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Equity in Long-Term Mitigation

Tejal Kanitkar and T. Jayaraman

Despite the passage of more than 20 years since the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) came into 
existence in 1992, the adequacy of climate action in terms of both 
mitigation and adaptation remains a matter of profound concern 
across most sections of global public opinion.

The complex, if not tortuous, path that global climate negotiations 
have taken to arrive even at the Paris Agreement in 2015 is testimony 
to the considerable difficulties that attend the process of coordinated 
action at the global scale to deal with the various dimensions of cli-
mate action. It is well known that there are significant fault lines 
between different nations or groups of nations on contentious issues 
at the global negotiations. While the broad divide between devel-
oped and developing nations continues to exist, numerous other 
fault lines have appeared between nations that have begun, in part, 
to overshadow this older division. There are a number of issues which 
characterize these fault lines, but it is equity in long-term mitigation 
action, an issue that goes back to the origins of the global climate 
discourse, that will be the subject of this chapter. While this issue 
was originally framed almost wholly within the developed versus 
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developing framework, it has, perhaps unsurprisingly, continued to 
be one of the key contentious issues.

What do we mean by equity? For the purposes of this chapter, we 
shall take a pragmatic view of the concept and treat it as equivalent 
to the term fairness and consider it to be the equivalent in environ-
mental governance of what is implied by the term justice in a more 
philosophical language (Schroeder and Pisupati 2010). This is, of 
course, somewhat of an oversimplification and there are subtle dif-
ferences between the concepts of justice, fairness, and equity, which 
we shall not have cause to pursue in detail in the rest of the chapter 
(see Konow 2003, for a more detailed discussion). More relevant 
to our discussion is the fact that equity can encompass a range of 
ideas, drawn from a number of varying approaches to the concept. 
Equity may relate to equity of outcomes of a particular policy or a 
governance regime. Equity of processes by which a policy or a regime 
is arrived at is another consideration. Equity may involve redistribu-
tive justice to correct historical wrongs suffered by communities, 
groups, societies, or countries. It is also important to note that equity 
may refer to fairness between individuals, between communities or 
groups, or nations. Equity may also refer simply to fairness between 
individuals without reference to their location in communities or 
nations. In some perspectives, markets are inherently dis-equalizing, 
and hence equity requires that the unregulated functioning of mar-
kets should not be permitted. All these varying notions of equity, 
which by no means exhaust the entire range of possible meanings 
attached to equity, in fact do make their appearance in some fashion 
in the global climate discourse.

Equity and the Global Climate Regime

Within the narrower scope of climate action in the framework of the 
UNFCCC, considerations of equity in climate change typically begin 
from the interpretation of Article 3.1 of the UNFCCC that states: 
‘The Parties should protect the climate system for the benefit of pres-
ent and future generations of humankind, on the basis of equity and 
in accordance with their common but differentiated responsibilities 
and respective capabilities’ (UNFCCC 1992). Article 3.1, in fact, 
follows immediately on Article 2 that states the ‘ultimate objective’ 
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of the Convention, namely, the ‘stabilization of greenhouse gas con-
centrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent danger-
ous anthropogenic interference with the climate system’ (UNFCCC 
1992). Since the primary means of protecting the climate system 
for present and future generations is through the drastic slowing 
down and eventual cessation of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
of anthropogenic origin, considerations of equity in climate change 
have typically focused on mitigation and the manner in which differ-
ent nations are to share the global responsibility enjoined in Article 2.  
Alongside equity, Article 3.1 also states clearly the principle of ‘com-
mon but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities’ 
(CBDR&RC) in protecting the climate system, and one of the key 
issues in considerations of equity in relation to climate change is the 
relationship between equity and the CBDR&RC principle.

The import of the last sentence in the statement of Article 3.1 
that ‘developed country Parties should take the lead in combating 
climate change and the adverse effects thereof ’ is clearly the recogni-
tion that global inequalities between nations demand that greater 
responsibility lies with the developed countries. Though sometimes 
not recognized as such, it is evident that this statement is an equity 
principle, and one that was the first to be articulated in practice as 
we shall discuss shortly. The demand for greater climate action from 
the developed countries is discussed further in Articles 4.3 and 4.5, 
which detail the commitments of the developed countries listed 
in Annex II to assist the developing countries in climate action, 
including the provision of finance for climate action and technology 
transfer. Article 4.8 further recognizes the specialized needs of some 
nations due to the response measures to combat global warming.

