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The UN Climate Change Summit What does the Paris Agreement mean for the UK?

Introduction

The 2015 United Nations climate change summit in 
Paris (COP21) saw the first ever agreement under 
which virtually every country, including all major 
carbon-emitting economies, pledged to constrain 
their greenhouse gas emissions, with the aim of 
keeping global warming well below two degrees 
Celsius. Governments also agreed measures to help 
poor nations protect themselves against climate 
impacts, and the outline of a system for monitoring 
and verifying countries’ compliance with their pledges.

Leaders including Barack Obama, David Cameron, 
François Hollande and Xi Jinping have described 
the Paris Agreement as important. In this booklet, 
experts in fields as diverse as energy, investment, 
wildlife, security and faith explore what impact they 
think it will have on the UK and the rest of the world.
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Foreword
Climate change is, uniquely, an issue in which every nation on Earth has 
a stake and on which no two nations share precisely the same priorities.

So it is no surprise that governments have taken so long to conclude 
the first agreement under which virtually every nation has pledged to 
constrain its greenhouse gas emissions; 26 years, to be precise, since 
Lady Thatcher warned the UN General Assembly that the “menacing” 
build-up of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere presaged environmental 
change “likely to be more fundamental and more widespread than 
anything we have known hitherto”.

Three factors are primarily responsible for the Paris Agreement. First, 
impacts of climate change are more discernible and attributable year 
by year. Second, costs of renewable energy are falling, in some cases 
rapidly. Third, 2015 saw an unprecedented rise in political will driven by 
an extraordinary coalition of stakeholders including faith groups, doctors 
and the military, who all called for a strong outcome in Paris. Opinion 
surveys show that more than 70% of people across the world support 
a global agreement to restrict carbon emissions.

The Paris Agreement will not on its own prevent “dangerous” climate 
change, the goal previously agreed by all governments. But it is an 
important step on a journey of ratcheting down emissions to safer levels. 
It has been widely welcomed as reducing climate risks for nature, security, 
health and economies, as the springboard for a sea-change in energy 
systems, and as a clear signal to investors and markets that the global 
direction of travel is unmistakably towards the low-carbon economy. 

An appreciation of what the Paris Agreement contains and what it 
implies for various sectors of society is, therefore, essential for both 
understanding and building the UK of the near future.

Richard Black - Director, Energy and Climate Intelligence Unit

What does the Paris Agreement mean for the UK?

The Paris Agreement was negotiated 
at the UN climate change summit in 
December 2015
Image: UN
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The Paris Agreement in outline

Commitments to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
Even before the summit started, almost every nation in the world put forward a 
pledge to constrain its greenhouse gas emissions with a target date of 2025 or 
2030. If implemented, these pledges would limit global warming to about 2.7 degrees 
Celsius, avoiding the very worst impacts of climate change.

Agreement to keep global warming ‘significantly 
below’ 2 degrees Celsius 
This is more ambitious than the 2°C target agreed in 2010. Governments then 
regarded 2°C as the ‘danger threshold’ for global warming, but the more ambitious 
target reflects new science showing significant impacts occurring with lower 
temperature change. The deal also says countries should aim for the even more 
ambitious target of 1.5°C. This is particularly important to people living in low-lying 
coastal areas as it would limit sea-level rise.

‘Rachet and review’ to monitor progress and 
increase ambition 
Countries will review and strengthen their emission-cutting pledges every five years, 
starting in 2018. This should close the gap between the 2.7°C warming likely with 
existing commitments and the agreement’s overall aim of keeping warming ‘well 
below 2°C’.
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Net zero emissions this century 
Global greenhouse gas emissions should peak ‘as soon as possible’, and balance should 
be achieved between emissions and ‘sinks’ (the absorption of carbon dioxide, for 
example in forests) during the second half of the century. This means virtually, perhaps 
completely, eliminating fossil fuel use without carbon capture soon after 2050.

