
What is it?

The final instalment of the Fifth Assessment Report (AR5) by 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is due 
for launch on 2 November in Copenhagen, Denmark.

Known as the “Synthesis Report”, it follows the reports of 
three Working Groups over the past year on:

n  the physical science of climate change (Working Group 1);

n   vulnerability to climate impacts and adaptation (Working 
Group 2); and 

n  mitigation strategies to tackle climate change (Working 
Group 3)

The Synthesis Report combines and contrasts the work of the 
three Working Groups and provides an overall assessment of 
what the recent climate science is telling us.

The IPCC is a UN body made up of scientists and experts, 
tasked with producing updates of knowledge on the scientific, 
technical, and socio-economic aspects of climate change in 
“Assessment Reports”. 

The “Fourth Assessment Report” (AR4), released in 2007, is 
widely credited with sparking greater global awareness of the 
challenge of climate change after its release its authorship 
team won the Nobel Peace Prize for their efforts.

The conclusions of the Fifth Assessment Report Synthesis will 
demonstrate the connections between the physical science 
basis, the observed and projected impacts of climate change, 
and strategies to avoid its worst effects.

What is the process?

The report marks the culmination of a 5-year-effort by 830 
authors, 1200 other contributors and 3700 expert reviewers 
drawing on more than 30,000 pieces of research and 143,000 
expert comments to produce an unprecedented body of 
evidence.

It will also be negotiated by government delegates and 
scientists over a one week period in Copenhagen to confirm 
that its language aligns with the underlying material and is 
presented in manner that is useful for policy makers.

Because of the nature of the process the AR5 report is likely 
to be conservative in its conclusions, and it will not reflect 
science in papers submitted for publication after the 31st of 
July 2012.

What are the key findings of the Fifth 
Assessment Report 

Across all of the chapters the findings of the IPCC can be 
summarized as: confirming human-driven climate change; 
warning of its worsening current impacts and potentially 
devastating future impacts; and outlining the social and 
economic transformations necessary to avoid such dangers. 

Thus, the report presents humanity with a choice – continue 
with business as usual and risk everything, or begin the just 
transition to a more sustainable path immediately.

Points expected to be highlighted in the Synthesis report 
include:
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n  The certainty of the science that climate change is 
happening and that emissions from human-activity are 
driving it.

  –   Each of the last three decades has been successively 
warmer at the Earth’s surface than any preceding decade 

n  That observed impacts from climate change that has 
already occurred have been significant including:  

  –   the loss of ice-sheet mass, glacial melt, reduced snow 
cover, and the melting of the permafrost – contributing to 
sea level rise and negative impacts on water access;

  –   increased ocean acidifcation;

  –   changes to range and abundance of marine species

  –   negative impacts on crop yields;

  –   increased extreme weather events leading to human 
deaths, including: heavy rainfall, floods, extreme sea level 
surges, heatwaves, wildfires, and cyclones.

n  That these impacts are projected to worsen significantly as 
average temperature levels rise – particularly risking food 
security, economic opportunities, and health of the poor.

n  That current projections of emissions put us on track for up 
to 4.8C or warming by the end of the century and as much 
as 7.8C depending on the impact of ‘tipping points.’

n  That avoiding these levels of warming is possible – but 
requires immediate and drastic reductions in emissions.

n  That it is possible to determine ‘emissions budgets’ over 
time that correlate with particular levels of warming – 
allowing for global limits on emissions to be set.

n  That the energy and food sectors are central sectors 
in which we can achieve emission reductions with 
various measures, including focusing on behavioral and 
consumption patterns. 

What are our key messages?

Our focus is on showing that:

n  Stopping the worst of climate change and limiting 
temperature increase to 1.5°C requires the setting of an 
emissions-budget;

n  That meeting this budget will require substantial emission 
cuts and the fundamental transformation of our food and 
energy systems;

n  That meeting this budget will require a global effort-sharing 
framework, based on the principles of justice, which will 
lead to the transfer of hundreds and billions of dollars of 
finance and technology a year;

n  That the energy-sector is the starting point for this 
transformation, which should simultaneously deliver energy 
to the 1.3 billion without;

n  That we also must change the consumption patterns of 
elites in order to live within the emissions budgets;

n  That not all ‘low carbon’ technologies and policies are safe, 
and that the IPCC warns to consider their adverse side-
effects, listing many for nuclear, for example. 

n  Agro-ecology solutions exist that not only cool the planet 
but that can also feed all the people of the world.

Does it make economic sense to act on 
climate change?

Some public figures, predominately those dismissive of 
climate science, or linked to fossil fuel interests, argue that 
it’s too expensive to significantly cut emissions and we should 
simply accept higher levels of warming and try to adapt. 

Their argument is premised on the idea that the cost of taking 
mitigation action is higher than that of impacts. They will 
state this even though we don’t really know the costs of the 
impacts from two, three or four degrees of warming.

The argument also assumes we can put a ‘cost’ on everything 
and value a large number of things that can’t actually be 
counted. How much is wildlife worth? Or the life of a person? 
Or a cultural tradition? Doing a cost-benefit analysis is not a 
particularly useful exercise in this context. 

What matters, and what this report shows, is that we do  
have solutions that not only reduce our risk to dangerous 
climate change but that have numerous other co-benefits  
and can work to increase democratic and community control 
of our societies.


