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Summary: With the principle of comprehensiveness
embedded in the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change (Art. 3), a multi-gas abatement strategy with
emphasis also on non-CO2 greenhouse gases as targets for
reduction and control measures has been adopted in the
international climate regime. In the Kyoto Protocol, the
comprehensive approach is made operative as the “aggregate
anthropogenic carbon dioxide equivalent emissions” of six
specified greenhouse gases or groups of gases (Art. 3). With
this operationalisation, the emissions of a set of greenhouse
gases with very different atmospheric lifetimes and radiative
properties are transformed into one common unit – “CO2
equivalents”. This transformation is based on the Global
Warming Potential (GWP) index, which in turn is based on
the concept of radiative forcing. The GWP metric and its
application in policy making has been debated, and several
other alternative concepts have been suggested. In this
paper, we review existing and alternative metrics of climate
change, with particular emphasis on radiative forcing and
GWPs, in terms of their scientific performance. This
assessment focuses on questions such as the climate impact
(end point) against which gases are weighted; the extent to
which and how temporality is included, both with regard to
emission control and with regard to climate impact; how cost
issues are dealt with; and the sensitivity of the metrics to
various assumptions. It is concluded that the radiative
forcing concept is a robust and useful metric of the potential
climatic impact of various agents and that there are prospects
for improvement by weighing different forcings according to
their effectiveness. We also find that although the GWP
concept is associated with serious shortcomings, it retains
advantages over any of the proposed alternatives in terms of
political feasibility. Alternative metrics, however, make a
significant contribution to addressing important issues, and
this contribution should be taken into account in the further
development of refined metrics of climate change.

løsninger nedfelt i FNs Rammekonvensjon om
klimaendringer (artikkel 3), har man i det internasjonale
klimaregimet valgt en strategi som fokuserer på reduksjon
og kontroll av også andre drivhusgasser enn bare CO2. I
Kyoto-protokollen er denne helhetlige tilnærmingen
operasjonalisert som det samlede menneskeskapte utslippet
av seks ulike typer drivhusgasser målt som ekvivalente
karbondioksidutslipp. Med denne operasjonaliseringen blir
utslippene av en gruppe drivhusgasser med svært ulike
atmosfæriske levetider og strålingsegenskaper omregnet til
en felles måleskala for potensielle klimaendringer – betegnet
som ”CO2-ekvivalenter”. Denne omregningen er basert på
indeksen ”Global Warming Potential” (GWP), som igjen er
basert på gassenes ”strålingspådriv” (radiative forcing).
GWP-indeksen og dens anvendelse i utforming av
klimapolitikk har blitt kritisert, og flere alternativer har blitt
foreslått. I denne artikkelen gis en gjennomgang og
vurdering av eksisterende og alternative mål for potensielle
klimaendringer av de ulike gassene, med en spesiell vekt på
strålingspådriv og GWP. Vurderingene fokuserer på
spørsmål om hvilke klimaeffekter som danner basis for
vektingen av de ulike gassene, i hvilken grad og hvordan
tidsaspektet er inkludert, både med hensyn til
utslippskontroll og virkninger på klimaet, hvordan
kostnadsspørsmål blir behandlet, og indeksens følsomhet
overfor ulike forutsetninger. Det blir konkludert med at
størrelsen ”strålingspådriv” er et robust og nyttig mål for
potensielle klimavirkninger av ulike forstyrrelser (fra
klimagasser og partikler), og at det er muligheter for å
forbedre dette målet ved å vekte ulike pådriv i henhold til
deres effektivitet i å påvirke klima. Vi konkluderer også med
at selv om GWP-konseptet er beheftet med alvorlige
mangler, har det mange fordeler i forhold til andre foreslåtte
alternativer når det gjelder politisk anvendbarhet. Alternative
mål og tilnærminger bidrar likevel med betydningsfull
fokusering på viktige spørsmål, og bør bli tatt med i den
videre utviklingen av bedre mål for klimaendringer.
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1

Introduction

The 1992 UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) states that policies and
measures to address a human-induced climate change shall stabilise atmospheric
concentrations of greenhouse gases “at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic
interference with the climate system” (Art. 2), and that the measures should be
“comprehensive” and “cost-effective” (Art. 3.3). In the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, the target is
formulated in terms of “CO2 equivalents”, and the principle of comprehensiveness and cost
effectiveness are made operative as the aggregate anthropogenic carbon dioxide equivalent
emissions of six specified greenhouse gases or groups of gases: carbon dioxide (CO2),
methane (CH4), nitrous oxide (N2O), hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs), perfluorocarbons (PFCs)
and sulphur hexafluoride (SF6) (Art. 3.1., Annex A). This implies that parties can implement
policies and measures to reduce emissions of any of these gases to fulfill their Kyoto Protocol
commitments. Thus, the approach adopted in the UNFCCC and made operational in the
Kyoto Protocol is a multi-gas abatement strategy.
This formulation of targets thus requires a metric whereby emissions of different gases with
different atmospheric lifetimes and different radiative properties can be compared and
weighted. While the development of a metric is and has been a central part of the
operationalisation of the current political climate regime, there has been relatively little
discussion about what the purpose of a metric should be, i.e., which functions the metric(s)
used in the implementation of an international climate agreement should serve.
At a very general level, there seems to be at least two functions a metric could serve: First,
the metric could be an instrument designed to weight the various gases in manners that ensure
“equivalence” in climate impact within a chosen time frame. Second, a metric could be an
instrument to weight gases such that particular goals are reached in a cost-effective manner.
In the first case, gases are weighted such that no matter how policymakers choose to
implement their commitments (i.e., the composition of the basket of gases that are reduced),
the reduction effort produces the same climate impact within that particular chosen time
frame. This formulation of the “metric problem” would require policymakers to choose which
end point or impact they want to focus on in the cause–effect chain proceeding from
emissions to damages (see Figure 1) and to specify the time frame, e.g. through choosing the
time horizon. Any metric will express “equivalence” in terms of one (or possibly some of
these impacts) within the chosen time frame. However, a transformation of emissions into an
equivalent scale in terms of one impact may result in a lack of equivalence in terms of other
impacts and other time frames.

