors.
• Reflect shifts already occurring in the real economy and send accurate signals to the private
sector to inform investment decisions.
• Align the NDC with domestic long-term goals and strategies, and perspectives to avoid
investments that lock in high emissions and exacerbate climate vulnerabilities
• Factor in additional information and data that may uncover new areas of cost-effective
mitigation potential.
• Capture early progress already made towards existing targets. Many countries have already
made substantial progress and some appear to be on track to overachieve their existing targets.
• Strengthen multi-stakeholder engagement to ensure ownership for successful implementation.
Lastly, given that the Paris Agreement entered into force so quickly, there is now much greater clarity in
terms of the international regime. This will increase following adoption of the modalities, procedures
and guidelines under Paris Agreement by COP24 in 2018.
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3.1.1 A Menu of Options
Parties have a broad spectrum of possible options to choose from in terms of updating their existing
NDC or submitting a new one by 2020. To assist Parties in identifying meaningful, impactful but relevant
and achievable options for enhancing their NDCs by 2020, WRI has developed a menu of options.

The options presented are not mutually exclusive – in many cases, it will be appropriate and desirable
for a Party to enhance its NDC across all dimensions, and to implement more than one option in each
dimension. Support (financial, technological and capacity building) will play a crucial role in enabling all
Parties to enhance their actions over time as required by the Paris Agreement.
3.1.1.1 Options for Enhancing Mitigation Ambition
It is critical that Parties with the capability to do so to enhance the ambition of the current mitigation
contribution in their NDC.
An NDC with enhanced mitigation ambition is one that will result, when fully implemented, in lower
cumulative emissions6 than the existing NDC would if it were fully implemented.15 The options in the
figure below have the potential to enhance the level of mitigation ambition of an NDC when certain
conditions are in place. The following are examples (sectoral examples are further explored in section
3.1.2 below):
• An existing target to peak emissions by 2025 around 500MtCO2e is revised to peak around
400MtCO2e.
• An existing target to reduce energy-sector emissions by 30 percent by 2030 from 2005 levels is
expanded to reduce economy-wide emissions by 30 percent by 2030 from 2005 levels.
• An NDC target that currently covers only three greenhouse gases is expanded to also include
others.
• A target to peak emissions by 2027 is advanced to peak emissions by 2023.
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•
•

A Party that has historically excluded certain land-use categories or suites of activities from its
accounting practices commits to including all land-use categories and suites of activities in
accounting.
A Party adds a new commitment to phase out of fossil fuel subsidies by 2030.

When the conditions for enhanced ambition are not in place, the enhancements outlined in this menu
can still facilitate implementation – for example, by sending a signal to investors in key sectors – or to
enhance clarity, transparency, and understanding – for example, by clarifying the pathways by which a
given GHG target is expected to be met (for example, through renewable energy, energy efficiency
standards or reforestation).

3.1.1.2 Options for Enhancing Adaptation Content
Many countries have used NDCs to communicate national adaptation goals, priorities, plans, actions and
needs. In submitting a new or updated NDC, Parties have an opportunity to revisit the adaptation
content of their initial NDC and consider options for strengthening and/or expanding that content. This
can include updating or adding: national long-term adaptation goals; steps for near-term planning and
action; and information on gaps and barriers.
3.1.1.3 Options for Enhancing Implementation Content
NDCs can describe and send important signals regarding how targets, measures and actions will be
implemented. Options for enhancement include additional measures and actions that could be included
in an NDC that would be aimed at strengthening implementation (e.g. strengthened governance
arrangements, more inclusive decision-making processes, robust monitoring and evaluation progress,
and open and accessible data). Including such measures and actions could also support greater
5

alignment with a country’s sustainable development objectives under the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development.
3.1.1.4. Options for Enhancing Communication
Parties also have room to improve the clarity, transparency and understanding of the NDC, recognizing
that provision of such information is an obligation under Article 4.8 of the Paris Agreement. The initial
round of INDCs left many gaps in transparency.16 While the guidance on information to be provided in
order to enhance clarity, transparency and understanding of NDCs is still forthcoming, countries can still
assess gaps in the information provided in their NDC and look to strengthen it. This includes information
provided on scope and coverage, assumptions and methodological approaches (e.g. for land sector
emissions and use of market mechanisms), and assumptions regarding the reference point, especially
for baseline scenario targets and intensity targets.