Help from rich countries for poorer ones 
Rich countries have agreed to continue providing money for poorer countries, known 
as ‘climate finance’, to help them adapt to climate impacts and build a low-carbon 
economy. So far they have promised $100 billion per year by 2020, and a new goal 
should be agreed by 2025. Rich countries will also help poorer ones with irreversible 
and permanent damage from climate change - an issue known as ‘loss and damage’ 
- though details are to be finalised.

Monitoring and verification 
Governments agreed the outline of a system for monitoring and verifying that 
countries are doing what they have pledged. Richer countries will have more stringent 
measures to follow.

The Paris climate summit, also known as COP21, saw all 195 countries agree a set of measures 
aimed at curbing climate change. Here are six key ingredients:

The UN Climate Change Summit What does the Paris Agreement mean for the UK?
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The Paris Agreement in numbers

195
number of countries 
that agreed the deal

countries committed to pursuing efforts 
to limit global warming to 1.5°C

1.5°C

countries pledged to hold global warming “well 
below” 2 degrees Celsius, which is more 

ambitious than the 2°C target agreed previously

2°C

 the amount by which global temperatures are 
predicted to rise if all current national commitments 

to cut emissions are implemented

2.7°C

the amount by which global temperatures are 
predicted to rise under business as usual

4-6°C
147
number of heads of state and 
government who attended the 
opening day of the talks

year in which countries have agreed 
first to review progress towards the 
long-term goal of effectively 
eliminating carbon emissions

the agreement will come into force when at 
least 55 nations accounting for at least 55% 
of global emissions have given their official 
notice of acceptance to the United Nations

2018
55

number of countries (out of 195) that had 
submitted national plans (called INDCs) to 
constrain carbon emissions by the 
conclusion of the UN conference (COP21)

proportion of global emissions 
covered by those pledges

188

99%
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Reaction to the Paris Agreement

“For the first time, every country 
in the world has pledged to curb 
emissions, strengthen resilience, 
and join in a common cause to take 
climate action. What was once 
unthinkable is now unstoppable.” Ban Ki-moon 

UN Secretary-General

“The talks at the COP21 conference 
in Paris have culminated in a global 
deal, with the whole world now 
signed up to play its part in halting 
climate change. In other words, this 
generation has taken vital steps 
to ensure that our children and 
grandchildren will see that we did 
our duty in securing the future of 
our planet.”

David Cameron
British Prime Minister

“[The Paris deal] sends a powerful 
signal that the world is firmly 
committed to a low carbon future 
that has the potential to launch 
investment and innovation in clean 
energy at a scale we’ve never 
seen before.”

Barack Obama
President of the United 
States of America

“The Paris deal heralds an exciting 
opportunity for business. We now have 
a climate deal agreed by the world’s 
leaders that puts us on a sustainable 
low-carbon path and which can provide 
the framework for business to invest with 
confidence. It will now be for governments 
to show how they plan to turn global 
ambition into national reality. Businesses 
will want to see domestic policies that 
demonstrate commitment to this goal 
and none more so than in the UK.”

Carolyn Fairbairn
CBI Director-General

“Historic deal on #cl imatechange 
#COP21 is vital for our long term 
economic & global security. World must 
now deliver on commitments.”

Philip Hammond 
Secretary of State for Foreign & 

Commonwealth Affairs
@PHammondMP

“The Paris deal is a shot in the arm 
for the world’s health, setting us on a 
path to reducing the risk of flooding, 
heatwaves and poor nutrition. As 
the Lancet Commission on Climate 
Change and Health found, tackling 
climate change goes hand in hand with 
improving health.”

Jane Dacre
President,  

Royal College of Physicians

Cecilia Anim
President, 

Royal College of Nursing

The UN Climate Change Summit What does the Paris agreement mean for the UK?
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The Paris deal is a hugely significant step forward in reducing the risks inherent 
with climate change, and setting the world on a low-carbon trajectory. Nearly 190 
countries have submitted plans to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions; it can 
therefore no longer be argued that the UK is ‘going it alone’.

The Paris deal is hugely significant; it sets the world on course towards a very 
different energy system. It will require us to think differently about our electricity 
grid and our energy sources, and there will be both winners and losers in the 
energy industry. Broadly speaking, fossil fuels will need to be phased out and 
clean energy expanded to a point where there are net zero emissions in the 
second half of the century.

