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Introduction 

 
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.  

Canada’s past commitments:  Copenhagen, Cancún 

 
In December 2009, the Canadian government assented to the text of the Copenhagen accord, the only agreement to 
come out of the failed COP15 climate talks.   
 
By assenting to that text1, it committed Canada in the following terms: 
 

"...we shall, recognizing the scientific view that the increase in global temperature should be below 2 degrees Celsius, on 
the basis of equity and in the context of sustainable development, enhance our long-term cooperative action to combat 
climate change." [para 1] 
 

"We agree that deep cuts in global emissions are required according to science, and as documented by the IPCC Fourth 
Assessment Report with a view to reduce global emissions so as to hold the increase in global temperature below 2 
degrees Celsius, and take action to meet this objective consistent with science and on the basis of equity...." [para 2]   
 
"...Annex 1 Parties that are Party to the Kyoto Protocol will thereby further strengthen the emissions reductions initiated 
by the Kyoto Protocol...." [para 4]   
 
"We call for an assessment of the implementation of this Accord to be completed by 2015, including in light of the 
Convention's ultimate objective. This would include consideration of strengthening the long-term goal referencing various 
matters presented by the science, including in relation to temperature rises of 1.5 degrees Celsius." [para 12] 
  

The following year at COP16 in Cancún, Canada signed on to a statement which repeated a 1.5°C target2 and also 
included: 
 

"[The conference of the Parties] further recognizes that deep cuts in global greenhouse gas emissions are required 
according to science, and as documented in the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change, with a view to reducing global greenhouse gas emissions so as to hold the increase in global average temperature 
below 2°C above pre-industrial levels, and that Parties should take urgent action to meet this long-term goal, consistent 
with science and on the basis of equity; also recognizes the need to consider, in the context of the first review, as referred 
to in paragraph 138 below, strengthening the long-term global goal on the basis of the best available scientific knowledge, 
including in relation to a global average temperature rise of 1.5°C." [para I 4]   
"[The conference of the Parties] Urges developed country Parties to increase the ambition of their economy-wide emission 
reduction targets, with a view to reducing their aggregate anthropogenic emissions of carbon dioxide and other 

                                                                    
1
       United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (2009). Agenda item 9: High-level segment: Draft decision /CP.15: 

Copenhagen Accord. Report of the Conference of the Parties on its 15th session, Copenhagen, 7 – 18 December 2009, , para 1. 
2      United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (2011). Addendum Part Two: Action taken by the  
Conference of the Parties at its sixteenth session - decisions adopted by the Conference of the Parties. Report of the Conference of 
the Parties on its 16th session. Cancún, Mexico, 29 November – 10 December 2010. 
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greenhouse gases not controlled by the Montreal Protocol to a level consistent with the Fourth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change." [para IIIA 37] 
 

At COP17 in Durban last year, Canadian environment minister Peter Kent stated that: 
 
"Canada believes that the Cancún Agreements, adopted at COP 16 and flowing from the Copenhagen Accord, do provide a sound 
conceptual and practical framework to advance our collective engagement to address climate change. .....  Again, Canada supports 
the blueprint put forward at Cancún."

3
 

"To meet this objective consistent with science..." 

 
Climate science has progressed since 2009, but it should be expected that Copenhagen signatories keep appraised of 
these developments. Climate models suggest that by far the most important determinant of the global temperature 
rise is the total accumulated global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. 
 
Matthews and Caldeira (2008)4 calculated that cumulative emissions after the year 2005 of 2 640 gigatonnes (Gt) of 
carbon dioxide (CO2) would result in an average global temperature increase of 2°C since pre-industrial times.  Allen et 
al. (2009) suggested emissions of roughly 2 000 Gt CO2 after the year 2000 would result in a rise of 2°C. This threshold is 
reduced to about 1 460 Gt CO2 if other GHGs are taken into account5. 
 
Meinshausen et al. (2009) find a still lower limit, positing a 50% probability of hitting 2°C of warming if 1 440 Gt CO2 are 
emitted between 2000 and 2050. To stay within this limit, their models suggest that global emissions need to be 
reduced to between 35 and 50 Gt CO2 per year by 2020.6 Matthews et al. (2009), however, estimate that 2900 Gt CO2 is 
required to achieve a 2°C increase.7    
 
Anderson and Bows (2011), building on previous work, developed a sophisticated model which could take account of all 
Kyoto-recognized GHGs. They arrived at a 21st century total greenhouse gas budget of 2 200 Gt of carbon dioxide 
equivalent, and determined a number of pathways by which this budget could be "spent".8  In doing so, they separated 
out Annex I and non-Annex I countries due to their different needs and development paths.   
 
A United Nations Environment Programme assessment of the impact of the Copenhagen pledges concludes that global 
emissions, currently standing at around 45 Gt CO2 equivalent per year, need to peak before 2020 and fall to between 39 
and 44 Gt in that year.9  However, unlike Anderson and Bows, the authors make no distinction between the 
contributions of high-income and medium- or low-income countries in this assessment. 
 