The UNFCCC itself clearly recognizes that equity in climate 
change cannot be limited to mitigation alone. Equity concerns are 
associated with adaptation as well. Many countries and communi-
ties that are poor are recognized as being particularly vulnerable 
to climate change (Smit and Pilifosova 2003; Smith et al. 2009). 
Equity issues arise in other aspects of adaptation, including adapta-
tion finance (Ayers and Huq 2009; Denton 2010). Article 4.4 as well 
as Article 4.8, just referred to, specifically recognize the adaptation 
needs of vulnerable countries, with the latter outlining the vulner-
able settings in some detail, while the equity aspect of adaptation is 
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specifically recognized in Article 4.4 through the responsibility of 
the developed countries to assist the developing ones in adaptation. 
To sum up, it is clear that the very need for global action in a very 
unequal world would immediately raise the issue of equity.

The crux of the problem of equity post the ratification of the 
UNFCCC was therefore not quite the recognition of the need for 
equity in climate action, but the manner in which this need was to 
be articulated in detail and operationalized, especially with regard 
to long-term mitigation goals. While the Convention is seemingly 
a stirring document for unity of action, the operationalizing of 
equity brings to the fore immediately all the ambiguities that are 
present in the language of the Convention. This is a more general 
problem with equity in other contexts too, that operationaliza-
tion is not easy even if the broad principles are clear. As Konow 
(2000: 1073) notes: ‘Agreement on principles of fairness, however, 
does not rule out substantial disparity in claims based on those 
principles. In addition, the difficulty, perhaps even impossibility, 
of simple solutions to injustice does not preclude the existence of 
simple principles of justice.’

Even prior to specific means of implementing fairness in practice, 
one of the first fault lines that immediately emerges in the context of 
operationalizing equity is the tension in Article 3.1 between the term 
‘on the basis of equity’ and the CBDR&RC principle that immedi-
ately follows it. Given the specificity of the latter, and the construc-
tion of the sentence, to many commentators it has seemed that the 
latter is simply the explication of the former, and therefore specifying 
the means to operationalize equity (Metz 2000; Ringius, Torvanger, 
and Underdal 2002). To others though, it has equally seemed that 
since the CBDR&RC is capable of being operationalized in a very 
large number of ways, equity should be the basis of selecting from 
among all approaches that satisfy the former. Thus, ‘on the basis 
of equity’ states an independent principle apart from CBDR&RC 
(Cazorla and Toman 2001; Pan, Teng, and Wang 2014). Over time, 
various approaches to equity have been suggested that cover the 
entire range of possibilities, from operationalizing equity in a way 
that automatically ensures CBDR&RC to the other, where the latter 
is seen as explicating the former and so effectively only the latter is 
taken implemented.
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The first attempt at operationalizing equity was in the formulation 
of the Kyoto Protocol (KP), where the key equity principle was simply 
the differentiation between developed and developing country parties 
(UNFCCC 1997). Notwithstanding the enthusiasm for the KP in 
many developing countries for several years until the Paris Agreement, 
it was clear that the KP was seriously deficient in important ways. One 
was that the broad differentiation of Annex I and non-Annex I parties 
adopted in the KP clubbed many large emerging economies alongside 
the least developed countries in the non-Annex I category, and was 
unlikely to work in the long term. Furthermore, the non-Annex I par-
ties were not required to take any action (except emissions reduction 
through carbon trading), while the Annex I parties had fixed targets, 
which soon became clear was untenable. Efforts to find more nuanced 
ways of differentiation of countries and regions were almost imme-
diately undertaken, and although the Annex I versus non-Annex I 
classification continued to hold in the formal negotiations, different 
axes of classification had already started emerging in the literature. 
While the impact of these discussions was seen in the formal nego-
tiations, with developing countries agreeing to undertake voluntary 
mitigation action in Bali, at the 15th Conference of the Parties (COP 
15) in Copenhagen, the first signs of the breakdown of the KP and the 
emergence of a new mitigation regime became evident. The second 
and more important problem was that climate science was making it 
increasingly definite that the KP in its existing form would be highly 
inadequate, given the quantum of emissions reductions required to 
limit temperature rise, especially for long-term mitigation. In any 
case, the KP did not even have a long-term mitigation goal.

