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I am a member of the Tyndall Manchester research group, a core partner of the UK's leading 
interdisciplinary climate change research centre. I hold a PhD in climate policy from Manchester 
Business School and a BA/MA (Cantab) in natural sciences from Cambridge University. In late 2011 
I led the production of a high profile assessment of the climate change and environmental impacts 
of shale gas.1 This was followed by a quantitative estimate of the emissions embodied in coal 
displaced in part by shale gas in the USA.2 With Professor Kevin Anderson, I was commissioned by 
the European Parliament Petitions Committee to review the ‘low carbon’ credentials of 
unconventional natural gas3 and have acted as a peer reviewer for the Department of Energy and 
Climate Change report on the same topic.4  

All views contained within this statement are attributable to the author and do not necessarily reflect 
those of researchers within the wider Tyndall Centre or the University of Manchester. 

This statement argues that with current trends we are likely to exceed 2°C of mean global warming 
associated with dangerous climate change. Bringing additional fossil fuel reserves into production, 
in the absence of an effective global carbon cap, will likely increase global cumulative emissions, a 
position held by the DECC Chief Scientific Advisor. As such, coal bed methane production is 
inconsistent with current national and international commitments on climate change and the 
emissions reductions necessary to avoid dangerous climate change. 

 

Context – current emissions trends, targets and implications 

1. We are currently on a path towards very dangerous climate change.5 Global emissions of CO2 
have increased by 3.1% per year since 2000 on average, three times faster than the 1.0% per year 
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increase observed in the 1990s.6 Observed global CO2 emissions are following the upper end of the 
emissions scenarios used in the 5th report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change7 and 
are increasingly diverging from the emissions required to limit global warming to the 2oC 
characterisation of “dangerous global climate change”. The current trend scenario (RCP 8.5) has a 
central estimate of mean global warming of 3.7°C above pre-industrial temperatures at the end of 
the century (IPCC 2013), above any warming levels that is thought to have occurred on Earth in the 
past 5 million years.  

2. From the Copenhagen Accord (2009)8 and subsequent UN climate negotiations through to the 
G8 Camp David Declaration (May 2012)9 the UK has repeatedly committed to making its fair 
contribution to “hold the increase in global temperature below 2°C, and take action to meet this 
objective consistent with science and on the basis of equity”. Whilst this qualitative language of 
consensus around 2°C has been clear and consistent for many years (“hold below”, “must not 
exceed”, etc.) there has been no open clarification as to what quantitative probabilities such 
language represents. In the absence of any explicit quantification, probabilities may be inferred by 
adopting the approach developed for the IPCC’s reports, whereby a correlation is made between 
the language of likelihood and quantified probabilities.10 Following this approach, the Accord’s, EU’s 
and UK Government’s statements all clearly imply very low (0%-10%) probabilities of exceeding 
2°C. Even a highly conservative judgement would suggest the statements represent no more than a 
33% chance of exceeding 2°C.  However in 2013, and with the UK’s preferred probability density 
function (PDF) of temperature increase for a given trajectory (taken from Murphy et al, 2004)11, a 
0%-10% chance of exceeding 2°C would leave almost no available carbon budget. Stretching the 
probabilities further detracts from any reasonable interpretation of the “must not exceed” language; 
though given the emissions released since 2000, it is now difficult to envisage anything much lower 
than 30%-40% chance of 2°C being either physically viable or deliverable in practice. 