1
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Emissions (E)
(CO2, CH4, N2O, HFC, PFC, NOx, SO2, ...)

Radiative forcing (RF)

Climate Change
Temperature (∆T), precipitation (∆p), winds,
soil moisture, extreme events, sea level (∆SL)

Increasing uncertainty

Increasing relevance

Atmospheric Concentrations (C)

Impacts
Agriculture and forestry, ecosystems, energy
production and consumption, social effects

Damages
Welfare loss (e.g. monetary units)

Figure 1. Cause-effect chain from emissions to climate change and damages.
There are some important trade-off considerations regarding the choice of climate impacts
(or end point, see Figure 1). For instance, there is a trade-off between certainty and relevance
as one moves the end point from causes (emissions) to effects (concentrations; radiative
forcing; temperature, precipitation, wind, soil moisture, etc., and various ecological and socioeconomical impacts).
In the second case, a metric could also be an instrument designed to weight gases such that
the costs of not exceeding specific goals (given externally or calculated internally) over a
given time period are minimised. These goals could be defined either in physical terms, such
as not exceeding certain temperature levels etc., or in economic terms, such as not exceeding
specific damages1 that are caused by climate change. This formulation of the “metric
problem” could also require decisions on a “ceiling” of climate impact in terms of radiative
forcing and/or the damage functions that should constitute the basis for the metric design.
This metric design would also require long-term periodical planning, where the weighting of
gases may vary across periods (i.e. metric values are valid only for specific time periods).
This formulation of the “metric problem”, however, would provide policymakers with an
answer to the question of when the various gases should be reduced (i.e. the composition of
reductions over time).

1

Note that we refer to climate change impacts as “damage” following normal usage, but recognize that
impacts can be positive or negative.
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With these different functions in mind, we suggest that the purpose of a metric is to
operationalise a desired multi-gas abatement strategy in a decentralised manner – i.e., to give
the multi-gas emitters (nations, industries) incentives to abate emissions of the various gases
according to either of these specified objectives.
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has employed two metrics as
methods for quantitative comparison of the potential impact of different climate change
agents (IPCC, 1990; 1992; 1995; 1996; 1999; 2001). One is radiative forcing (RF), which
gives the change in radiative budget of the surface-troposphere system following a
perturbation, for example, to an atmospheric trace constituent. The other is the Global
Warming Potential (GWP), which compares the integrated radiative forcing of a pulse
emission of a radiatively active species (or its precursors) for a specific time horizon. The
GWP concept thus relies heavily upon the concept of radiative forcing. The GWP index
constitutes the foundation for the principle of comprehensiveness embedded in the UNFCCC
and is thus an important tool in the implementation of the Kyoto Protocol.
Since the GWP concept was introduced to the political community in the First IPCC
Assessment Report (IPCC, 1990), the concept has been broadly debated. The discussion has
three important aspects. First, GWP values cannot easily be developed for all substances
known to have an impact on climate. Calculations of GWPs for some species are problematic
and controversial, notably substances whose chemical lifetime is shorter than the time for
homogeneous mixing in the troposphere.
Second, the terms in which GWPs express equivalence may not be well understood by
policymakers in their application of GWPs. Given the name – Global Warming Potentials – it
is natural to assume that GWPs express equivalence in terms of the contribution of different
gases to increasing temperatures. As pointed out above, however, GWPs are constructed to
express equivalence in terms of the integrated radiative forcing over a chosen time horizon of
pulse emissions of different gases. The relationship between radiative forcing and climate
parameters such as temperature change is complex and potentially non-linear. This implies,
therefore, that emissions that are equivalent when weighted with their respective GWPs are
not necessarily equivalent in terms of temporal evolution of temperature change (Smith and
Wigley, 2000a,b; Fuglestvedt et al., 2000). Beyond the ultimate objective of the UNFCCC –
to stabilise atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse gases “at a level that would prevent
dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system” (Art. 2) – neither the
UNFCCC nor the Kyoto Protocol specify in more detail exactly which climate parameters are
of most concern (rate or level of temperature change, sea level rise, extreme events, etc.). On
the other hand, Article 3 of the UNFCCC states that policies and measures should be costeffective. Nevertheless, the objective as defined in the UNFCCC provides limited guidance
with regard to what constitutes appropriate criteria for metric design and an appropriate
weighting of gases.
Third, while RF and GWPs currently constitute the dominating metrics in the Kyoto
Protocol, other alternatives have been suggested over the years since Rogers and Stephens
first introduced the concept of a numerical index to compare the relative contribution of
various greenhouse gases to global warming (Rogers and Stephens, 1988). Within the IPCC
framework, however, the discussion of GWPs has taken place in Working Group I.2 Thus, the
2

The IPCC has three working groups (WG) and a Task Force: WG I assesses the scientific aspects of
the climate system and climate change. WG II addresses the vulnerability of socio-economic and
natural systems to climate change, negative and positive consequences of climate change, and options
for adapting to it. WG III assesses options for limiting greenhouse gas emissions and otherwise
mitigating climate change. The Task Force on National Greenhouse Gas Inventories oversees the
National Greenhouse Gas Inventories Programme.

