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Commitment issues: Tar sands extraction invalidates Canada’s obligations to 
the UNFCCC and undermines global climate change negotiations 

 
Executive Summary: 
 
Canada, as a party to the COP18 UNFCCC climate change negotiations in Doha, Qatar, is engaging in the 
development of international treaties to address global climate change prevention, adaptation, and mitigation. 
However, Canada’s domestic policies violate its pre-existing commitments to the UNFCCC under the 
Copenhagen Accord and void the legitimacy of future contributions. The primary obstacle is continued bitumen 
mining expansion in the Athabasca tar sands, which invalidates Canada’s commitment to limit global warming 
to 2°C since pre-industrial times and sets a dangerous global precedent for extreme extraction. This report 
outlines how tar sands development undermines Canada’s commitment to the UNFCCC and prevents 
international climate progress. 
 
Under the Copenhagen Accord, Canada committed to long-term cooperative action to combat climate change; 
a pledge to take action towards deep cuts in global carbon dioxide emissions based on scientific consensus and 
on the basis of equity, and an agreement to strengthen existing Kyoto Protocol emissions reductions targets. 
 
The concept of historical responsibility and an equity-based approach to climate change solutions, seeded in 
Copenhagen and then further developed in Cancun and Durban, posits that Canada must play a strong and 
meaningful role in addressing climate change while simultaneously assisting low-income, low-emissions 
countries to address climate impacts in a way that allows them to also develop a low-carbon intensive 
economy.  
 
Scientifically, multiple studies have set limits on the amount of carbon dioxide that can be emitted into the 
atmosphere before global temperatures rise by 2°C. However, Canada’s laggard policies and low emissions 
targets make it impossible for the country to meet the limits to which it has agreed. Furthermore, Canada’s low 
targets prohibit other Annex 1 countries from increasing their ambition under the Kyoto protocol. 
 
Tar sands development is Canada’s primary obstacle to honouring international climate change agreements. 
Emissions from existing and proposed projects alone will exceed limits required for the 2°C threshold. 
Expansion of the tar sands has been made possible in large part by federal subsidies and changes to the 
regulatory structure of federal environmental assessments.  
 
If Canada has any hope of fulfilling its international commitments in Copenhagen, Cancun, and further 
substantiated in Durban, it must aggressively pursue domestic emissions reductions. The most effective way to 
do so is to limit bitumen mining and place a moratorium on tar sands expansion. Otherwise, Canada will both 
set a dangerous precedent for extreme extraction of fossil fuels and violate its past commitments to the 
UNFCCC. 