Since then, the focus of the equity debate in the climate discourse 
has decisively shifted to the problem of how the global long-term 
mitigation goal was to be broken down to the long-term mitigation 
goals of individual nations. This will be the subject of the rest of this 
chapter, even though, as we have already noted, this by no means 
exhausts the question of equity in climate action.

Operationalizing Equity in Long-Term Mitigation Goals

The many different approaches to operationalizing equity can be 
broadly classified by two criteria: (i) what is to be divided in terms 
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of the framing of the global mitigation target; and (ii) how is it to be 
divided in terms of the mitigation responsibility for different regions 
or countries.

The Global Mitigation Target—What Is to Be Divided?

Two broad categories of approaches to the definition of the global 
mitigation target can be identified as: the ‘resource-sharing approach’ 
and the ‘effort-sharing approach’ (Baer, Athanasiou, and Kartha 
2007). The resource-sharing approach basically argues that the atmo-
sphere is a sink for GHG (dominantly carbon, of course) emissions, 
and that this constitutes an economic resource, since it enabled in 
the past and enables in the present and future the use of fossil fuel-
based technologies that are typically cheaper than non-fossil fuel-
based ones in the transition to a carbon-free world. This argument 
has been further strengthened with the identification by climate 
science of a definite carbon budget for the world, determining the 
total capacity of the atmosphere as a carbon sink corresponding to 
a particular limit on temperature rise (Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change [IPCC] 2013).1 It is this carbon budget which is 
to be divided among regions and/or countries based on a variety 
of parameters. There is a choice to be made here: whether the car-
bon budget should refer to only the currently remaining capacity 
to absorb emissions (the past having been written off); or whether 
it should include the capacity to absorb emissions from the period 
of the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, when anthropogenic 
emissions became truly substantial.

The effort-sharing approach, on the other hand, estimates the total 
burden of mitigation as the difference between a baseline trajectory 
of emissions growth that would have taken place without mitigation 
and a stabilization trajectory of emissions, that is, an emissions tra-
jectory that would ensure that temperature rise stays below a prede-
termined limit. Unlike the carbon space used in the first category of 
approaches, what is divided among countries and/or regions in these 

1  For an account of the scientific advance on the carbon budgets 
approach and its application to climate policy, see Kanitkar et al. (2013) 
and the references therein.
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effort-sharing approaches is the mitigation burden, defined as the 
difference between these two trajectories—baseline and stabilization. 
Figure 6.1 provides an illustration of the basic difference between the 
two sets of approaches.

The area under the curve labelled ‘Global Stabilization Trajectory’ 
represents the global carbon space between 2016 and 2050. On the 
other hand, the area between the two curves labelled ‘Global Baseline 
Trajectory’ and ‘Global Stabilization Trajectory’ represents the global 
mitigation burden between 2016 and 2050. In the resource-sharing 
approaches, the global carbon space is divided among regions and 
countries, referring to the emissions that are allowed for each one in 
the future. In the effort-sharing approaches, the carbon space, indi-
cated as the space between the two curves, is divided among regions 
and countries using different parameters, referring of course to the 
emissions reduction that each one has to undertake. In the resource-
sharing approach, past emissions can be brought into the picture as 
an integral part of what is to be shared. On the other hand, in the 
effort-sharing approach, past emissions have to be included as an 
external selection parameter in determining what share of the burden 
is due to each country or region.
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Figure 6.1  What Is to Be Divided?—Difference between Carbon Budgets 
(Resource Sharing) and Mitigation Burden (Effort Sharing)
Source: This figure has been created by the authors using dummy data purely for 
illustrative purposes.
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Elementary as these sound, these two options represent the domi-
nant approaches to equity in long-term mitigation targets. A number 
of developing countries as well as a wide range of global civil society 
and academic voices have indicated, in various ways, a preference for 
one or the other of these two approaches.