The agreement is a ringing endorsement of the UK’s own Climate Change Act. 
More than 75 countries now have legislative frameworks for limiting carbon 
emissions. In setting a long-term target with five-year review periods, the Paris 
deal very much reflects the Climate Change Act that the UK adopted with cross-
party consensus in 2008.

Almost every country in the world submitted a voluntary plan to reduce 
emissions in the run-up to the summit. They all reference energy, and taken 
together they represent an additional £10 trillion of clean energy expenditure to 
2030. That is a pretty unequivocal signal to energy investors. 

The inclusion of the aim of limiting warming to 1.5°C (going beyond the original goal of 
2°C) was not expected at the outset and should be celebrated as better reflecting 
our improved scientific understanding of the risks of different levels of warming.

As a priority, the burning of the most polluting energy source, coal, without carbon 
capture and storage (CCS) technology, will have to be phased out. China, which 
burns about half of the world’s coal, is already heading in this direction. Investing in 
coal is increasingly a strange choice to make.

The UK 2050 decarbonisation target was set to be commensurate with a likely 
probability of limiting global warming to 2°C above pre-industrial levels. As such, 
the UK may need to consider its existing ambition in light of the Paris Agreement. On renewables, the direction of travel is clear. Announcements during the Paris 

summit included the formation of a new global solar alliance that is aiming for a 
trillion dollars of investment, and a target to install 300GW of renewable power in 
Africa. India and China’s plans alone would double the world’s current renewable 
capacity by 2030.Paris sends a clear signal to businesses and investors that the world is committed 

to a low carbon future. The deal will unleash the power of markets and stimulate 
innovation in low-carbon technologies such as energy storage, bringing costs 
down further, from which the UK can in turn benefit.

There is an urgent need to develop CCS; it is very useful in the power sector, as many 
analyses show, but it is absolutely vital for reducing emissions from heavy industry.

“  The Paris deal is the biggest change in our way of looking at each other 
since the Renaissance, because for the first time, we have behaved as a 
non-Imperial animal. We have learned that if there is a global problem 
you have to have a global solution, and you don’t get a global solution 
unless you treat other people as equals. Having played a leading role in 
securing the Paris agreement, ministers must now play an equally leading 
role in implementing its outcome nationally, which is also entirely in our 
economic interest. ”
Lord Deben
Chair of the Committee on Climate Change

“  I think that the overall direction of travel of the UK government needs 
to be revisited in the light of this agreement. The world’s energy trajectory 
is now clearly a low-carbon one, and to go forward with a huge push on 
unabated gas is a very big gamble, which risks some very large stranded 
assets and leaves the country vulnerable to a possible long term recovery 
in world gas prices. The government’s decision arbitrarily to cancel its long-
standing CCS plans is as inexplicable as it is regrettable. ”
Joan MacNaughton
Chair of the World Energy Trilemma of the World Energy Council 

What the Paris Agreement means for...

CLIMATE POLICY
What the Paris Agreement means for...

ENERGY
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Businesses have widely welcomed the Paris climate deal. It is seen as a clear signal 
from all governments that they are committed to creating a global low-carbon 
economy. As a result, we can now expect the pace of change to accelerate.

This transition represents a threat to some businesses but an opportunity 
for many more. Companies that wish to remain competitive will be analysing 
the impact that an accelerating transition will have on their value, and the 
opportunities before them.

While UK businesses should ensure they are well placed to take advantage of the 
surging market for low carbon products and services, building on existing strengths 
in areas such as renewable energy and ‘green’ financial products, government 
departments charged with developing UK plc should be supporting them. The 
competition for this growing and lucrative market will be fierce.

UK businesses will be better placed to compete in the global marketplace if 
they thrive at home. Businesses and investors need the confidence to invest 
that comes from a stable UK low-carbon policy environment. An ambitious fifth 
carbon budget and a secure next phase of the Levy Control Framework will 
give some reassurance following a period of rapid policy change; but a secure, 
predictable policy environment on low-carbon buildings, transport and energy 
efficiency is also needed.