3. Against this quantitative backdrop, it is clear that the UK Government’s choice of a global budget 
equivalent to a 63% chance of exceeding 2°C is incompatible with the UK’s repeated commitments 
made at international forums.12 Exacerbating the inconsistent domestic and international positions 
on climate change are issues related to how the UK chooses to apportion global emissions to the 
national level. Anderson and Bows (2011) take a framing of equity starting with the question “what 
reduction profiles could non-Annex 1 (i.e. developing) nations reasonably be expected to achieve if 
pushed extremely hard in terms of a rapid transition away from their growing emissions, and 
towards absolute mitigation”. They adopted a range of scenarios, but suffice to say the budget 
remaining for the Annex 1 (developed) nations in all of these was significantly more challenging 
than the proportional budget adopted by the UK government.  
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(2013) The challenge to keep global warming below 2oC. Nature Climate Change 3, 4-6. 
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12 Anderson, K., R. Starkey, and A. Bows (2009) Defining dangerous climate change - A call for consistency. Tyndall 
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4. In brief, and to put some perspective on the change in the scale of the challenge, even if non-
Annex 1 nations can peak by 2025, and reduce emissions thereafter at around 7% p.a. 
(approximately twice the level Stern et al suggest is possible with economic growth), then there is 
no discernible emission space remaining for Annex 1 nations. Only if the growth to a 2025 peak in 
non-Annex 1 emissions is radically curtailed to just 1% p.a. and subsequently reduced at over 7% 
from 2025, is there any space for Annex 1 emissions – but still only if the latter’s emissions begin 
reducing at over 10% p.a. immediately. 

5. As Anderson and Bows (2011) demonstrate, the proportion of the global carbon budget derived 
for the UK, and similarly Scottish, carbon budgets are premised on an apportionment regime that is 
not in keeping with the UK’s explicit and international commitments on equity. Far from being a 
technical and nuanced issue, the disjuncture is profound and results in fundamentally different 
criteria for judging the appropriateness or otherwise of alternative carbon-reduction options.  

6. The current UK legally binding budgets essentially reject 2°C in favour of maintaining some 
emission space out to 2050 and hence a relatively slow transition to a lower-carbon society. By 
contrast, taking international statements on 2°C as an honest reflection of commitment demands an 
immediate reduction in energy demand alongside rapid penetration of low-carbon technologies, with 
almost complete decarbonisation of the energy system by 2030. Ultimately, if the UK wants to 
develop a consistent and evidence-based framing of its climate change commitments, it needs to 
match its legally binding domestic budgets with its international rhetoric on 2°C. 

7. The budgets outlined under the Climate Change (Scotland) Act 2009 and included in the Scottish 
Government’s Second Report on Proposals and Policies 2013 (RPP2) do not make reference to a 
specific probability of exceeding 2°C. In providing recommendations to Roseanna Cunningham 
MSP, Minister for Environment and Climate Change, the Committee on Climate Change (CCC) refer 
to “a fair and safe” Scottish cumulative emissions budget. This is based on equal international 
apportionment which may not be regarded by all nations as ‘fair’. The historic responsibility of 
developed countries for the bulk of emissions to date and their greater wealth with which to tackle 
decarbonisation suggests that parity is not ‘fair’. Although the statutory annual greenhouse gas 
emissions targets set by the Scottish Government for the period 2013 to 2027, with annual rates of 
reduction between 2 and 5%, are more stringent than the UK national targets, they fall short of 
action necessary to afford a low or very low chance of exceeding 2°C. 

Emissions intensity of coal bed methane 

8. It is often reported that natural gas has lower emissions per unit energy than coal. Although the 
carbon content varies between them, and between production methods, it would be erroneous to 
regard any fossil fuel as “low carbon”; fossil fuels are by their nature high carbon energy sources. 
Whilst evidence for the specific emissions intensity of coal bed methane is poor, it is likely to have a 
carbon footprint slightly larger than conventional gas and slightly smaller than imported LNG.13  

9. Recent atmospheric research, in multiple locations, suggests that leakage from natural gas 
production may be up to 5 times higher than that included within current emissions inventories.14,15,16 
This therefore questions the accuracy of current bottom up estimates of emissions intensity. Such 
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discrepancies indicate the need for greater attention to be paid to monitoring, the process of 
inventory production and background measurement prior to development, at the appropriate field 
scale and sensitivity.17  

10. Were leakage rates for a coal bed methane field to be found to be in the range measured by 
Petron et al (2012), 2.3 to 7.7% of production, methane emissions would contribute approximately 
40 to 130 gCO2e/kWh(th) to the carbon footprint.18,19 This is substantially more than the life cycle 
emissions range estimated from the literature for CBM of 26 to 31 gCO2e/kWh(th). For context, 
added to the combustion emissions of methane of 190 gCO2e/kWh(th), the GHG impact of gas 
produced with this rate of leakage would be 230 to 320 gCO2e/kWh(th).20  