3

CICERO Report 2001:04
Assessing metrics of climate change

discussion on GWPs, and the scientific assessment of the state of knowledge on GWPs, has
been confined within the natural sciences. Coming largely from the social sciences,
alternative metrics of climate change have been poorly represented in IPCC assessments. This
implies that important contributions, particularly from economists, have not been included in
any depth in the discussion on GWPs and potential improvements. In this sense, the restricted
(i.e., uni-disciplinary) approach employed by the IPCC in their assessment of the state of
knowledge may have represented a barrier to the development of more refined,
interdisciplinary metrics of climate change. Indeed, during the decade since the GWP concept
was first introduced, several interdisciplinary approaches have been published. These
contributions and the general debate on GWPs in the international academic literature have
received little attention in subsequent IPCC reports (Godal, 2001).
The purpose of this paper is to review existing metrics of climate change and evaluate their
performance with an aim to include perspectives other than those from natural science.
Section 2 gives a brief overview of current approaches to the calculations of metrics for
emissions. In Section 3, the foundation for the GWP index and implementation of climate
policy, namely the concept of radiative forcing, is discussed before the development of the
GWP concept and its use in the Kyoto Protocol are presented in Sections 4 and 5. An
evaluation of metrics of climate change must take their scientific performance with respect to
accuracy and robustness into account: their ability to handle all relevant gases, varying
atmospheric lifetimes, direct and indirect effects, sensitivity to key uncertainties, the
relevance of the terms in which equivalence is expressed etc. In Section 6 such issues and
concerns about these metrics and their performance in their application are discussed.
Alternatives to GWPs are presented in Section 7. With the current significant political role of
the comprehensive approach in the climate regime, metrics of climate change have an
important political dimension and must also be evaluated in terms of their applicability as
tools for decision making (Section 8). Finally, some concluding remarks and a brief
discussion of the prospects for new metrics are briefly given in Section 9.

2 Approaches to the calculations of metrics for emissions
Metrics for emissions of greenhouse gases (GHGs) must relate to both i) a particular climate
impact (or end point) and ii) the costs of abatement policies.
i) Climate impact (end point)
Metrics of climate change can be distinguished by the terms in which climate impact is
considered – i.e. the end point or key parameter that is chosen, such as:
- radiative forcing (RF)
- temperature change (DT)
- sea level rise (DSL)
- damage (e.g. in monetary units)
The impact can be related to the
- Rate of change
- Level of change
The impact is then typically compared for the various gases along a temporal axis. This
comparison could be performed according to:
- The instantaneous change at a singular moment in time
- Integrated change over a chosen time horizon
- Discounted and integrated change over an infinite time horizon
ii) Abatement costs
Three main approaches can be distinguished:
4
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Physical metrics, where the impact on some physical climatic parameter is compared and
costs of emission abatement do not enter the calculation of metrics (see Section 7.1).
Cost effectiveness, where the costs of emission control on the various gases are minimized
and a climate impact is taken as an externally given constraint; formulated in physical terms,
such as RF or DT. The constraint (or “ceiling”) is based on a choice of target (see Section
7.2).
Damage based, where the damages of climate change are subject to comparison. Here,
either marginal damages are compared directly in a static setting or a more general, dynamic
cost-benefit approach is applied. In the latter case, optimal multi-gas climate policy is
calculated with an objective to minimise the sum of emission control costs and climate
damage costs. This approach is similar to the cost-effective case, the difference being that the
constraint taken as given above is internally calculated. It is worth noting that while a costeffective approach can deal with physical constraints, a cost-benefit approach requires a
monetary measure of climate impacts because they are compared to emission control costs
(see Section 7.3).
Different metrics can then be categorised in terms of how these two main dimensions
(impact and abatement costs) are combined. For instance, GWPs and their use in the Kyoto
Protocol relate to radiative forcing as the climate impact and do not take into account
emission control costs. The metric from e.g. Manne and Richels (2001) investigates
temperature change (rate and level) in a cost-effective regime, whereas Kandlikar (1996)
considers damage and choose a cost-benefit approach (see Section 7).
A potentially “ideal” metric of climate change is one that relates the costs of emission
control to the damage (e.g., in economic terms) caused by the change in climate. With the
current knowledge of the climate system (large uncertainties and model-dependent results)
and the limited ability to make predictions of the most relevant parameters on the spatial scale
required to make assessments of the damage, such an ideal metric will be difficult to develop
and is likely to be controversial.

3 The concept of radiative forcing
This section describes some of the reasons for the use of radiative forcing. It will first
concentrate on the advantages of radiative forcing as a metric and will then discuss some of
its limitations. It is emphasised that radiative forcing is, in no sense, a replacement for
sophisticated climate model experiments; it is only these climate models that can provide
information on variables other than global-mean surface temperature.

3.1

Definition

Radiative forcing is short-hand for “radiative forcing of climate change” and is referred to as
“climate forcing” by many authors. A simple definition of radiative forcing is:
The perturbation (in Wm-2) of the planetary energy balance by a
climate change mechanism.
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (see e.g. IPCC, 1995) adopt a more
precise definition of radiative forcing:
The radiative forcing of the surface-troposphere system (due to a
change, for example, in greenhouse gas concentration) is the change in
5
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net irradiance (in Wm-2) at the tropopause after allowing stratospheric
temperatures to readjust to radiative equilibrium, but with surface and
tropospheric temperatures held fixed.
The evolution of radiative forcing as a metric, and the current perception of its strengths
and weaknesses, will be detailed in Section 3.2, but here we note the main rationale for the
more elaborate definition – these were detailed in IPCC (1995). Hansen et al. (1997) also
present an important discussion of the rationale.
There are three key phrases in the definition. Firstly, “surface-troposphere system” is used
because the surface and troposphere are coupled via fluxes of heat and moisture and the
temperature variation with height (the lapse rate) is constrained – hence changes in surface
temperature are accompanied by changes in tropospheric temperature, and vice versa.
Because of this coupling of surface and troposphere, it is the perturbation of the energy
balance of this coupled system (i.e. the energy balance at the tropopause) that is taken as
forcing climate change.
The second key phrase is “after allowing for stratospheric temperature adjustment”; the
stratosphere is of importance because it absorbs a significant amount of solar radiation before
it can reach the troposphere and it emits thermal infrared radiation both to space and down to
the troposphere. Consequently changes in the stratosphere can impact on the troposphere. For
some climate change mechanisms, most notably changes in stratospheric ozone, the
stratospheric temperature change causes marked changes in the emission of infrared radiation
by the stratosphere to the troposphere; depending on the sign of the temperature change, the
stratospheric response can either enhance or reduce the perturbation of the surfacetroposphere energy budget. The timescale for the stratospheric temperature to fully respond to
a perturbation is short (at most a few months) compared to the decadal response time of the
surface-troposphere system to respond, and hence it is convenient to include this temperature
change as part of the radiative forcing. If this stratospheric temperature change is not included
in calculations, IPCC (1995) define it as the instantaneous radiative forcing; if the change is
included it is the adjusted radiative forcing. For some mechanisms, such as changes in
tropospheric aerosols, there is a negligible difference between the two definitions; for many
greenhouse gases, there can be a modest (10-20%) difference which justifies the use of
adjusted forcing. For stratospheric ozone changes, the distinction between the two definitions
is crucial, as they can be of opposite signs.
The third key phrase is “with surface and tropospheric temperatures held fixed”; this is to
separate out the forcing of the system from the response of the system. One important
rationale for this is that the calculation of the forcing is much more straightforward than the
calculation of the response, as will be discussed in Section 6.1.1. It also sets a useful
conceptual framework for understanding climate change. The validity of this framework will
be discussed in Section 3.2.