By curtailing emissions, the Paris agreement reduces the risks that business face 
going forward from extreme weather and associated supply shocks. It remains 
in businesses’ interest for global ambition and the UK’s own ambition to be 
ratcheted up in the coming years.

“  The Paris climate deal marks a major shift in trajectory for the global 
economy, spurring accelerated growth in the market for low-carbon 
products and services, and creating a huge opportunity for forward-thinking 
businesses. The UK must ensure it does not fall behind in this race as all 
countries seek to enter the competition. Stable policy is critical to British 
business success. ”
Lord (Adair) Turner

What the Paris Agreement means for...

BUSINESS
Agreement from nearly 200 nations to cap global warming to within a 2 degree 
band of increase is a hugely welcome and powerful commitment that will help 
to prevent a series of potentially disastrous economic consequences. Left 
unaddressed, climate change could wipe trillions of dollars of value off global 
assets in coming decades.

Increasing the level of ambition to pursue efforts to limit temperature 
increases to 1.5°C sends a strong message but the required action must not be 
underestimated. Strong policy action is still required to translate this ambition 
into action. The five year ‘ratchet’ mechanism should encourage policymakers to 
deliver on their promises.

Finance is key. Investors can play a critical role capitalising the transition to a lower 
carbon economy.

Investors have a clear fiduciary duty to engage with companies on matters of 
climate risk, which positions the investment management industry as a potentially 
transformative influence on companies. Aviva Investors is asking the companies it 
invests in to outline concrete actions they will be taking to support the goals of COP21.

The Financial Stability Board industry-led task force on carbon disclosure is perhaps 
the most significant development because it will help to forge internationally 
comparable, consistent and complete carbon data. This is a crucial step that will allow 
investors to differentiate between the corporate winners and losers in the transition 
to a low carbon economy.

“  COP21 was a significant step forward. We now need real action by each country 
to cut emissions and establish a material price for carbon. Governments must 
also continue to encourage companies to disclose greenhouse gas emissions 
and put climate change at the heart of corporate valuations. ”
Euan Munro
Chief Executive Officer, Aviva Investors

What the Paris Agreement means for...

INVESTORS
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A warmer world is a world with more volatile weather; this is true for Britain 
as much as for other countries. By reducing the level of global warming, the 
Paris agreement therefore reduces the additional instability and variability in 
weather that we expect in future, which in turn will reduce disruption from floods, 
heatwaves and other climate-related phenomena. 

The agreement strengthens governments’ previous target for constraining 
climate change. It is now “well below 2 Celsius”, with an aspiration for 1.5°C, rather 
than the previous target of 2°C. This better reflects the underlying purpose of the 
UN climate convention, to prevent “dangerous” climate change.

Forecasting climate impacts accurately is difficult, but keeping global warming to 1.5 
rather than 2 degrees Celsius would reduce the risk of irreversible collapse of the 
Greenland ice sheet, reduce the risk of the Amazon forest dying out, and keep some 
coral reef systems intact during this century.

Even rapid cuts in greenhouse gas emissions will not prevent all impacts of 
climate change; some impacts are being seen now, others are inevitable. 
Therefore science will need to continue informing policymakers on adaptation 
needs, as well as on the effects of reducing emissions.

British science can justifiably be proud of the Paris agreement. Institutions such 
as the Met Office Hadley Centre – established by Margaret Thatcher – are among 
the world’s leading institutions for the study of climate change, and have played a 
central role in producing the scientific case on which policymakers have now acted.

“  As someone who has spent an entire career studying climate science, 
I applaud the Paris deal. It is not enough on its own to prevent dangerous 
climate change, but it does signal unmistakably that politicians across the 
world now grasp what the science tells us about the risks of continuing with 
unconstrained fossil fuel burning. We will continue to provide politicians 
with the best advice we can as they lead our world into a safer and more 
stable future. ”
Dame Julia Slingo 
Chief Scientist of the Met Office

What the Paris Agreement means for...
BRITISH WEATHER AND CLIMATE IMPACTS

RSPB finds much to welcome in the Paris agreement, especially its target of 
holding global warming “well below” 2 degrees Celsius and its aspiration for a 1.5 
Celsius limit.

