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BACKGROUNDER 
Canada’s Fair Share: The Story Behind the Numbers 

Greenhouse Gas Reductions 
 

 Limiting global warming requires keeping global greenhouse gas emissions within a cumulative carbon 

budget
1
. Estimates by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change suggest that to keep global warming 

to less than 2°C requires a budget that, with current global emissions, could be used up in less than 20 years. 

To limit warming to less than 1.5°C clearly implies a much smaller remaining budget and therefore a more 

rapid transition
2
. 

 There is increasing acceptance by scientists
3
 and governments

4
 that climate protection requires deep 

decarbonization of the world’s energy system if severe climate disruption is to be avoided. Small, 

incremental reductions in carbon pollution are not commensurate with climate protection. A paradigm shift 

is required that sets Canada on a course to phasing out fossil fuels and phasing in a 100% renewable energy 

system
5
. 

 If Canada is to be on track to zero greenhouse gas emissions within 35 years (2050) and considering national 

emissions were at a level of 699 million tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent (Mt CO2eq) in 2012 (the last 

year with data available), then a straight-line assessment suggests the country needs to cut emissions by one-

third in ten years, to a level of 460 Mt in 2025
6
. To compare this target to baselines other countries are using, 

the one-third reduction in ten years equates to 37% below 2005 by 2025, 21% below 1990 by 2025, or 33% 

below 2012 by 2025.  

 Numerous studies suggest deep decarbonization is not only possible for Canada, but cost-effective, offering 

multiple co-benefits in terms of productivity, competitiveness, sustainability, energy access and well-being. 

                                                 
1  A global budget of 2900 billion tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent (Gt CO2 eq.) since the industrial revolution to have a greater than 

66% likelihood of not exceeding 2°C. Two thirds of the budget has already been used as of 2012, leaving less than 1000 Gt CO2 eq. 

IPCC Fifth Assessment Synthesis Report, p. 40. 

2  Climate Action Network International. (2014). Long-term Global Goals for 2050: Phase out fossil fuel emissions and phase in 100% 

renewable energy. http://www.climatenetwork.org/sites/default/files/can_position-long_term_global_goals_for_2050.pdf 

3  Sustainable Canada Dialogues. (2015). Acting on climate change: Solutions from Canadian scholars. Montreal, QC. McGill 

University.  

4  Draft Negotiation Text for the Paris Agreement; http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2015/adp2/eng/01.pdf 

5  Sustainable Canada Dialogues. (2015). Acting on climate change: Solutions from Canadian scholars. Montreal, QC: McGill 

University. 

6  This level is also roughly in line with the recommendations of the International Panel on Climate Change, which 
concludes that developed countries need to cut their emissions in half from 2010 levels by 2030 in order to stay within 
global emissions trajectories compatible with the 2°C warming limit. For Canada, this would mean 447Mt in 2025 and 
350Mt in 2030. 



 

One study suggests that respecting the restraints required by a global carbon budget can be achieved with 

Canada’s economy tripling by 2050 (from $1.26 trillion in 2010 to $3.81 trillion in 2050).
7
 

 
Figure 1:  If Canada is to be on track to zero greenhouse gas emissions within 35 years (2050) and considering national emissions were at 

a level of 699 million tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent (Mt CO2eq) in 2012 (the last year with data available), then a straight-line 

assessment suggests the country needs to cut emissions by one-third in ten years, to a level of 460 Mt in 2025. Also shown is the IPCC 

finding that developed countries need to reduce their emissions by half from 2010 levels by 2030 for global emissions pathways 

compatible with the 2°C warming limit. 

Financial Contribution 
 

                                                 
7  Sachs, J., & Tubiana, L. (Eds.). (2014). Deep decarbonization 2014 report: Canada chapter. Sustainable Development Solutions 

Network and Institute for Sustainable Development and International Relations. 
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Fundamental to a comprehensive contribution to global climate protection is the requirement for industrialized 

countries to invest in and build the capacity in less developed countries to cut carbon pollution, to avoid 

continuing dependence on carbon-intensive energy solutions, such as fossil fuels, and, in vulnerable countries, to 

adapt to a changing climate. Canada’s fair share of global climate financing has been estimated at 4%. Both, 

Canada’s $300 million contribution to the Green Climate Fund in 2014 (of a total pledge amount of about $10 

billion), as well as Canada’s contribution to the Copenhagen Fast Start Finance funding in 2010-2012 ($1.2bn of 

$30bn total)  represented about 3-4% of the total amount. For 2020, the finance goal promised by developed 

countries at the Copenhagen Climate Conference in 2009 is $100 billion; a contribution at the 4% level suggests 

Canada should aim for $4 billion by 2020. Sources for these funds could include: 

 The social costs of carbon pollution (the net present value of the extra damage caused by the emission of one 

more tonne of CO2 today) have recently been estimated to be at least $40 USD/tonne of CO2 and as high as 

$220 USD/tonne
8
 . A national carbon price of $40/tonne covering 80% of national emissions in 2020 could 

generate $19.5 billion in annual revenue
9
.  The proportion of this revenue redistributed to provinces would 

form the basis of federal/provincial negotiations, but it is reasonable to assume that the federal government 

would have access to $4 billion for purposes of international commitments. 

 The International Energy Agency pegged nearly half of its estimate of $34 billion in annual subsidies in 

2011 to the Canadian oil, gas and coal sectors as the result of uncollected taxes on externalized costs (social 

cost), including pollution, accidents and congestion ($19.4 billion of the total $34 billion).
10,11

 

 Canada has the potential through a combination of carbon pricing and subsidy reduction to generate the 

resources required to achieve $4 billion a year in 2020 contribution to the global objective of a least $100 

billion in climate protection.  

                                                 
8  http://cleantechnica.com/2015/01/16/the-social-cost-of-carbon-is-six-times-higher-than-estimated 

9  This assumes an emission level in 2020 of 611Mt CO2eq, as per Canada’s Copenhagen commitment to reduce emissions by 17% 

below 2005 levels by that date. Further assuming a coverage of 80% of these emissions by a carbon price, results in 80% x 610Mt x 

$40/t = $19.5bn 
10  http://www.imf.org/external/np/pp/eng/2013/012813.pdf 

11  http://thetyee.ca/Opinion/2014/05/15/Canadas-34-Billion-Fossil-Fuel-Subsidies/ 