However, neither of these approaches to long-term mitigation 
goals have been popular among the developed countries. Instead, 
it is argued that the emission flows (typically estimated annually) 
from individual nations must all decrease and converge to a prede-
termined value by a certain period, with some leeway for developing 
countries perhaps to reach this value somewhat later in time (Meyer 
1999). Here, the ‘equity’ principle is the equality of emission flows 
among the various parties, though this has been severely contested 
by proponents of the other two approaches. With the notion of the 
carbon budget having been established scientifically, this alternate 
approach has had to also determine the rate of decline of emissions 
and the value at which they would converge within the limits set 
by the carbon budget. This approach illustrates most sharply the 
tension over whether the CBDR&RC principle is tantamount to 
simply operationalizing equity, since it can be quite obviously argued 
that this approach fulfils the CBDR&RC principle, while obviously 
violating any commonsensical notion of equity.

Distributing the Mitigation Target—How Is the Target to Be 
Divided between Regions?

Once the global mitigation target is estimated, either in the form of 
carbon space or in the form of a mitigation burden, the next step is 
to divide this quantum of space or burden among different countries 
and/or regions. The difference between the starting points in the 
resource and burden-sharing schemes, discussed earlier, necessarily 
means that the range of parameters or indicators available for further 
distribution in both these approaches are different. In the resource-
sharing or carbon space approach, it is the available resource that is 
being distributed. The simplest method available for the purpose of 
distribution of carbon space is a straightforward distribution based 
on a selected parameter, for example, distribution among countries 
on a per capita basis, that is, the share of each country’s population. 
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In the effort-sharing approach, it is the notional deviation from a 
baseline trajectory constructed for the future that is to be estimated 
and then distributed. A per capita division of the mitigation burden 
in this case will have to be applied differently, that is, with a reversed 
logic, since concerns of equity would dictate that a higher population 
should not translate to a higher share of the mitigation burden.

The per capita basis for distributing the mitigation target, however 
this may be defined, has been an enduring feature of equity propos-
als. At the level of parties in the negotiations, this has been most 
consistently argued by India. One notable feature of the per capita 
argument is, of course, that it takes into account both global equity 
and international equity in one single parameter. On the other hand, 
this has been contested by Annex I parties, and even by developing 
countries such as Brazil, who have argued for past cumulative emis-
sions and their consequent contribution to temperature increase, 
without however allowing allocation to be made on a per capita 
basis. The other basis of differentiation that also forms part of many 
equity proposals from developing countries is past cumulative emis-
sions. Developing countries have consistently argued that the very 
notion of differentiation in the UNFCCC is in some sense based 
on this ‘historical responsibility’. However, developed countries have 
also been insistent that this principle is entirely inadmissible.

Some Specific Proposals to Operationalize Equity

A number of specific ways to operationalize equity have been pro-
posed that fall within these broad classifications, using different 
definitions of mitigation targets as well as different parameters for 
their distribution among different countries or regions. Some of the 
more prominent and well-known ones are summarized in Table 6.1.

Next, we will examine briefly one proposal from each category to 
illustrate the difference in perspectives.

Convergence-Based Approaches: The Contraction and Conver-
gence Approach

The Contraction and Convergence (C&C) approach—reducing 
emission flows from each country to an equal level over time—was 
indeed one of the earliest proposals, though the initial emphasis was 
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on speeding up mitigation action, rather than any considerations of 
equity, on the argument that all countries must start reducing emis-
sions right away. The equity principle was more explicitly recognized 
in the modified Contract and Differential Convergence (CDC), 
where differentiation is allowed more explicitly, even allowing devel-
oping countries to briefly increase emissions before emissions reduc-
tion begins. In both variants, the annual per capita emission flows 
of both developed and developing countries converge to a predeter-
mined value by a target year. In Meyer (1999), this predetermined 
value is that of their population shares by a target year.

A particular version of the C&C approach relevant to India is 
the rather grandiosely labelled Manmohan Singh Convergence 
Principle that refers to the offer made by India’s then prime minister 
in 2007 at the Heiligendamm G8 Summit that India’s per capita 
annual emissions would never exceed the per capita annual emis-
sions of developed countries (Ministry of External Affairs 2007). 
This has not, however, been pursued by India in practice subsequent 
to COP 15.