3.1.2 Specific opportunities for key sectors and gases
3.1.2.1 Forests
Globally, forests account for approximately 8 percent of the world’s annual GHG emissions, and net
carbon dioxide emissions from tropical deforestation reach an estimated 1.0 Gt per year.17,18 However,
given forests’ capacity to act as carbon sinks, the land-use sector also has immense potential as a
climate solution. Reports from the IPCC have highlighted the importance of the forest sector in reducing
global emissions;19 research has shown that tropical forests have the potential to mitigate up to 30
percent of the carbon needed through 2030 to keep global temperature rise below 2°C.20 Put simply,
forests are 8 percent of the problem, and 30 percent of the solution.
Opportunities to strengthen action on forest and landscape restoration through enhanced NDCs include:
• Add a new GHG target or strengthen an existing GHG target for the forestry and land-use sector;
• Emphasize land-use and restoration strategies to meet existing economy-wide GHG targets; and
• Set a target for restoring a certain number of hectares of forest by 2030.
3.1.2.2 Transport
Climate action often focuses on energy and industrial activity, but the transport sector must be included
to keep global warming below the dangerous two-degree scenario. Transport is responsible for 23
percent of energy-related greenhouse gas emissions worldwide, and its emissions are increasing at a
faster rate than any other sectors.21 In developing countries, growth in transport sector emissions is
increasing at a rapidly higher rate than developed countries at an average of 4.8 percent.22
Opportunities to strengthen action on transport through enhanced NDCs include:
• Add a new GHG target or strengthen an existing GHG target for the transport sector;
• Add a target to electrify the transport sector by a certain percentage by 2030; and
• Incorporate policies for compact, coordinated and connected cities and add a target for a
percentage of trips by public transport.
3.1.2.3 Building
Buildings and construction together account for 36 percent of global final energy use and 39 percent of
energy-related carbon dioxide emissions when upstream power generation is included. The energy
intensity per square meter of the global buildings sector needs to improve on average by 30 percent by
2030 (compared to 2015) to be on track to meet global climate ambitions set forth in the Paris
6

Agreement.23 If countries were to pursue strategic low-carbon and energy-efficient buildings technology
deployment, they could achieve 4.9 GtCO2 of potential annual emissions abatement.24
Opportunities to strengthen action on buildings and infrastructure through enhanced NDCs include:
• Add a new GHG target or strengthen an existing GHG target for the building and construction
sector;
▪ Add a target for a percentage of zero-carbon buildings by 2030; and
▪ Add policies for technology approaches, such as building envelope, space heating, space cooling,
water heating, and lighting.
3.1.2.4 Food Loss & Waste
One-third of all food produced in the world is lost or wasted from farm to fork. This level of inefficiency
in the food system has tremendous economic, social, and environmental consequences. Reducing food
loss and waste, however, can generate a “triple win.” It can save money for farmers, companies, and
households. It can help feed more people. And it can alleviate pressure on water, land, and climate.
Food loss and waste is responsible for approximately 4.4 GtCO2e each year, or about 8 percent of global
GHG emissions, if the entire food supply chain is considered.
Opportunities to strengthen action on food loss and waste through enhanced NDCs include:
• Add new policy targets or strengthen existing policy targets for food loss and waste, such as a
target to reduce food loss and waste by 50 percent by 2030 (aligned with Sustainable
Development Goal target 12.3).
3.1.2.5 Oceans
Oceans and marine and coastal ecosystems offer significant mitigation and adaptation opportunities
that can be reflected in a country’s NDC. Per acre, “blue carbon” ecosystems (mangroves and
seagrasses) can take up 20 times more CO2 from the atmosphere than land-based forests. Unlike landbased forests, the carbon sequestration opportunity lies in the underwater sediments that are created
by these plants. Underwater, low-oxygen sediments can store carbon for decades or longer.25
Opportunities to strengthen action on oceans through enhanced NDCs include:
• Add a new policy or strengthen an existing policy, such as restoring seagrass meadows; and
• Add new policies and measures focused on capturing the mitigation or adaptation potential of
coastal and marine ecosystems, such as requiring all coastal developments to protect,
rehabilitate or restore mangroves on-site or ensure offsets.
3.1.2.6 Water
Water and energy are inextricably connected around the world. Often overlooked, the water sector is
extremely important for countries to achieve and enhance their NDC mitigation targets, not just to
adapt effectively to climate change. In many parts of the developed world, such as the U.S., thermal
power plant cooling is the single largest consumer of water, and significant quantities of water are
required to run hydropower turbines. Globally, water consumption for electricity generation is projected
to increase 85 percent by 2035.26 At the same time, pressure for more water supply and better
sanitation are claiming large, and growing, amounts of energy. Wastewater treatment is also a major
source of untapped biogas energy and a way to cut methane gas releases.
Opportunities to strengthen action on water through enhanced NDCs include:
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•

Add new policy targets or strengthen existing mitigation targets for the water sector, such as
water reuse and efficiency targets in order to reduce overall energy demand per litre of water in
key sectors (e.g. agriculture, energy, industry, municipal buildings).