The science shows that every 1°C rise in global temperature carries an 
extinction risk for 10% of the world’s species; so if governments fulfil their Paris 
commitments, it will reduce the total number of species at risk of extinction in 
years to come.

Especially welcome are the commitment to protect forests and the likelihood that 
forest cover will increase across the world to enhance uptake of carbon dioxide 
from the atmosphere. Given that 74% of the world’s threatened birds are found in 
tropical forests, restoration, if performed in an ecologically sensitive manner, could 
benefit many bird species.

There is a substantial gap between the temperature targets governments have set 
and the scale of their own emission-cutting pledges. RSPB and other wildlife groups, 
both national and international, will be working with governments to increase their 
ambition, both by offering technical assistance and by holding them to account.

In the UK, government ambition can and should now be increased – both in terms of 
supporting low-carbon energy, transport and housing, but also in terms of protecting 
and restoring natural sites such as peat bogs and wetlands that are carbon sinks and 
vital habitat for birds.

“  The Paris agreement may not be perfect, but it’s a major step forwards. 
For the first time, every government has demonstrated that it sees climate 
change as a threat and is prepared to constrain its own emissions in response. 
They need to go further; but even so, by reducing the likely scale of climate 
change, the Paris deal will bring important benefits to nature as to human 
society. And so for Britain, as a culture that values our birds and other wildlife, 
this is a moment to celebrate. ”
Mike Clarke
Chief Executive, RSPB

What the Paris Agreement means for...

NATURE
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The UK military, as in other nations, regards climate change as a threat multiplier. 
Simply put, a deal that constrains climate change means that threats will be 
multiplied by a smaller amount than would otherwise have been the case. 

As recognised by the government’s 2015 National Security Strategy and Strategic 
Defence and Security Review, climate change ‘leads to and exacerbates 
instability overseas, including through resource stresses, migration, impact on 
trade, and global economic and food insecurity’. It can create conditions that 
increase the likelihood of conflict, as we have seen with the current Syrian crisis. 
Climate change did not cause it, but there is evidence of it being a contributory 
factor. And the conflict leads to the tide of human migration with which we are 
currently struggling.

The Paris deal will mean fewer demands on the military in future decades than 
with unconstrained climate change. There will be less demand for humanitarian 
intervention and conflict resolution than would otherwise have been the case.

The ‘ratchet and review’ element of the deal to increase ambition in future years 
is highly significant as current commitments lead us to a 2.7°C increase. For 
security, bringing this warming figure down to the ‘well below 2°C’ in the Paris 
Agreement is important in further reducing the risk of conflict.

The transition to low-carbon energy also reduces the risks of conflict. Oil has 
often been a cause of conflict; an economy more dependent on renewable 
energy is therefore one in which one driver of conflict is less potent.

“  Two things have happened this year that have made the world just a bit 
safer: one is the Iran nuclear deal, the other is the United Nations climate 
deal. Armed conflicts will of course still occur, particularly in places where 
people struggle to find a living – but constraining climate change should, 
logically, reduce the number of them. So as a former soldier and as a 
Conservative, I welcome the Paris deal, I think it’ll lead countries to more 
co-operation and less conflict. ”
Richard Benyon, MP for Newbury  
Member of the House of Commons Defence Select Committee, 
Leader of the UK Delegation to the NATO Parliamentary Assembly 

Securing the deal in Paris required outstanding diplomacy. Governments are not 
used to coping with scientific issues involving the past and future of life and the 
role of humans within it.

A crucial element in the Paris deal is that every government had to assess 
whether a global agreement on taking measures to slow the progress of climate 
change and protect against its impacts was in their national interest. All 195 
countries decided that it was, including for their businesses. The implications go 
far and wide, and affect nearly all aspects of the environment.