3.2

Background

The development of radiative forcing as a metric for the strength of a climate change
mechanism occurred during the late 1970s and 1980s. During this period, radiative forcing
gradually replaced global-mean surface temperature change as the main metric. The main
rationale for the use of radiative forcing can be illustrated by reference to the simple equation
which relates the global mean radiative forcing, RF, to the equilibrium global-mean surface
temperature response to this forcing DTs,

6
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DTs = l × RF

(1)
-2 -1

where l is a climate sensitivity parameter in K(Wm ) . There are several aspects of this
equation of relevance to the use of radiative forcing. The first is that the value of l is poorly
known. It includes the so-called “black-body” or “no-feedback” response of the climate
system whereby the system warms or cools in response to a forcing to re-establish planetary
radiation balance – this component is believed to be well known and has a value of about 0.3
K(Wm-2)-1 (IPCC, 2001). The complication is that as the climate system responds to a forcing,
other radiative characteristics of the climate system are altered – these include changes in
water vapour, snow/ice albedo extent and cloud properties. The response of clouds to climate
change is particularly uncertain; calculations with different climate models lead to a range in
values of l from around 0.4 to 1.2 K(Wm-2)-1. Reducing this uncertainty remains a highpriority in climate research. This uncertainty means that model-derived changes in surface
temperature could result from either differences in l or RF. Hence it is more straightforward
to intercompare values of RF. In some earlier work (Hansen et al., 1981, 1988; Lacis et al.,
1990) the problem was sidestepped by quoting a value of temperature change (often denoted
DTo) for the no-feedback value of l, which is much better known; indeed this could have been
adopted as an alternative to radiative forcing.
A second aspect of Equation (1) is related; it was shown in individual one-dimensional
radiative convective models that the value of l was, to a large degree, independent of the
precise mechanism causing the climate change for a wide range of climate change
mechanisms – see especially IPCC (1995) for an example of this. Thus, although the absolute
value of l is poorly known, within any one model a single value of l provided a robust
indication of surface temperature response for a given forcing no matter what causes that
forcing. Hence, for global average surface temperature change, RF provided essentially the
same information as DTs. Whether this conclusion carries across to more complex climate
models (and the real world!) and more complicated radiative forcing mechanisms is less
obvious and is the subject of much current research which will be discussed in Section 6.1.1.
A third aspect of Equation (1) is that it refers to an equilibrium surface temperature change,
assuming that a constant radiative forcing has been applied for a sufficiently long time (many
decades) for the climate system to come into equilibrium. This can be a source of confusion,
particularly to those unfamiliar with climate models. One “classical” climate change
experiment is to calculate the equilibrium response to a doubling of carbon dioxide. In more
recent years, the use of coupled-ocean atmosphere General Circulation Model (COAGCMs)
means that it is more appropriate to calculate the time-varying response to a forcing (such as a
1%/year increase in CO2 (e.g. IPCC, 1996)), and one commonly reported measure of
COAGCM response is the warming at the time of doubling of carbon dioxide. This warming
will always be considerably less than the equilibrium response. Such confusion is less of a
problem with radiative forcing, as it is simpler to quote the change in radiative forcing
between any two given times (although, of course, the transient response of the climate
system depends critically on the time evolution of the radiative forcing between these two
times).
Given the above justifications for using radiative forcing, there are a number of additional
attractions which have encouraged its widespread use. The first is that a first-order estimate of
the potential climate impact of different mechanisms can be achieved without the need for
complex and computationally-demanding climate models. Second, and related to this, the
relative computational economy makes it much easier to search “parameter space”, so as to
examine the impact of various uncertainties and the importance of various processes.
Examples of assumptions that impact on the radiative forcing calculations include the
dependence of the vertical profile of a gas, the impact of cloudiness, and whether the
calculations are performed, for example, for a single global average profile or whether
7
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geographic variation is included (see e.g. Myhre and Stordal, 1997; Freckleton et al., 1998;
Jain et al., 2000). Third, it is much easier to intercompare radiative forcing results between
different studies, and there have been several examples of tight intercomparisons (i.e. ones in
which several groups have performed identical experiments) which have yielded important
information on causes of differences amongst models (Ellingson et al., 1991; Shine et al.,
1995; Boucher et al., 1998). Fourth, the decreased computational demands means that more
sophisticated radiative transfer calculations are possible; in particular these have allowed
benchmark calculations to be compared against simpler schemes, and also allowed routes by
which new calculations can, to some extent, be validated. Fifth, radiative forcing is
“deterministic”, in the sense that small forcings can be derived in a way that is not possible in
General Circulation Models (GCMs), in which the model variability swamps the impact of
small signals. Finally, radiative forcing is an important precursor to any sophisticated climate
model experiment. Indeed, Equation (1) can act as an important diagnostic for assessing
model behaviour; if there is any marked departure of the model from that anticipated from
Equation (1), then it is important to ascertain whether it is a robust model response, or an
indication of a problem with either the model or the experimental design.