These sets of proposals focus exclusively on annual emission flows 
and do not consider cumulative emissions or emissions stocks in their 
calculations of mitigation targets for individual countries. These pro-
posals are often thought of as uncomplicated, and therefore easy to 
implement as well as monitor. However, there are two fundamental 
drawbacks of such a flow-based formulation from the equity stand-
point of most other proposals. The first is that they ‘grandfather’ past 
emissions and only consider future emission flows, in the process 
disproportionately penalizing developing countries. The second is 
that the exclusive focus on flows and the lack of acknowledgement 
of the implied cumulative emissions that each flow trajectory repre-
sents, violates principles of equity by allowing developed countries to 
capture more carbon space even in the future.

Effort-Sharing Proposals: The Climate Equity Reference  
Framework  

The Climate Equity Reference Framework (CERF) is currently 
one of the popular approaches in the literature to achieve equity, 
especially in academia and civil society. It was advocated initially 
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as an approach that can potentially include both elements of the 
CBDR&RC principle, that is, responsibility and capability (Baer, 
Athanasiou, and Kartha 2007; Kartha and Dooley 2016). In the 
more recent versions (Holz, Kartha, and Athanasiou 2018), histori-
cal cumulative emissions have been included as one of the potential 
measures of responsibility. In this proposal, typically the CBDR&RC 
is seen as the operational guideline for equity.

In this typical effort-sharing approach, the baseline scenarios have 
been constructed using variants of integrated assessment models that 
produce projections of economic growth, energy use, and correspond-
ing emissions using a large number of exogenous and endogenous 
variables. Several such models have been constructed and several 
scenarios have been investigated (see, for instance, Nakicenovic et 
al. 2000). In most of these models, the global scenario is built from 
bottom-up considerations based on the globe divided into several 
regions, with the regions being linked through trade and investments. 
The emissions trajectory which must be reached through mitigation 
action was earlier (in the period before the IPCC Fifth Assessment 
Report [AR5]) based on some stabilization trajectory chosen from 
a range of possible trajectories referenced in the IPCC. In the more 
recent literature, authors underline that their chosen ‘stabilization 
pathways’ are consistent with AR5 results. This means that the 
trajectory chosen, say, a ‘66% probability—2°C trajectory’, should 
be compatible with a corresponding value of cumulative emissions 
allowed between, say, 2016 and 2100. The difference between the 
baseline trajectory and the stabilization trajectory chosen is then the 
global mitigation burden.

Having defined the global burden, the next task is to distribute 
this burden among different countries and regions. This step varies 
widely across different proposals. Among these proposals, the one 
which does the most justice to the equity principle is the CERF. 
In this approach, equity is ensured by the process of assigning for 
every country a certain amount of emission rights automatically, 
in proportion to the number of people below the poverty line. The 
CBDR&RC is implemented through the provision of sharing the 
remainder of the shift (after the poverty-based emissions rights for 
all countries is implemented) from the business-as-usual to the target 
trajectory, by a formula that accounts for both the responsibility 
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2  Available at https://calculator.climateequityreference.org/.

aspect (based on cumulative emissions from a certain base year) and 
the aspect of capability (that is based on per capita gross domestic 
product [GDP]).

The CERF approach and some of its variants are often considered 
as advantageous for three reasons. First, it explicitly acknowledges 
both responsibility and capability indicators, thus including the full 
scope of the principle of CBDR&RC in its analysis. Second, while 
it uses cumulative historical emissions as an indicator of respon-
sibility, the actual calculation of mitigation burdens is emissions 
flow based, which is claimed to make the approach amenable to 
a periodic review process to monitor and verify progress on miti-
gation. Third, it completely avoids any narrative of ‘entitlements’, 
except for the poverty factor, which may make it a politically easier 
option around which consensus may be built. The Climate Equity 
Reference Calculator (CERC)2 provides a tool for interactive use 
based on various assumptions that can be used to demonstrate the 
application of the CERF.

We put forward criticisms of the approach in two categories. First, 
the mitigation burden that is calculated is primarily determined by 
the global stabilization trajectory chosen and the baseline trajecto-
ries constructed for each country/region. The chosen simulation is 
only one among many possible stabilization trajectories that obey 
the limit of total allowable cumulative emissions for the future. The 
baseline trajectory, on the other hand, is essentially a counterfactual; 
and especially for developing countries, with dynamically changing 
economic structures and policies, such baselines for the long term are 
fraught with uncertainty. Thus, the particular choices of trajectories 
have serious consequences for how the mitigation burden is distrib-
uted across parties.