As with threats to security, the deal required a coalition of likeminded countries. It 
was one in which Britain could make common cause with its partners at the United 
Nations, and particularly those in the Commonwealth.

Reinforcing the links between Britain and its traditional allies in the developing world, 
and highlighting our common interests, could bring material benefits to Britain in an 
age of changing power relationships, notably in Asia.

The deal may not have been perfect, but we can celebrate it. Now we must make 
sure it is carried out. In Britain, that implies a need to continue climate diplomacy 
programmes within the FCO, but also to match our national policies that cut 
emissions, including on energy and transport, with the new international will.

“  In the past, notably under Margaret Thatcher, Britain played a leading role in 
educating the world on climate change and its implications, particularly for energy 
policy and use of resources. That leadership should now be restored in spite of 
the resistance of certain vested interests and outdated thinking on economics. 
In short, the British should once more be leaders and not bystanders. ”
Sir Crispin Tickell
Former Ambassador to the United Nations

What the Paris Agreement means for...

INTERNATIONAL POLITICS
What the Paris Agreement means for...

SECURITY
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The Agreement reached in Paris is a spectacular victory, not least for all of the 
people who pushed for a new global deal. This includes hundreds of ordinary 
people such as WI members who, along with groups like the RSPB, Christian Aid 
and Unicef, campaigned in this country in the months leading up to the Paris talks. 

In the run up to the UN summit, leaders from all major world religions called for a 
strong agreement to protect the world¹s poor by significantly reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions. It is pleasing that world leaders acted in accordance with what 
is not only the clear evidence of science and economics, but the imperatives of 
morality and fairness.

An important aspect of the Paris Agreement is the sheer range and breadth of 
voices that came together in the months leading up to COP21 calling for action 
on climate change. This included faith groups, civil society, charities, health groups, 
businesses, farming groups, scientific bodies, trade unions and many more. 

The Paris Agreement does not deliver everything many of us would have liked, 
but is a significant step forward. It has the potential to usher in an era of greater 
co-operation between nations and faiths in pursuit of the common good.

It is sometimes difficult to gauge the impact of public engagement activities, but 
there is no doubt that in Paris, the cumulative effect of voices calling for action on 
climate change had a significant impact, and was in fact cited as such by the head 
of the UN’s climate change organisation, the UNFCCC, Christiana Figueres. 

It is particularly pleasing that richer nations are to progressively honour their 
promise to assist the poorest on our planet financially: firstly, by helping them 
protect themselves against climate change impacts; and, secondly, by helping them 
leapfrog the fossil fuel era, transitioning directly into clean energy. David Cameron 
should be thanked for ensuring that the UK¹s contribution was fair and just.

As many people have said, more needs to be done to build on the success of 
the Paris Agreement, and the WI and others will be continuing to campaign in the 
coming months and years on climate change, including pressing for ambitious 
action here in Britain by supporting clean energy, warmer, more energy efficient 
homes and cleaner transport.

Churches are among the leaders in engaging with fossil fuel companies both 
as investors and by public campaigning. Where warranted, they are leaders in 
divesting from those who refuse to engage with the journey towards sustainability 
in the energy industry.

For the moment though we should celebrate the fact that the agreement 
reached in Paris will make the world a safer place, not least for the women 
around the world who are on the front line of climate change, and for our children 
and grandchildren. 

Paris is a vital and positive staging post on that journey, but there is much work 
to be done. The target to keep warming below 1.5 Celsius is currently aspirational. 
The closer the world comes to meeting it in reality, the less damage will be done 
to our planet, and especially its poorest inhabitants.

“  The Paris Agreement gives us hope that we will be able to make the world 
a safer place for our children and grandchildren. The WI will continue to press 
for action to make the Paris pledges a reality – the work is not yet done. ”
Marylyn Haines Evans
National Federation Of Women’s Institutes (NFWI) Vice Chair 
and Chair of Public Affairs

“  The outcome at Paris was a welcome renewal of hope at a time when news
headlines are often depressing. The nations of the world   across divisions
of wealth and poverty, of value systems, of historic enmities, and of
religion, came together to protect our common home. ”
The Rt Revd Nicholas Holtam
Bishop of Salisbury

What the Paris Agreement means for...

