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In October 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) released a special report on the impacts of limiting global 
warming to just 1.5 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels. This 
upper limit was enshrined in the 2015 Paris climate pact as advocated 
by the Philippines and other vulnerable countries. 

The release of the Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5 degrees 
Celsius involved a global press briefing attended by experts that was 
broadcast live and online. In the Philippines, the Institute for Climate 
and Sustainable Cities (ICSC) hosted a similar conference in Makati 
City, with experts Dr. Rosa Perez (Meteorologist and member of the 
National Panel of Technical Experts), Commissioner Rachel Anne S. 
Herrera (Commissioner, Climate Change Commission), and Dr. Toby 
C. Monsod (UP School of Economics). This primer draws from the 
proceedings of the ICSC press briefing.

Q: What is the IPCC Report about? 

The IPCC report highlights several climate change impacts comparing a global average 
warming of 1.5 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels with the effects of 2 degrees Celsius 
and higher temperatures. The report also examines ways how to limit global warming to 1.5 
degrees along with the consequences of breaching the temperature threshold. 

Q: What are its main messages?

First, ‘climate change’ is not something to expect in the future. Climate change is already here, 
affecting ecosystems, people and their livelihoods, economies all around the world. 

Second, the difference between warming to 1.5 degrees versus 2.0 degrees seems tiny and 
insignificant. But it is not. It matters to life itself in all forms.  A 0.5-degree difference, from 
1.5 degrees to 2 degrees, will affect different ecosystems differently but significantly and, 
potentially, irreversibly.  

Third, and consequently, there are clear tangible benefits to keeping average global warming 
at 1.5 degrees Celsius. That is, there are dire costs to letting global warming reach 2 degrees. 
Minimizing these costs and actively avoiding the bigger costs directly translate into tangible 
benefits for keeping global warming capped at 1.5 degrees. 
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Q: What are some of the ‘dire costs’ of warming to 2 degrees?  
What’s the big deal?

The report cites different characteristics of rainfall for the Philippines. There are areas with too 
much rain and there are areas with no rainfall at all. When you have more rain, it is equivalent 
to flooding and when you have less rain, its equivalent to drying. Rainfall reduction is projected 
over sections of Mindanao, such as sections in Central Mindanao, that are under conflict.

The difference between 1.5 and two degrees Celsius will mean the destruction or survival of 
our coral reefs and a rise in our sea levels. The report also says that the rate of sea level rise 
of the Philippine Sea is double the global rate and the projected sea level rise (SLR) worst case 
scenario is 20 centimeters. Consequences will include a disruption of food chains and the 
worsening impacts of storm surges, among other things. One may not need another Yolanda-
strength typhoon to realize the destructive force of storm surges.  

Q: Is it still even possible to limit global warming to 1.5 degrees? 

The global temperature is already estimated to be about 1 degree higher (specifically, a range of 
0.8 degrees to 1.2 degrees) relative to pre-industrial temperature. It is expected rise another 0.5 
degrees between 2030 and 2052. (The IPCC Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5°C uses 
the reference period 1850–1900 to represent pre-industrial temperature.)

Is it possible to limit the global temperature increase to 1.5 degrees above pre-industrial levels?  
Yes. The IPCC report explains that getting to 1.5 degrees is, in fact, technically and economically 
feasible under a variety of social and economic assumptions, provided we begin now. 

However, getting to 1.5 degrees will involve trade-offs. But it is important to recognize all 
decisions involve trade-offs. 

Assuming we are convinced a 1.5 target is necessary, the questions that confront each country 
include, what kind of trade-offs are we willing to tolerate as a people?  If the residual benefits 
from such trade-offs are not evenly distributed, how can they be redistributed so that in the end, 
everyone truly gains?  

Q: Like what sort of actions will be required? 

It will require rapid and far reaching “transitions”. For instance, as it is, now, in 2018, our 
emissions have already gone up and we need to bring these down to a level of at least 45% of 
the 2010 period. But transitions also require greater attention to resilience and ensuring our 
economy is well-suited to thrive amidst expected difficulties in virtually all sectors,from food 
security to agriculture, from urban services to logistics, from the energy sector to supply chains.

Achieving resilience and a more efficient, modern economy will require shifting consumption 
and production patterns, retrofitting of physical infrastructure and social overhead capital, 
reshaping settlements and communities, climate finance,  and sweeping changes in governance 
leading to robust decentralization that enables both national and local governments to play their 
roles to the hilt,  among others.   

Industries will have to be transformed to ensure that we do not emit more carbon dioxide even 
as we maintain and increase productivity. The transition can also displace people as different 
technologies are employed. But it can also generate jobs, for instance, in the work of retrofitting 
the physical infrastructure of the country. To make everything more resilient implies an upgrade 
of social overhead capital. This spending will have multiplier effects. 
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Afforestation is another way to remove carbon dioxide emissions from the atmosphere. 
Afforestation is different from reforestation. In reforestation, one replants to restore an existing 
forest that has been degraded. In afforestation, there is no pre-existing forest; one creates a 
forest. And where is probably the obligation in the cities when you create green spaces, you also 
lower the temperatures in the area in the city.

Building resilience is not just the work or responsibility of the state. Citizens must do their part 
in evaluating consumption patterns and lifestyles. Everyone matters and everything counts.