                                                                    
3 CBC news. 2011. Canada’s climate change statement in Durban. December 7. Available online. 
4 Matthews, H.D., & Caldeira, K (2008), Stabilizing climate requires near-zero emissions. Geophysical Research Letters 35, 1-5. 
5 Myles R Allen, David J Frame, Chris Huntingford, Chris D Jones, Jason A Lowe, Meinshausen, M. & Meinshausen, N. (2009). Warming caused by 

cumulative carbon emissions towards the trillionth tonne. Nature 458, 1163-1166 
6 Meinshausen, M., Meinshausen, N., Hare, W., Raper, S.C.B., Frieler, K., Knutti, R., Frame, D.J., & Allen, M.R. (2009),  Greenhouse-gas emission 

targets for limiting global warming to 2°C.  Nature 458, 1158-1162 
7 Matthews, H.D., Gillett, N.P., Stott, P.A. & Zickfeld, K. (2009), The proportionality of global warming to cumulative carbon emissions. Nature  

459: 829-832 
8     Anderson, K., & Bows, A. (2011). Beyond ‘dangerous climate change: emission scenarios for a new world.     
       Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society 369, 20-44. 
9 United Nations Environment Programme (2010), The Emissions Gap Report:  Are the Copenhagen Accord Pledges Sufficient to Limit Global 

Warming to 2°C or 1.5°C - a preliminary assessment.  Available online.  

online
http://www.unep.org/publications/ebooks/emissionsgapreport
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The British-based AVOID research programme has assessed a wide range of possible emissions pathways, and found 
that overall emissions must peak by 2019 if a 2°C target is to be maintained (unless large-scale negative emissions 
can be achieved at a later date—a highly uncertain prospect at present).  Total carbon budgets for up to year 2050 
range from 1 400 to 1 600 Gt.10 

"...and on the basis of equity." 

 
All serious commentators are clear that some short-term increase in emissions is inevitable in low- and middle-income 
countries as they pursue development to reduce poverty, and the Copenhagen and Cancun documents implicitly 
recognize this: 
 

"... the largest share of historical global emissions of greenhouse gases originated in developed countries and that, owing 
to this historical responsibility, developed country Parties must take the lead in combating climate change and the adverse 
effects thereof..." [para IIIA]   
 
"Urges developed country Parties to increase the ambition of their economy-wide emission reduction targets, with a view 
to reducing their aggregate anthropogenic emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases not controlled by the 
Montreal Protocol to a level consistent with the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change." 11 [para IIIA 37]   

 

"Equity" therefore is not about equality of emission reduction levels, but places the responsibility primarily on high-
income, high-emissions countries (such as Canada) to reduce their emissions. It also requires them to provide 
assistance to lower-income countries in enabling them to pursue low-carbon development paths. 
 
Anderson & Bows (2011) recognize the existence of this distinction. Of the two conceivable emissions pathways for all 
GHG that limit warming to 2°C, one calls for a 25% reduction of emissions by Annex 1 countries by 2020, and the other 
for a 57% reduction by Annex 1 countries over the same period (compared to a 1990 baseline). 
 
To meet the Copenhagen objective in agreement with science and on the basis of equity requires at least a 25% 
reduction by 2020 as compared to a 1990 baseline. This corresponds to a reduction to 442 million tonnes (Mt) of CO2 

equivalent emissions per year. Anderson & Bows (2011) assume a relatively generous carbon budget compared to other 
studies. Hence it is likely that a more ambitious reduction target will be required both for 2020 and for subsequent 
years. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                    
10 Bernie, D., Gohar, L.K., & Lowe, J.A. (2012). Development of emissions pathways meeting a range of long-term temperature targets.  AVOID. 

Available online. 
11 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (2011). Addendum Part Two: Action taken by the Conference of the Parties at its 

sixteenth session - decisions adopted by the Conference of the Parties. Report of the Conference of the Parties on its 16th session. Cancún, 
Mexico, 29 November – 10 December 2010. 

http://www.metoffice.gov.uk/avoid/files/avoid6_flyer.pdf
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Canada falls short on commitments 

 
At Copenhagen, Canada committed to a 2020 target of limiting emission to 607 million tonnes (Mt) of CO2 equivalent: 
an emissions reduction of 17% by 2020 compared to a 2005 baseline.12 Compared to the 1990 baseline used by the 
majority of Annex I parties, this is actually a 3% increase. This is inadequate when compared with the reductions 
required by the emissions pathways emerging from recent climate research. 
Canada’s effect on other countries' commitments 
 
Several of the Copenhagen emissions reductions commitments are conditional upon other countries doing their fair 
share.  For example, the European Union, together with Switzerland, Liechtenstein and Iceland, has committed to a 
20% reduction by 2020 (compared to a 1990 baseline). This reduction would increase to 30% if other Annex 1 countries 
were to accept similarly ambitious targets. Norway and Australia made similar conditional commitments.13 
As a result Canada weakens the impact of Copenhagen commitments by not only choosing a weak target itself, but also 
by limiting the level of commitment made by other developed countries. 
Will Canada meet its commitment? 
 