CIVIL SOCIETY
What the Paris Agreement means for...

FAITH
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The Paris agreement is a major step towards combatting climate change, which 
will, if unconstrained, negate much of the progress made in recent years in 
ridding the world of poverty. This is the first time that all countries, rich and poor, 
have pledged to restrain greenhouse gas emissions, and that alone makes the 
Paris outcome significant.

However, if it has changed the world, it has not yet done so sufficiently. The 
agreement will not protect the world’s poorest and most vulnerable communities. 
We are hurtling towards 3°C of global warming, when the evidence indicates that 
we need to stay below 1.5°C in order to avoid unmanageable climate impacts. For 
many, this is a matter of survival.

Even with warming so far at nearly 1°C, many communities are experiencing impacts 
ranging from lower crop yields to floods, droughts and typhoons. Far too little 
funding is being channelled into programmes helping people in poverty adapt to 
the changing climate, and all too often we wait for disaster to strike rather than 
investing in preparedness. We can count this cost in lives lost.

In Paris, some of the poorest countries made the most ambitious commitments 
on clean development, with many developing nations planning 100% renewable 
energy. The UK and European Union targets are far weaker and fall short of 
their responsibilities. Europe must learn from the dynamism and commitment of 
these poor countries, while helping them to ‘leapfrog’ the fossil fuel era to truly 
sustainable development.

Many groups including Christian Aid put the moral case for climate action in front 
of the public and politicians before the Paris talks, and the response shows that 
many politicians grasped the argument. Civil society around the world will now 
work to make sure that mitigation, adaptation, and climate finance are adequate 
to the scale of this great moral challenge.

“  The greatest moral challenge of our times is to eradicate poverty while 
tackling climate change. It was only through united pressure from civil 
society around the world that leaders were able to rise to this challenge 
in 2015. But the moral imperative goes far beyond what is legally agreed. 
We must keep up the pressure for years to come. ”
Loretta Minghella 
Chief Executive, Christian Aid

What the Paris Agreement means for...

INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Climate change is the single biggest threat to human health and survival in this 
and coming decades, and the risk rises with temperatures. Threats are diverse 
– from deaths due to heat waves and changes in infectious disease patterns, 
to starvation (as drought, flood and sea level rises affect food production) mass 
migration and conflict.

If the Paris deal contributes to restraining global warming, then it is important to 
the wellbeing of this and future generations right across the world.

Tackling the causes of climate change is also the world’s biggest health opportunity. 
Transition from a fossil fuel-based to a clean energy economy will bring major health 
co-benefits in terms of avoided air pollution, healthier diets, increases in active 
transport, better insulated houses and more.

Even if the Paris Agreement does lead to action of the required pace and scale, 
some climate change impacts are still inevitable; more floods, droughts, heat 
waves and storm surges are unavoidable. Health services will still need to be robust 
and to plan for this more volatile world. In Britain, many medical facilities are not 
future-proofed, and should be.

Doctors and other health professionals are increasingly aware of these points, 
and their voice was a positive force in the months leading to the Paris talks, 
generating momentum for a strong agreement. The medical community is used to 
operating on the basis of evidence, so the strength of its voice on climate change can 
be expected to grow.

“  As a doctor, I like making people better when they’re sick, but even more I 
like helping them not get sick in the first place. That’s as true for communities 
as it is for individuals. So as a doctor, I cautiously welcome the outcome of the 
Paris summit. The good news is that everyone has agreed on the diagnosis, 
and on the general treatment plan required. But some still object to the price 
or taste of the medicine and, like vaccination, feel that others should take 
it but not them. I fear for their survival – and that of the rest of us – if they 
choose not to do so. ”
Professor Hugh Montgomery
Director, Institute for Human Health and Performance, UCL 
Co-Chair of the Lancet Commission on Health and Climate Change

What the Paris Agreement means for...