Q: What is the current situation in the Philippines? Does the country’s 
economic plans recognize and incorporate the climate crisis? 

No, not quite because in the Philippine Development Plan (PDP) 2017-2022, climate change 
comes across as just one subsector of the environment sector, that is in competition for funds 
with other subsectors in the environmental sector, which is, itself, in competition with other 
sectors. 

Climate change adaptation is also often confounded or joined with “Disaster Risk Reduction”, 
which is, in this country, largely about typhoon risk reduction, relief and rehabilitation.     

But the climate crisis and climate actions are not and should not be boxed into a subsector nor 
made synonymous with typhoon risk reduction and response. Climate change is not even a 
sector. Rather it is part of the development context, a “binding” constraint, that will influence our 
development trajectories on all fronts, something that cuts across virtually all sectors.

If the science is to be believed, we have to “bake” in climate change into our development 
thinking. In the same way baking metal alloys into steel  so the metals become part of one 
structure rather than separate elements, climate change must be baked into all development 
policies and plans.

Q: How can the climate crisis be better incorporated or ‘baked’ into our 
economic plans?  

Recall that after 1986 and into the early ‘90s, “poverty reduction” was a sectoral concern. At 
that time, it took a huge effort to bake it in as a whole-of-government concern. Slowly, it was no 
longer featured as a chapter per se. Rather, it was understood that all actions in the medium-
term development plan combined to reduce poverty.  

Following from this, some components of a ‘baking’ in process would be the following.  

First, a recognition and positioning of the climate crisis as part of our development context - a 
premise, that is taken as given, which will undermine our development if not properly accounted 
for. The facts of the climate crisis should be translated into practical planning parameters that 
will specify binding, external constraints (i.e. given by climate science).  The question to be 
addressed is: what are the implications of the climate crisis on households, local economies 
and the economy as a whole from a practical development viewpoint? One would then expect 
that PDP plan targets are redefined given what the climate crisis requires. 

Second, climate change adaptation is treated not only as a distinct plan objective but as 
an opportunity to drive wider transformations across the economy. A simple place to begin 
would be to stop associating climate change with extreme weather events solely, or pairing or 
equating it with DRRM, or subsuming it under ‘environmental sustainability’ frames. Rather, it 
should be paired with, or considered a necessary condition to, development and prosperity.  The 
understanding and appreciation of slow onset events of climate change can help this process. 
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Third, the articulation of authentic devolution as a necessary condition to achieving 
development aspirations. Currently, the indispensable role of provinces and local governments 
in advancing development aspirations is not explicitly admitted in the PDP – an oversight that 
must be corrected especially if the climate crisis is to be properly acknowledged. Climate 
change impacts will be variable and non-linear across the archipelago; it will be impossible for 
the central government to adapt plans and programs to each locality. Central government will 
continue to have a role in the production of national public goods and services and incentivizing 
the production of provincial and local public goods and services of course. But the assignment 
of powers and functions must be reviewed and made more efficient given the climate crisis, and 
then faithfully applied.  

Finally, the articulation of budget constraints, time constraints and inter-sectoral trade-offs, and 
a tangible mechanism or effort to engage in the latter. Development planners have a tendency 
to force a ranking of development projects only within a sector, but not across sectors. That is, 
the economic costs and benefits of a project proposed for the , say, agriculture sector, is very 
rarely  compared and ranked against a project proposed for the health or education sector.   

But an inter-sectoral ranking is critical given budget and time constraints at hand. The 
‘Copenhagen Consensus’ demonstrated how critical it could be when it found that if the UN 
concentrated on 19 top SDG targets rather than all 169 SDG targets, it could get “$20 to $40 in 
social benefits per dollar spent rather than less than $10”. In short, smart spending is far better  
than simply more spending. 

Q: It sounds like going for 1.5 will require too much sacrifice, too 
many prohibitions on how we live our lives.  What will happen to our 
livelihoods? 

Yes, targeting 1.5 rather than 2.0 will be challenging. But the IPCC report clearly presents the 
science that tells us the alternative is incomparably worse. 

Moreover, while the challenge will require a change in thinking and doing, the promise is that, 
on the whole, countries and individual communities can shift onto a better, more prosperous 
development path. 

That is, limiting warming to 1.5 degrees can go hand in hand with achieving sustainable 
development. 

Q: Who/how will fund this effort? 

Climate change adaptation is necessary for sustainable development and ultimately benefits all 
citizens. When baked in, the regular development budget (the GAA) funds it.   

However, because our efforts will spillover to other countries and contribute to the global good, 
we should attract climate finance from that global community. We will also continue to seek 
justice as a vulnerable country. We will continue to demand the greatest historical emitters to 
take their fair share of climate action.

ICSC is a climate and energy policy group based in the Philippines advancing 
climate-resilient and low-carbon development locally, nationally and internationally. 
 
89-B Sct. Dr. Lazcano St., Laging Handa, Quezon City, 1103 Philippines
Tel:    +63 2 7755 1043  E-mail:  info@icsc.ngo     
Facebook:  /icsc.ngo  Web:  www.icsc.ngo

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Non-Commercial 
International License.    https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/ 

 
FEBRUARY 2019

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/ 