An Environment Canada (2012) report predicted that, on the basis of existing government measures, Canada's 2020 
emissions would amount to 720 million tonnes (Mt) of CO2 equivalent.14 Removing Canada’s arbitrarily-selected 
contribution of 25 Mt to the Land Use, Land-Use Change, and Forestry sector introduced by Environment Canada 
(2012), the 2020 prediction becomes 745 Mt. This is higher than the 740 Mt emitted in the Canadian baseline year of 
2005. It is clear that, failing significant new initiatives to reduce emissions, Canada is unable to meet even its 
inadequate Copenhagen commitment. In this report, the federal government claims that "Canada is halfway to 
meeting its 2020 target". However, this is incongruent with the facts. 
 
There is no indication of political will to introduce emissions reduction initiatives required to hit the target.  The 
majority of the reduction in the carbon intensity of the Canadian economy in recent years has arisen through provincial 
initiatives such as Ontario's phase-out of coal power, and not from federal initiatives. 
 
The principal reason for this projected failure for Canada to meet its targets is the rapid growth of bitumen mining 
in northern Alberta (Figure 1). Without tar sands development, continued emissions reductions would be readily 
achievable. With continued development and expansion, Canada will not only to miss its target but to increase its 
emissions. 
 
The projected rapid increase of bitumen-related emissions is a direct result of government policy.  The oil industry 
receives approximately $1.4 billion in subsidies from the federal government. Legislation passed in 2012 removed many 
of the environmental protections which would otherwise limit the rapid growth of bitumen production. 
 

                                                                    
12

     United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (2012). Compilation of economy-wide emission 
        reduction targets to be implemented by Parties included in Annex 1 to the Convention, revised note by the 
       secretariat, para II.7, p.4 
13 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (2011).  Compilation of economy-wide emission reduction targets to be 

implemented by Parties included in Annex I to the Convention:  revised note by the secretariat. 
14 Environment Canada (2012).  Canada's Emissions Trends 2012,  ISBN 978-1-100-21063-6  
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Figure 1: Projected greenhouse gas emissions for Canada from 2005 to 2025 by sector, with interpolated values for 
2015 and extrapolated values for 2025 based on existing trends (Data Source: Environment Canada 2012). 
 

The effect of Canadian bitumen mining on international emissions levels 

 
The tar sands are set to be one of Canada’s fastest and largest growing emissions sources between now and the 
deadlines for strong emissions cuts. They make up a significant, and one could argue Canada’s most significant , 
contribution to the global carbon budget. According the IPCCC, the global authority on climate modelling, we have 
room to emit 565 Gt of CO2 in order to have a reasonable chance of keeping global temperature rise below 2 degrees. 
On the other side of the scale, the global oil, coal and gas industry has 2 795 Gt in their proven reserves.15 In order to 
keep GHG emissions levels below those that would warm the planet beyond the 2°C limit, numbers from the 
International Energy Agency suggest that tar sands production be capped at 3.3 million barrels per day (bpd), however, 
capacity including existing projects is projected to reach 5.3 million bpd, with proposed projects potentially able to 
bring that number to 7.1 million bpd.16 As such, emissions from tar sands development are poised to single-handedly 
exceed the warming limit to which Canada agreed as part of the Copenhagen Accord. 
 
Though the tar sands only represent a small proportion of total proven reserves, they have set a precedent for extreme 
and unconventional fossil fuel extraction. Nations worldwide with oil shale and other tar sands deposits are looking to 
Canada to derive standards for extracting this energy, which has a high economic and environmental cost to obtain. 
The high-emissions example Canada has set may have dangerous ramifications across the international community. 
 

                                                                    
15    Carbon Tracker Initiative (2012). Unburnable Carbon - Are the world's financial markets carrying a carbon bubble? 
      Available online. 
16   International Energy Agency (2010). World Energy Outlook. 650 pp. Available online. 

http://www.carbontracker.org/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2012/08/Unburnable-
http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/name,27324,en.html


Commitment Issues 6 

 

 

Conclusion 

 
Canada is currently not on track to fulfill its commitments to emissions reductions made in Copenhagen and Cancún, 
and further substantiated in Durban. The primary obstacle to emissions reductions is bitumen mining in the expanding 
tar sands developments, made possible in large part by federal subsidies and changes to regulatory structures for 
environmental assessments. In order to fulfill its international commitments to CO2 emissions reductions and avoid 
setting a dangerous precedent for extreme extraction, Canada must limit bitumen mining effort and place a 
moratorium on new tar sands developments. 
 
 
 
 
 

Acknowledgements 

 
Lead author: Mark Bigland-Pritchard, Ph.D. (Low Energy Design Ltd.) 
  
Contributors: Karen Rooney, B.Sc.N., (CYD-DJC), Alana Westwood, B.Sc. Hons (CYD-DJC) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Cover photo © Pembina Institute 