HEALTH
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Formal recognition of the importance of both ‘food security’ and ‘food production’ 
in the text of the Paris Agreement has been welcomed by the international 
agricultural community.

Globally, a comprehensive climate agreement is likely to reduce the long-term risk 
of extreme weather events for farmland and farming. 

A clear signal has been sent to business and investors that the future lies in low-
carbon growth. This is likely to include a greater global technology push towards 
low-carbon farming practices, and agricultural technology transfer from the 
industrialised to the developing world.

Food processors and retailers need to support profitable farming to enable 
investment in adaptation, backed by governments providing an appropriate 
regulatory framework. 

Sustained rapid growth in land-based renewable energy technologies will continue 
to reinforce and diversify the scope of agricultural production activities.

“  This historic agreement to tackle both the causes and effects of climate 
change will be vital to make our food supply more resilient. But farmers 
must be encouraged to invest in better buildings, better land drainage and 
better irrigation, as well as having access to water. ”
Guy Smith 
Vice-President, National Farmers’ Union

What the Paris Agreement means for...

FARMING
The Paris climate deal has changed the world, and so how we talk about climate 
change, its international context and its solutions logically should also change. 

On climate change, a select number of UK editors and columnists have made 
laughing stocks of themselves by continuing to insist on narratives that are 
demonstrably untrue – claiming that climate scientists are corrupt, or there is no 
scientific evidence for man-made global warming. After Paris, to continue claiming 
that only the UK is acting on climate change, or that developing countries will not 
reduce fossil fuel use, is to invite similar ridicule.

Journalists have now been handed a great narrative, that of humanity’s amazing 
transition from a fossil fuel-based society to one driven by clean energy. It has 
everything any storyteller could look for – heroes, villains, technology, money; and 
settings ranging from the exotic to the utterly mundane. 

Decades ago, the media did a very poor job of seeing through the tobacco industry’s 
denial of smoking’s health impacts. You would think that would serve as a cautionary 
tale for anyone with a serious interest in the media’s coverage of climate change.  
Bravery and rigour are needed whenever vested interests clash with an issue that 
affects all of us, as they unquestionably do in this case.

Freedom of the press is hard-won and deeply cherished. But “freedom” is not the 
same as “dispensing with evidence”. After Paris, the choice before editors is clearer 
than ever before: acknowledge realities and gain credibility, or ignore them and lose it.

“  Climate change is and will continue to be the greatest story of our time. 
Scientists have been uncovering its secrets for more than a century, in labs, and 
in the real world from the Arctic to the Sahara. Now, after the Paris deal, comes 
its even more exciting sequel; how the world goes about finding the answers. 
It’s going to mean actions as simple as installing home insulation and as exotic 
as, perhaps, generating electricity from heat in the deep ocean. Surely that 
offers far more exciting options to any reader than continuing limply to recycle 
out-dated and tedious arguments about whether climate change is happening. 
So editors – the future of mankind is yours to support, or condemn! ”
Lord Puttnam of Queensgate

What the Paris Agreement means for...

THE MEDIA
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The Energy and Climate Intelligence Unit

The Energy and Climate Intelligence Unit is a non-profit organisation that 
supports informed debate on energy and climate change issues in the UK.

Climate change presents important challenges and opportunities to 
Britons in the decades ahead, while the choices we make on energy have 
implications for society, the economy and the climate system. We believe 
that debates on these issues should be underpinned by evidence, and 
involve the full range of stakeholders. We support journalists and other 
communicators with accurate and accessible briefings on key issues 
(available at www.eciu.net), and work with individuals and organisations 
that have interesting stories to tell, helping them connect to the national 
conversation.

Our Advisory Board reflects the breadth of society’s interest in energy 
and climate issues. It includes climate scientists, energy policy experts 
and economists, as well as a range of other stakeholders including MPs 
and Peers. All of our funding comes from philanthropic foundations. We 
gratefully acknowledge the support of the European Climate Foundation, 
the Grantham Foundation for the Protection of the Environment, the 
Tellus Mater Foundation, and, from financial year 2015-16, the Climate 
Change Collaboration.
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