4 The GWP concept
4.1

Definition

The concept of radiative forcing forms the foundation for the concept of Global Warming
Potentials (GWPs). It is a relative measure and is defined (IPCC, 1990, 1995) as the time
integrated commitment to climate forcing from the instantaneous release of 1 kg of a trace gas
i expressed relative to that of 1 kg of the reference gas CO2:

GWP( H ) i =

H

H

0

0

ò RFi (t ) dt

H

ò RF (t ) dt
CO 2

0

ò a c (t ) dt
i

=

H

òa

CO 2

i

c CO 2 (t ) dt

=

AGWPi
AGWPCO 2

(2)

0

where H is the considered time horizon and t is the time. The terms ai and aCO2 are the
radiative forcings due to one unit increase in atmospheric concentration of the gas i and CO2,
respectively; ci and cCO2 are the respective time decaying abundances of pulses of the injected
gases. The terms RFi and RFCO2 are the radiative forcings due to the agents i and CO2.3 The
Absolute Global Warming Potential (AGWP) for gas i and the reference gas is given by the
numerator and denominator, respectively.
The GWP concept is based on the assumption that integrated RF is a good indicator of the
potential for climate change. The damage, however, may be non-linear in temperature change,
and the GWPs do not attempt to take this into account.

4.2

The development of the GWP concept

The large variations in properties (radiative properties, atmospheric lifetimes and distribution)
make comparisons of the GHGs difficult. The GWPs build directly on the RF concept, but in
addition to taking the forcing strengths into account, GWP also aims at taking the differences
in temporal behaviour into account. Table 1 shows the large span in forcing of some selected
3

Implicitly, the climate sensitivity parameter λ in Equation (1) is assumed to be equal for the various
gases and thus cancels out (see Section 9).
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well-mixed GHGs for a given change in concentration. These variations in global average
forcing are, however, much simpler to take into account than the large variations in
lifetime/adjustment time, see Figure 2.
RF per unit mass
relative to CO2

RF per unit molecule
relative to CO2

CO2

1

1

CH4

66

24

N2O

200

200

HFC-134a

4 180

9 690

CF4

2 585

5 168

SF6

10 122

33 592

Gas

Table 1. Adjusted radiative forcing (RF) per unit mass or per unit molecule
increase in atmospheric concentration relative to CO2 (based on values in IPCC
(2001)).

100%

CO2

Remaining fraction (%)

80%

CH4
SF6

60%

N2O
HFC-134a

40%

CF4
20%

0%
0

100

200

300

400

500

Years

Figure 2. Atmospheric decay of pulses of various GHGs at time zero.
Thus, radiative forcing as a function of time shows very different behaviour for the various
GHGs. Additional factors that can influence the comparison of different gases include the
impact of the gases on other radiatively active gases (for example, methane can influence
ozone production, see Section 6.3) and the possibility that the climate sensitivity parameter
may vary from gas to gas (see Section 6.1.1).
The concept of GWP was introduced as an analogue of the Ozone Depleting Potentials
(ODP) introduced by Wuebbles (1981) and presented in the WMO/UNEP Ozone
Assessments. The ODP compares the cumulative change in stratospheric ozone due to a unit
mass emission pulse with CFC-11 as reference gas. The ODPs have been used extensively in

9

CICERO Report 2001:04
Assessing metrics of climate change

the evaluation of replacements for the CFCs as well as in the Montreal Protocol and its
amendments.4
Rogers and Stephens (1988) introduced the concept of a numerical index to compare
ozone-depleting gases with respect to their contributions to global warming. They calculated
“greenhouse warming potentials” as the wavelength-integrated infrared intensities relative to
CFC-11 scaled by the ratio between the atmospheric lifetimes of the gases (d×t)i/(d×t)CFC-11
where di is the infrared intensity for gas i, and ti is the lifetime/adjustment time for gas i
¥

ò

( d i × t i = d i exp( -t / t i )dt ). As has been clearly shown by Pinnock et al. (1995) the use of
0

infrared intensity by Rogers and Stephens (1988) to characterise the climatic impact of a gas
is not robust. This is because the wavelength-integrated intensity gives a poor guide as to how
much infrared radiation is absorbed by a molecule. Pinnock et al. (1995) showed that the
impact of a gas is greater if it absorbs at particular wavelengths, and in particular in the
“atmospheric window” between 8 and 10 microns.
Fisher et al. (1990) presented Halocarbon Global Warming Potentials (HGWPs) defined as
the ratio of surface temperature change at steady state from a step change in a gas i relative to
that of CFC-11. In their approach this was equivalent to the ratio between the integrated
forcings due to pulse emissions of the gases, since in their model there was an almost linear
and constant relation between RF and temperature change. HGWPs could thus be calculated
from steady-state changes in temperature due to step increases in emissions or from integrated
forcing from pulses of emissions.
With a reference to dosage in radiology, Rodhe (1990) compared the greenhouse effects of
fossil fuels based on the accumulated greenhouse effect over time. He defined the
accumulated greenhouse effect of the instantaneous emission of 1 kg of gas i by a formula
which is equivalent to the AGWP (see Equation (2)). Rodhe discussed the choice of time
scale in this integration, and this study was the first to apply a finite time horizon in the
calculations of accumulated greenhouse effects of emissions. As a compromise between longand short-term concerns he chose “somewhat arbitrarily” (p. 1218) a time horizon of 100
years. However, in the analysis where emissions are transformed to “equivalent CO2
emissions”, he discusses how the results are affected by choosing different time horizons. The
decay function for CO2 was taken from model calculations by Seigenthaler and Oeschger
(1987). While Rodhe (1990) used one single time horizon, three different horizons (20, 100
and 500 years) were introduced by Derwent (1990) in his calculations of Global Warming
Potentials.
Lashof and Ahuja (1990) defined the Global Warming Potential as the integrated radiative
forcing from an emission of a gas i over an infinite time horizon relative to the corresponding
values for CO2 (i.e. as Equation (2), but with infinite horizons). They presented values that
were “intended to establish an order-of-magnitude comparison and stimulate further work to
refine the GWP estimates”. In calculations of a warming potential index for gases such as
CO2, CH4 and N2O, the non-linearities between concentration and forcing constitute a
problem that was not present in the calculation of warming indices for the halocarbons
(Rogers and Stephens, 1988; Fisher et al., 1990). Furthermore, CO2 does not follow a simple
decay with one single lifetime, but has a decay controlled by several time constants and with a
fraction of the perturbation remaining in the atmosphere for centuries (see Figure 2). The nonlinearities and the complex decay of the reference gas thus call for a choice between sustained
step increases in emissions or pulses since the ratio between steady-state warming from step
4