11. As outlined above, there is the need to almost completely decarbonise the UK’s energy system 
in the next two decades. Even, a gas plus carbon capture and storage (CCS) energy pathway is 
unlikely to realise very low or zero carbon emissions and so will be restricted in the ultimate 
potential scale of deployment. For instance, gas plus CCS could not form the majority of an 
electricity grid with an emissions intensity of 50 g/kWh(e) as is Scotland’s electricity generation 
decarbonisation target. Although not a dominant component of the emissions footprint of unabated 
gas, emissions from production may add a significant penalty of up to 20%, dependent upon the 
source and transport of the gas. This has particular implications for CCS where the capture process 
itself imposes an energy penalty, requiring more fuel and hence realising greater upstream 
emissions outside of the capture mechanism. As a result, Hammond et al (2012) estimate the final 
emissions intensity of electricity from gas CCS to be approximately 80 g CO2e/kWh(e), 
approximately four to five times more than nuclear power per kWh of electricity generated.21  

Fossil fuels in relation to carbon budgets 

12. The most relevant metric in considering climate change is the cumulative amount of greenhouse 
gases released during the next century, particularly in the next 35 years where we have the most 
immediate influence over emissions. Not only is the carbon intensity of a fuel important but also the 
quantity of it which is used and, therefore, the cumulative amount of CO2 it contributes to the 
atmosphere.  

13. A comparative per unit footprint is relevant only if the coal displaced by gas remains in the 
ground and is not combusted elsewhere. In practice, the net effect of displacing coal with gas 
depends upon the subsequent impact on energy commodity markets. In the case of the USA, with 
no national drivers to reduce coal use, evidence suggests that during the rapid expansion of shale 
gas production, and corresponding price reduction locally within the USA, there was some 
displacement of coal use in electricity generation. Between 2005 and 2012 carbon emissions from 
energy use in the USA fell by 12%, in part due to a reduction in coal consumption of 25% in the 
same period.22 However, during the same time frame much of the displaced coal production was 
sold on global markets, exported and burnt elsewhere. The 32% drop in EU coal import prices 
between 2005 and 2011 and an increase of US coal exports to the EU of 187% have been 
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attributed to the reduction in the USA’s indigenous demand for coal.23 Broderick and Anderson 
(2012) found that more than half of the emissions avoided in the US power sector may have been 
exported as coal.24  

14. If monitored effectively, the GHG emissions from CBM operations within the UK and Scotland 
ought to be captured and reported in respective national emissions inventories. If carbon budgets 
are adhered to, then no increase in national emissions should arise within their scope. However, 
this may not be the case for net global emissions. As DECC’s Chief Scientific Advisor concludes “If 
a country brings any additional fossil fuel reserve into production, then in the absence of strong 
climate policies, we believe it is likely that this production would increase cumulative emissions in 
the long run. This increase would work against global efforts on climate change.” (MacKay & 
Stone 2013, p.33). The greater stringency of Scottish national commitments does not alter this 
conclusion. 

15. For a similar reason, the IEA reported in their World Energy Outlook 2011 supplement, “Are We 
Entering a Golden Age of Gas?”, that a high-gas-use scenario would probably result in 3.5 °C 
warming, well beyond what is generally regarded as dangerous climate change.25 Their Chief 
Economist, Fatih Birol, commented that "We are not saying that it will be a golden age for humanity 
– we are saying it will be a golden age for gas".26 

16. The science of global warming, the maths of our emissions to date and our Copenhagen pledge 
to limit temperature increases to below a 2°C rise lead to the clear conclusion that coal bed 
methane must remain in the ground if we are not to renege on our commitment to avoid “dangerous 
climate change”. In drawing these conclusions no distinction is made between gas produced from 
conventional and unconventional reserves. The argument equally applies to all novel and additional 
sources of fossil fuels. However, committing to new high carbon infrastructure runs the risk of it not 
being used for its full design life and becoming a ‘stranded asset’27, or worse, it locks a nation into 
dependency on fossil fuels, creating higher cost barriers for alternative energy sources to compete 
with. 
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