3.1.2.7 Short-lived Climate Pollutants
Early and stringent action on a set of powerful climate forcers—often referred to as short-lived climate
pollutants (SLCPs)—including methane, hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs), black carbon, and tropospheric
ozone can limit near-term temperature rise by 0.6°C by 2050. Moreover, reducing SLCPs will also deliver
many sustainable development benefits including for human health and crop productivity.
Opportunities to strengthen action on SLCPs through enhanced NDCs include:
• Expand the coverage of gases in an existing GHG target, such as expanding a target to include all
GHGs, including SLCPs;
• Add a target to reduce emissions for specific pollutants, such as methane, HFCs, or black carbon;
• Add or strengthen a target for pollutants in a specific sector (such as methane in the oil and gas,
waste, or agriculture sectors); and
• Add new or strengthen existing policies and actions focused on SLCPs, such as the recovery or
utilization of methane from the oil, gas, and waste sectors or improve waste and wastewater
management and reduce food loss and waste.

3.2 Long-term strategies
Even if current NDCs are implemented, it has been estimated they will only limit warming to 2.7-3.7°C.27
Mid-century strategies can play a key role in closing this gap, by promoting alignment between longterm global mitigation goals and short and medium-term national mitigation goals.
These strategies also provide several important domestic benefits, including:
• identifying the real economic benefits from investing in long-term climate action;
• setting a longer-term agenda, providing political certainty for bold and concrete action by all
actors;
• informing near- and long-term investments, catalyzing sustainable economic transformation and
supporting economic stability;
• providing a foundation to conduct long-term planning in the context of climate risks;
• outlining a framework for low emissions development that allows for a flexible implementation
approach;
• engaging and catalyzing external stakeholders, supporting policy progress on a range of issues,
including development, climate change mitigation and adaptation; and
• supporting a just transition, by sending early and predictable signals to businesses that are tied
to a high-carbon economy.
WRI encourages all countries to develop robust and transparent long-term strategies ahead of 2020 to
inform the update of new NDCs. To this end, WRI and the United Nations Development Programme are
developing a suite of resources to help policymakers integrate robust and transparent long-term
strategies ahead of 2020 to inform the update of new NDCs.
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3.3 Challenge Companies, Subnational Governments and National Governments to
Reinforce One Another28
The Talanoa Dialogue can highlight the potential for a powerful, positive “feedback loop” between
action by non-state actors and the targets, policies and measures set by national governments in their
NDCs. Countries and companies, subnational governments, and other non-state actors can only achieve
individual and global climate goals (i.e., well below 2C) if they are pushing and supporting one another.
Businesses and investors can encourage governments to match the ambition found in numerous private
sector commitments (e.g., Science Based Targets, carbon pricing, renewable energy). Governments, in
turn, can offer clear, strong policy signals in enhanced NDCs that support further private sector
investments and ambition. Currently, however, a disconnect often exists between private sector action
and government ambition on climate change. There are more than 2,600 climate commitments from
businesses and investors. Few, if any, are described in terms of how they relate to countries’ NDCs or
other national climate policies. Meanwhile, among the 190+ countries that articulated their
contributions to the Paris Agreement, only a few governments have NDCs aligned with a well below 2°C
pathway. Importantly, many also fail to highlight roles for businesses to contribute to achieving their
NDCs or to send clear market signals or establish incentives to encourage private sector investment in
climate solutions.
Potential links among public and private sector climate commitments include ways in which business
commitments to buying renewable energy can spur government action and NDC enhancement.
Similarly, companies are committing to GHG reductions and climate adaptation investments in their
supply chains, steps that are mutually reinforcing with government commitments to resilient
infrastructure and land use policies.
Similarly, the actions taken by local, state and regional governments are not only a key part of the
solution – they can also mutually reinforce national governments’ NDCs. In many countries, subnational
governments can play a unique role in supporting the adoption of key transformations, including electric
vehicles, driving improvements in the energy performance of buildings, increasing the use of renewable
energy, supporting local industries to improve the carbon intensity of manufacturing, restoring state and
local forests and supporting the agricultural sector switch to low carbon and climate resilient practices.29
This subnational action can help to spur even greater national commitments, while national targets,
policies and measures can unlock even greater action by subnational governments by providing
incentives or reducing barriers and restrictions.
Understanding this “feedback loop” and pursuing opportunities to enhance coordination and coherence
between national and non-state action will move us toward the goals of the Paris Agreement faster.30

4. Conclusion
There has never been a more urgent moment to steer the world in a better and safer direction than
right now. Today’s decisions – and indecisions – will shape what the world will look like for decades,
even centuries to come. Our ability to limit dangerous climate change and achieve development goals
will be determined by whether we can fundamentally change the way we frame problems and make
decisions, moving from a myopic and reactive approach to a far-sighted approach that is
transformational and guided by a shared vision.
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Accordingly, we need to adopt a “2050 is now” mindset and approach in making key decisions in relation
to planning national development goals and policies. Acting on the best available information and data,
such a mindset will prioritize the decisions that allow for as many major shifts as soon as possible, create
incentives to drive the needed innovation, and avoid short-sighted decisions. Such a mindset would
steer decisions in a way that catalyzes a low-carbon future while also ensuring food, water and energy
security in decades to come.
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