The second problem with this approach is that the mitigation 
burden for each region, which is essentially a share of the global 
mitigation burden, is progressively calculated. This implies that any 
growth leading to substantial increase in per capita GDP for a coun-
try would lead to an increase in its share of the mitigation burden. 
In the perspective of the resource-sharing approach, this progressive 
estimation of the burden implies that with economic growth, the 
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share of the carbon space allocated to a country would progressively 
decrease, and typically successful poverty alleviation would result in 
the penalty of a higher mitigation burden. Thus, the approach pro-
gressively undermines its own stated principle of historical respon-
sibility, leading to potentially significant negative consequences for 
large emerging economies in particular.

Resource-Sharing Proposals: The Carbon Budget Approach

The carbon budget approach, though originally proposed very early 
on, has been considerably sharpened more recently. Going beyond 
the first significant versions of more recent times, with specific quan-
titative estimates, the approach has attracted attention from others, 
especially climate scientists, since cumulative emissions became the 
preferred mode (in the Fifth Assessment Report of the IPCC) of calcu-
lating the maximum allowed emissions for keeping global warming 
below a specified temperature increase (of course, keeping in mind 
the uncertainties involved). At the same time, the approach attracts 
much political pushback, including on one occasion from the 
Secretary-General of the UNFCCC whose rejection of the approach 
was based on the assumption that the approach would be politically 
infeasible to implement (Harvey 2013).

There is significant scientific literature now, providing a range of 
estimates for the allowed cumulative GHG emissions into the future 
and the quantum of the cumulative emissions that have occurred 
since the last quarter of the nineteenth century, according to the 
temperature increase target that is specified (IPCC 2013; Rogelj et 
al. 2016; Tokarska and Gillet 2018). The carbon budget approach to 
sharing the global mitigation target has been explicated in other pub-
lications by the authors of this chapter, and has also been discussed 
in other proposals in this category (Jiahua and Ying 2009; Kanitkar 
et al. 2010, 2013). In this approach, the distribution of cumula-
tive emissions, whether taking account of the past or not, depends 
upon an upfront calculation based on entitlements. The basis for 
such entitlements is of course a matter of negotiation, and different 
proposals may use varying assumptions and parameters.

In some variants of the carbon budget approach, there is a straight-
forward entitlement to cumulative emissions for countries based on 
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the per capita principle (this requires a choice of base year for deter-
mining the population), from which it emerges that developed coun-
tries have far overdrawn their ‘fair share’ and owe the world a carbon 
debt, while developing countries face a deficit in the gap between the 
cumulative emissions possible and their ‘fair share’. However, such 
proposals reach a dead end unless a possible way of dealing with 
the carbon debt is outlined. Recent discussions in the literature have 
echoed much older proposals suggesting that ‘negative emissions’, 
namely, sequestering carbon on a large scale from the atmosphere, is 
possible. However, such proposals are highly speculative at this point 
(see Kartha and Dooley 2016; Smith et al. 2016). Another possibility 
is to neglect the past cumulative emissions, but this certainly appears 
to be inequitable to many. A third alternative chooses a middle path 
in including past emissions in determining the entitlements to future 
cumulative emissions (Kanitkar et al. 2013). Other parameters may 
be included in determining responsibility and capability, including 
per capita GDP or non-income human development index (HDI). 
Such possibilities have been explored in Jayaraman, Kanitkar, and 
D’Souza (2011).

The advantage of the carbon budget approach is that it eliminates 
the uncertainties in determining both stabilization trajectories and 
baseline trajectories characteristic of the CERF in the effort-sharing 
category. Even more, it allows much flexibility in providing develop-
ing countries the flexibility to set their own trajectory of eventual 
emissions reductions based on their individual national circum-
stances. The other advantage is that the upfront estimation of an 
entitlement does not penalize developing countries as a result of 
future growth. The disadvantage of the approach, however, is that 
monitoring cumulative emissions may be more difficult as compared 
to monitoring annual emission flows, and monitoring adherence by 
countries to their declared cumulative emissions budget will be a 
little more complicated.

