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A  GLOSSARY  OF  KEY  TERMS 
 
 
Adaptation 
 
The adjustment of an organism or population to a new or altered environment. Also  
refers to conscious and unconscious decisions made by people to adjust to changes,  
such as adaptation to climate change. 
 
Alternative Energy 
 
Energy derived from non-fossil fuel sources. 
 
Anthropogenic Emissions 
 
Emissions of greenhouse gases associated with human activities. These include burning of fossil fuels for 
energy, deforestation and land-use changes. 
 
Atmosphere 
 
The envelope of gases surrounding the earth and bound to it by the earth's gravitational  
attraction.  
 
Biomass 
 
The total dry organic matter or stored energy content of living organisms. Biomass can be used for fuel 
directly by burning it (e.g. wood), indirectly by fermentation to an alcohol (e.g. sugar) or extraction of 
combustible oils (e.g. soybeans). 
 
Capacity Building 
 
A process of constructive interaction between developing countries and the private sector to help them 
develop the capability and skills needed to achieve environmentally sound forms of economic 
development. The process makes use of the private sector's modern technologies and management systems, 
in combination with a competent workforce and appropriate laws and regulations. 
 
Carbon Dioxide ( CO2) 
 
A naturally occurring gas, it is also a by-product of burning fossil fuels and biomass, as well as land use 
changes and other industrial processes. It is the principal anthropogenic greenhouse gas that affects the 
earth's temperature. 
 
Carbon Dioxide Fertilization  
 
Enhancement of plant growth or yield as a result of an increase in the anthropogenic concentration of CO2. 
 
Carbon Sequestration 
 
The long-term storage of carbon or carbon dioxide in the forests, soils, ocean, or underground in depleted 
oil and gas reservoirs, coal, seams, and saline aquifers. 
 
Carbon Sinks 
 



  

Natural or man-made systems that absorb carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and store them. Trees, 
plants, and the oceans all absorb CO2 and are examples of carbon sinks. 
 
Climate 
 
The climate may be described as the statistical description of weather and atmospheric conditions as 
exhibited in extremes, averages, and variables of temperature, precipitation, wind and other related 
atmospheric elements, including patterns of such conditions, globally or in a given region, over a specified 
period long enough to be representative (usually a number of decades). 
 
Climate Change (UNFCCC definition)    
 
A change of climate which is attributed directly or indirectly to human activity that  
alters the composition of the global atmosphere and which is in addition to natural climate variability over 
comparable time periods. 
 
Climate Models 
 
Large and complex computer  programmes used to mathematically simulate global climate. They are based 
on mathematical equations that seek to present the physical processes that govern the earth atmosphere 
system.  
 
Climate System 
 
The totality of the atmosphere, hydrosphere, biosphere, and geosphere and their interactions. 
 
Cogeneration 
 
The use of waste heat from electricity generation, such as exhaust from gas turbines,  
for either industrial purposes or district heating. 
 
Conference of the Parties, or COP 
 
The supreme body of the UNFCCC, comprised of countries that have ratified or acceded to the framework 
Convention on Climate Change.  
 
Ecosystem 
 
The interacting system of a biological community and its non-living environmental  
surroundings. 
 
El Nino/La Nina/ ENSO 
 
At irregular intervals, but on average about every four years, widespread warming of the east-central 
equatorial Pacific sea surface temperature occurs. This warming, which typically lasts for about a year, is 
called EL Nino event. El Nino can be regarded as the warm phase of a major climate oscillation. During the 
cold phase, called La Nina, the equatorial Pacific sea surface temperature is cooler than normal. The sea 
surface temperatures are associated with widespread atmospheric shifts in winds, rainfall etc. 
 
Emissions (UNFCCC definition) 
 
The release of greenhouse gases and/or their precursors into the atmosphere over a specified area and 
period of time. 
 
 
 



  

 
 
Emissions Trading 
 
A market-based approach to achieve environmental objectives that allows those emitters of greenhouse gas 
(GHG) to trade the excess emissions at another source inside or outside of the country that produced the 
emission. In general trading can occur at the domestic, international and intra-company levels. Article 17 of 
the Kyoto Protocol, allows Annex B countries to exchange emissions obligations. 
 
Fossil Fuels 
 
Carbon-based fuels, including coal, oil and natural gas. 
 
Fuel Switching 
 
Supplying energy by using alternative fuels. Often used to refer to actions that reduce CO2 emissions from 
electric utilities by switching from coal to natural gas. 
 
General Circulation Models, or GCMs 
 
Large and complex computer programmes that attempt to mathematically simulate global  
climate. They are based on mathematical equations that seek to represent the physical  
processes that govern the earth-atmosphere system. 
 
Global Environment Facility, or GEF 
 
A joint funding programme established by developed countries to meet their obligations under various 
international environmental treaties. 
 
Global Warming 
 
The view that the earth's temperature is being increased, in part, due to emissions of greenhouse gases 
associated with human activities, such as burning fossil fuels, bio-mass burning,  
cement manufacture etc. 
 