One important difference is that ODPs are used in the Montreal Protocol in a gas-by-gas approach,
while GWPs are used in the Kyoto Protocol in a basket approach.
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increases for the gas i and the reference gas CO2 is not equal to the ratio between integrals of
forcing from pulses of emissions. Lashof and Ahuja performed their calculations for pulses,
which later were adopted by the IPCC. Lashof and Ahuja accounted for the non-linearities in
the concentration-forcing relation by taking average forcing values over possible future
ranges in concentrations, that is the present concentrations were not used as background
levels.
Lashof and Ahuja used a sum of exponential functions to describe the atmospheric decay of
CO2:
4

c(t) c = å a j × e
0

-t / t j

4

; åa j = 1

(3)

0

This was based on Maier-Reimer and Hasselmann (1987) where the response function was
given as:

G(t) = A0 + å A j × e

-t / t

j

(4)

j

In the work of Maier-Reimer and Hasselmann the decay function was given with a constant
remaining fraction (A0 = 0.131). This implies that the integral of the concentration decay
curve is infinity. To avoid a non-converging integral when GWPs were calculated with
infinite horizons, Lashof and Ahuja “forced” the decay function of CO2 towards zero by
replacing the rest fraction with a decay term that has a time constant of to = 1000 years, which
¥ 4

yields an “effective residence time” of 230 years (

ò åa
0

0

j

×e

-t / t j

4

dt = å a j ×t j ; i.e. a
0

weighted mean of the different time constants). They recognised that the results were quite
sensitive to these choices. (Using to = 3000 years instead (i.e. an effective residence time of
500 years) reduced their GWP values by a factor of two).
Stating that current radiative forcing may be considered more important from a policy
viewpoint than forcing occurring in the distant future, Lashof and Ahuja (1990) also
introduced discounting of future forcing by multiplying with e-r×t, where r is the discount rate
and t is the time. For a gas with a single decay time t, this discounting reduced the “effective
residence time” to t/(1+rt), while for a gas with several time constants, the effective
residence time is reduced disproportionately from Sajtj to Sajtj/(1+rtj). They pointed to the
alternative that radiative forcing could be integrated over a finite time horizon (as in Equation
(2)), but that this implies a discontinuity in weighting of future forcing.
The IPCC (1990) adopted the definition by Lashof and Ahuja (1990), but with the
modification that finite time horizons were chosen, namely 20, 100, and 500 years, as used by
Derwent (1990). The atmospheric decay of the reference gas CO2 was described by an oceanatmosphere-biosphere model (Siegenthaler, 1983) with a constant rest fraction in the decay of
CO2. For gases with longer lifetime/adjustment time than that of CO2, the GWPs increase
with increasing time horizon, and vice versa for gases with shorter lifetimes/adjustment times.
For N2O, the GWP increases from H=20 to 100 and then decreases.
Alongside the introduction of GWPs, the IPCC (1990) also expressed a strong reservation
with regard to the scientific quality of both the concept and the preliminary values presented.
This simple approach was used to “illustrate difficulties in the concept, to illustrate the
importance of some of the current gaps in understanding and to demonstrate the current range
of uncertainties” (pp. 58-60). The need for further research was emphasised and the most
important problems were outlined: 1) the estimates of atmospheric lifetimes, 2) the
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concentration-RF relationship and overlap, 3) indirect effects, and 4) specification of the most
appropriate time horizon.
Regarding the time horizon, it is mentioned that the period for integration depends on
which effects are evaluated and that “these three different time horizons are presented as
candidates for discussion and should not be considered as having any special significance”.
In the IPCC 1990 report, GWPs including indirect effects were also estimated for the
source gases CH4, NOx, CO and NMHC. These include effects on CO2, stratospheric H2O
and tropospheric O3. An example of application of the GWPs is also given (Table 2.9, page
61). The global anthropogenic emissions in a particular year are scaled by their respective
GWPs to show the contribution from the various gases to the “total” anthropogenic warming
over a 100-year time horizon.
In IPCC (1992), one important change from IPCC (1990) was that the quantification of the
indirect effects of NOx, CO, NMHC and CH4 were omitted in the GWP estimates because of
doubts about the confidence with which the indirect effects could be quantified. Instead,
based on the model calculations in WMO (1992), only the signs of the indirect effects of these
source gases were given.
Based on extensive model studies with several atmospheric chemistry models, the indirect
effects of methane were included in the GWPs for CH4 in IPCC (1995). For NOx it was
concluded that the current state of knowledge was insufficient to calculate GWP estimates
due to a large degree of uncertainty and that the comparison of an inhomogeneous forcing to
that of an evenly distributed forcing such as that of CO2 was problematic. The limitations and
weaknesses were extensively discussed in this IPCC report. The global anthropogenic
emissions were weighted by their respective GWPs as an example of the application of
GWPs, and the implications of the choice of time horizon for the results were also shown
(IPCC, 1995, Figure 5.7, p. 227). Later (IPCC, 1996) the indirect effects of the ozone
depleting substances (ODS) were included, based on the work of Daniel et al. (1995).
In WMO (1999) new GWPs were given based on updated forcing parameters and lifetimes.
A new parameterization of the response function for CO2 was given, but this is only a new fit
to the results from the carbon cycle model developed by Joos et al. (1996) and used by IPCC
(1996). Furthermore, a different radiative forcing per ppmv of CO2 as compared to previous
assessments, was used. Because the formula used in earlier reports was intended to reproduce
the results of Hansen et al. (1988) but did so inadequately, the more complicated formula
directly from Hansen et al. (1988) was adopted. As a consequence of the revised forcing
expression for CO2, new GWPs were given for all gases in WMO (1999). In the Third
Assessment Report (TAR) from IPCC (2001), updated GWP estimates were given resulting
from changes in RF for CO2 and lifetimes and forcing parameters for various other gases. The
AGWPs for CO2 were based on the same approach as in WMO (1999).