Equity and the Paris Agreement

In the climate negotiations after the raw differentiation of the KP 
came under considerable pressure, the developing countries have 
by and large failed to provide any detailed credible scheme to 



108  Equity in Long-Term Mitigation

operationalize equity in long-term mitigation goals. The reasons are 
not far to seek. Many smaller developing countries, especially outside 
the ranks of the emerging economies including India, neither have 
nor aspire to have large industrial bases and are far more concerned 
with adaptation and adaptation finance issues. This is particularly 
true of the small island states which have little sympathy with equity 
issues in long-term mitigation and consider it a distraction in achiev-
ing rapid emissions reductions for their safety. The sole exception 
to this failure has been the Brazilian proposal. However, with its 
rejection of the per capita principle or any weighting for economic 
and social vulnerability, it met with little support from either of the 
two sides.

Much of the equity discussion, from Bali to Copenhagen, was 
devoted to pushing back the inequity of the top-down emission 
reduction mechanisms put forward by the developed countries who 
demanded that all developing countries should declare their emis-
sions reduction trajectory in advance for any viable programme for 
emissions reduction. However, as has been perceptively noted, many 
emerging economies, particularly India, tended to use equity ‘as 
a shield rather than a sword’ (see Rajamani 2013) and no specific 
scheme for operationalizing equity in long-term mitigation goals was 
ever put explicitly on the negotiating agenda.

In the event, COP 15 at Copenhagen initiated the process 
of turning back on the global allocation of mitigation goals. By 
the time the Paris Agreement was signed, there was ostensibly  
no trace left of it, and all countries merely had to pledge to adhere 
to their self-determined targets. The Paris Agreement also explic-
itly turned its back on historical responsibility. Nevertheless, even 
as this agreement was being negotiated, it was clear that in order 
to simply even assess the adequacy of the Intended Nationally 
Determined Contribution (INDC) of each country, it required 
some top-down global allocation mechanism. Following the Paris 
Agreement itself, in the Global Stocktake (GST), a five-year review 
of the Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) (what the 
INDCs became after the Agreement was signed) submitted by par-
ties to the UNFCCC, the aggregate effect of the NDCs and their 
adequacy to meet the temperature targets is to be reviewed in the 
light of equity as specified in Article 14 of the Paris Agreement. 
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3  Available at https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/ 
2016/03/31/us-china-joint-presidential-statement-climate-change; 
accessed on 30 May 2019.

Equity as the basis for reviewing the adequacy of actions is, there-
fore, still relevant in the global negotiations.

Over the years since the UNFCCC was signed, China has 
moved further along the spectrum from emerging economy 
status to near-developed status. Its stance on equity has clearly 
undergone a shift from the earlier period—a shift made evident 
in a joint Obama–Xi Jinping declaration prior to the Paris con-
ference stating that they were committed to implement climate 
action and encourage other parties to do the same, despite the fact 
that many aspects of equity and its operationalization were not 
clear at this point and continue to remain ambiguous even now.3 
Given this statement and the stance it signals, China is unlikely to  
lead the charge on equity in the negotiations. If India is to claim its  
due share of carbon space and promote an equitable solution to 
the issue of the adequacy and enhancement of the NDCs, then it 
must begin to articulate its concerns more clearly at the current 
critical stage while the modalities of the implementation of the 
Paris Agreement are being worked out.

Perhaps the more serious issue with the Paris Agreement is that its 
goal of striving to keep the rise in global temperatures below 1.5°C 
is likely to be unattainable, since the carbon budget left to the world 
until the end of the century is likely to be exceeded fairly soon, 
and certainly by 2035–50, at current rates of emissions reduction 
(Jayaraman and Kanitkar 2016). The release of the IPCC special 
report signals this fact clearly, even though there appears to be some 
ambiguity in the manner in which the feasibility of restricting tem-
perature rise to 1.5°C is discussed in the report (IPCC 2018). Given 
the nature of the NDCs, even the 2°C goal appears very difficult 
to attain. It is not unlikely, unless there is a serious and dramatic 
course correction, that at some point in time in the future, the globe 
will have to declare a climate emergency. It is in such a scenario that 
the challenge of equity in all aspects of climate action is likely to be 
unprecedentedly severe.
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