Global Warming Potential, or GWP 
 
A time dependent index to compare the radiative forcing, on a mass basis, of an impulse of a specific 
greenhouse gas relative to that of CO2. For example, methane has a radiative forcing that was estimated 
over a 100-year period to be 21 times greater than that of CO2, thus it has a GWP of 21. 
 
Greenhouse Effect 
 
The trapping of heat by naturally occurring heat-retaining atmospheric gases (water vapour, carbon dioxide, 
nitrous oxide, methane and ozone) that keeps the earth at about 30 oC (86o F) warmer than if these gases did 
not exist. 
 
Greenhouse Gases, or GHGs 
 
Gases in the earth's atmosphere that absorb and re-emit infra -red radiation. These gases occur through both 
natural and human-influenced processes. The major GHG is water vapour. Other GHGs include carbon 
dioxide, nitrous oxide, methane, ozone, and CFCs. 
 
Gross Domestic Product, or GDP 
 
The total value of goods produced and services provided in a country in one year. 



  

 
 
Humidity 
 
The degree of moisture in the atmosphere. 
 

 
Impact Models 
 
Computer programmes used to estimate the impact of specific climate change on natural, social or 
economic systems.  
 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, or IPCC 
 
Panel established in 1988, by governments under the auspices of the World Meteorological Organisation 
and the UN Environment Programme. It prepares assessment, reports and guidelines on the science of 
climate change, its potential environmental, economic and social impacts, technological developments, 
possible national and international responses to climate change and cross-cutting issues. 
 
Kyoto Protocol 
 
The Protocol, drafted during the Berlin mandate process, that, on entry into force, would  
require countries listed in Annex B (developed countries) to meet differential reductions  
targets for their greenhouse gas emissions relative to 1990 levels by 2008-12. 
 
Laterite 
 
A red or yellow ferruginous clay, friable and hardening in air, used for making roads in  
tropics. 
 
Lithosphere 
 
The rigid outer part of the earth consisting of the crust and upper mantle. 
  
Methane, or CH4 

 
One of the six greenhouse gas included under the Kyoto Protocol, it has a relatively short lifetime of 10(+ 
or -) 2 years. Primary sources of methane are landfills, coal mines, paddy fields, natural gas systems and 
livestock. 
 
Methane Recovery 
 
Method by which methane emissions, from for example coal mines or waste sites, are captured and then re-
used either through cost-effective measurement methods or through power generation. 
 
Montreal Protocol 
 
International agreement under the UN which entered into force in January 1989 to phase-out the use of 
ozone depleting compounds such as CFCs and methyl chloroform 

 
Nitrous Oxide ( N2O) 
 
One of the six greenhouse gases to be curbed under the Protocol, it is generated by burning fossil fuels and 
in the manufacture of fertilizer. 
 
 



  

 
 
Non-Annex 1 Parties 
 
The countries that ratified or acceded to the UNFCCC which are not included in Annex 1 of the 
Convention. 
 
No Regrets 
 
Actions that result in greenhouse gas limitations and abatement, and which also make good environmental 
and economic sense in their own rights. 
Ozone 
 
Ozone (O3) is a greenhouse gas. In the atmosphere, or lower part of the atmosphere, ozone can be a 
constituent of smog. It is created naturally and also by reactions in the atmosphere involving gases resulting 
from human activities, including nitrogen oxides (NOx) from motor vehicles and power plants. 
  
Plateau (x) 
 
An area of fairly level ground 
 
Radiative Forcing 
 
A change in the balance between incoming solar radiation and out-going infra-red and short-wave 
radiation.  
 
Renewables 
 
Energy sources that are constantly renewed by natural process. These include non-carbon technologies such 
as solar energy, hydropower, and wind as well as technologies based on bio-mass. 
 
Reservoir 
 
A component or components of the climate system where a greenhouse gas or a precursor of a greenhouse 
gas is stored (UNFCCC definition). The oceans, soils and forests are all carbon reservoirs. 
 
Sinks (UNFCCC Definition) 
 
Any process, activity or mechanism that removes a greenhouse gas or a precursor from the atmosphere. 
 
Source (UNFCCC Definition) 
 
Any process, activity that releases a greenhouse gas or a precursor fro m the atmosphere. 
 
Trace Gas 
 
This is a minor constituent of the atmosphere. The most important trace gases contributing  
to the greenhouse effect are carbon dioxide, ozone, methane, nitrous oxide, carbon  
monoxide, CFCs, HFCs etc. 
 
UN Environment Programme, or UNEP 
  
This U.N. Specialized Agency, established in 1972, to coordinate the environmental activities of the UN. It 
aims to help reinforce and integrate the large number of separate environmental efforts by  
Inter-governmental, non-governmental, national and regional bodies. UNEP has fostered the development 
of the UNFCCC and the Convention on Biological Diversity. 



  

 
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, or UNFCCC 
 
A treaty signed at the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro by more than 150 countries. Its ultimate 
objective is the “stabilization of greenhouse gas concentration in the atmosphere at a level that would 
prevent dangerous anthropogenic (human induced) interference with the  
climate system. 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 