5 The use of radiative forcing and GWPs in the Kyoto
Protocol
The Kyoto Protocol has adopted the comprehensive approach founded in the UNFCCC in the
way that the agreement controls the aggregate level of emissions of several GHGs. These
gases, (CO2, CH4, N2O, HFCs, PFCs and SF6) have very different effects on radiative forcing,
and their atmospheric lifetimes range from approx. 1 to 50 000 years (see Figure 2 and Table
2). The Protocol specifies for each Party, referred to in Annex B of the Protocol, a specific
emission target relative to 1990 emission levels. The aggregate emission target is 5.2% below
1990 emission levels and this target is to be met during the period 2008-2012. Each Party is
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given the flexibility to focus on the reduction of emissions of any of the gases in question.
Hence this approach relies on a tool to aggregate emissions of the various gases to a common
unit. According to Article 5 in the Kyoto Protocol, the GWPs given in IPCC (1996) for a time
horizon of 100 years shall be used to transform the gases in the protocol to “CO2 equivalents”.
While the IPCC (1996) also presents GWP values for 20-, and 500-year time horizons, the
100-year horizon is required to be used under the Kyoto Protocol in the calculation of CO2
equivalents to meet the reduction target. Other time horizons may be used, but only for
illustrative purposes (see below). GWP100 are given for some selected gases in Table 2,
together with updated values from the IPCC (2001) in parentheses.
When the emissions of the various gases are weighted by their respective GWPs, the
emissions are transformed to a common unit – often called “CO2-equivalents”. The common
definition or rather conception of “CO2 equivalents” is therefore:
CO2-eq(H) = GWPi(H)·Ei

(5)

where GWP(H)i is the Global Warming Potential of gas i; Ei represents the emission of gas i
measured by mass; and CO2-eq(H) is the CO2-equivalent amount of gas i using GWPs for a
time horizon H.
Time Horizon (years)
Gas

Lifetime/Adjustment time
(years)

20

HFC-152a

1.5 (1.4)

460 (410)

140 (120)

42 (37)

HFC-32

5.6 (5.0)

2 100 (1 800)

650 (550)

200 (170)

HFC-134a

100

500

Adopted in the
Kyoto Protocol

14.6 (13.8)

3 400 (3 300)

1 300 (1 300)

420 (400)

a

12.2 (12.0)

56 (62)

21 (23)

6.5 (7)

HFC-125

32.6 (29)

4 600 (5 900)

2 800 (3 400)

920 (1 100)

Variable*

1

1

1

N2O

120 (114)

280 (275)

310 (296)

170 (156)

SF6

3 200 (3 200)

16 300 (15 100)

C2F6

10 000 (10 000)

6 200 (8 000)

9 200 (11 900)

14 000 (18 000)

CF4

50 000 (50 000)

4 400 (3 900)

6 500 (5 700)

10 000 (8 900)

CH4

CO2

b

23 900 (22 200) 34 900 (32 400)

a

The GWP for CH4 includes indirect effects on tropospheric O3 and stratospheric H2O

b

Derived from the Bern carbon cycle model.

Table 2. GWP values from IPCC (1996) for some selected GHGs included in the
Kyoto Protocol. Values from IPCC (2001) are given in parentheses.
The GWP values have changed as new input to these calculations has emerged and will
continue to change in the future, not only due to new knowledge of the radiative forcing and
lifetimes of the gases, but also due to a changing atmosphere. A relevant question, then, is
whether revised figures (e.g. IPCC, 2001) are to be adopted when Parties comply with the
Kyoto Protocol in 2008-2012 or whether the values from the IPCC (1996) are to be used.
Regarding this discussion, the IPCC (1995, p. 229) state that “whatever framework that is
adopted for the use of these indices, it must have the flexibility to incorporate what could be
substantial changes in specified numerical values of the indices”. According to Smith and
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Wigley (2000a) it is open to interpretation whether Article 5 in the Kyoto Protocol allows for
a changed definition or updates of the GWPs. Lashof (2000), on the other hand, states with
reference to UNFCCC/CP/1997/7Add.1/Decision 2/CP.3 that the GWPs given by the IPCC
(1996) will remain fixed for the purpose of complying with the first reporting period of the
Kyoto Protocol.5

6 Evaluation of the RF and GWPs in their own terms
Since the metrics RF and GWP form the basis for the formulation of emission targets and
implementation of abatement policies, it is important to know how robust these metrics are
and their dependence on various key factors.

6.1

Sensitivity to key uncertainties and assumptions

6.1.1 Radiative forcing
The early work on radiative forcing established that care was needed in its application. For
example, the requirement that radiative forcing should be calculated at the tropopause (rather
than, for example, at the surface or the top of the atmosphere) and the need for stratospheric
temperature adjustment, were not always realised and can still cause misunderstanding. See in
particular, the discussions in Schneider (1975), Ramanathan (1981) and Ramanathan et al.
(1987) for a development of these ideas. This has led to a further, and yet unresolved,
problem: How is the tropopause best defined? The operational definition used by the World
Meteorological Organisation locates the tropopause as the altitude at which the lapse rate falls
below a certain value (2 K/km); other definitions, for example using potential vorticity, also
have to use a more or less arbitrary value to distinguish troposphere from stratosphere. Myhre
and Stordal (1997) and Freckleton et al. (1998) have illustrated that different definitions lead
to uncertainties in the radiative forcing of order 5-10%; for some radiative forcing
mechanisms this is one of the most significant sources of uncertainty.
For radiative forcing, the ideal tropopause is the level that distinguishes between regions
that are coupled, via fluxes of sensible and latent heat, with the surface, and those which are
essentially radiatively determined. In the context of one-dimensional radiative convective
models, such a clean separation can indeed be made (Forster et al., 1997), but this is much
less easy in GCMs or the real world. Related to this is work on understanding the tropical
upper troposphere, where it is now clear that a region of the atmosphere traditionally regarded
as tropospheric (because it has a positive lapse rate) may be more stratospheric in nature in
the sense that it is under strong radiative control (see Thuburn and Craig, 2001).
In recent years there have been an increasing number of general circulation model studies
that have investigated the robustness of radiative forcing as a metric for an ever-widening set
of forcings (Hansen et al., 1997, Christiansen, 1999, Ramaswamy and Chen, 1997, Forster et
al., 2000, Rotstayn and Penner, 2001). A review of earlier work can be found in IPCC (1995)
and Shine and Forster (1999); much of the early justification for radiative forcing came from
comparison of experiments in which the solar constant and carbon dioxide were changed.
These two impact on the climate system in quite different ways – the solar constant change is
5

This decision states that the Conference of the Parties: “Reaffirms that global warming potentials used
by Parties should be those provided by the IPCC in its Second Assessment Report (‘1995 IPCC GWP
values’) based on the effects of the greenhouse gases over a 100-year time horizon, taking into account
the inherent and complicated uncertainties involved in global warming estimates. In addition, for
information purposes only, Parties may also use another time horizon, as provided in the Second
Assessment Report.”
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felt, initially, mostly at the surface and mostly at low latitudes, while carbon dioxide changes
are felt, initially, mostly in the thermal infrared, in the mid troposphere and with less
latitudinal gradient. Despite this, the tropospheric climate response was found to be almost
identical. Hansen et al. (1997) present evidence that this is to some extent a coincidence; in
their model, high latitude forcings are more effective than low latitude ones, and those that
impact initially on the surface are more effective than those that felt initially in the upper
troposphere.
The studies to date can be summarised as follows:
1.

2.

Even for quite geographically inhomogeneous distributions of radiative forcing, several
models have shown a remarkable consistency in the global-mean relationship given in
Equation (1) (Cox et al., 1995; Ramaswamy and Chen, 1997; Forster et al., 2000;
Rotstayn and Penner, 2001), but with support for the Hansen et al. (1997) study that
high-latitude forcings tend to be more effective than low-latitude ones. The pattern of
response, and in particular the interhemispheric differences, depend on the spatial
distribution of the forcing – hence quite similar global-mean forcings can lead to quite
distinct patterns of climate response (see e.g. Ramaswamy and Chen, 1997; Forster et
al., 2000).
There is an indication that for some climate change mechanisms, l departs significantly
from a constant value. These mechanisms include the impact of absorbing aerosols
and height-dependent changes in ozone. The limited model studies so far available
should not yet be regarded as conclusive. Hansen et al. (1997), using quite a crude
GCM, indicate that absorbing aerosols may influence climate in quite different ways
to other aerosols, as the increased atmospheric heating leads to reduced relative
humidity and reduced cloud amount; this acts like a positive feedback to make the
climate more sensitive to absorbing aerosols. Such a mechanism has been shown to
operate in much more sophisticated models (Ackerman et al., 2000), but the strength
of the impact found by Hansen et al. (1997) needs investigating in other GCMs. A
number of studies have investigated the role of ozone changes (Hansen et al., 1997;
Christiansen, 1999; Forster and Shine, 1999; Stuber et al., 2001a, b). There is as yet
no consensus as to whether the climate is more or less sensitive to a given radiative
forcing due to ozone changes than it is to the same radiative forcing due to carbon
dioxide change (Shine, 2000). Stuber et al. (2001b) have shown that in their model,
the increased sensitivity to stratospheric ozone changes, relative to that for changes in
carbon dioxide, is largely due to a feedback by which stratospheric water vapour
changes; if this feedback is present in other models, then it does not appear to be as
strong, and this is an important topic for future work.

Thus, studies so far indicate that at a global-mean level, radiative forcing is certainly a
useful tool for a first-order estimate of climate response and for intercomparing different
climate change mechanisms. To indicate the range in l for different climate change
mechanisms, we briefly compare results from GCM experiments in which cloud feedbacks
are allowed. For Hansen et al. (1997), excluding their highly idealised forcings, their value of
l ranges from about 0.6 to 1.05 K(Wm-2)-1, with the very important exception of the impact of
absorbing aerosols. Forster et al. (2000) for a variety of different spatial distributions of solar
and CO2 forcings obtain a range of 0.33 to 0.55 K(Wm-2)-1. Christiansen (1999) for CO2 and a
range of more idealised ozone forcings obtains a range of 0.36 to 0.57 K(Wm-1)-1. And
Rotstayn and Penner (2001) for a range of CO2 and aerosol (including indirect cloud effects)
obtain a range of 0.68 to 0.92 K(Wm-2)-1. Thus for all these studies, a mid-range value of l
would lead to the global-mean radiative forcing correctly predicting the model’s global-mean
surface temperature response to within an accuracy of about 25%.
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It can also be seen from these examples that the uncertainty in the absolute value of l (by
comparing the output of different models) is greater than the spread in the value of l for a
range of climate change mechanisms in an individual model (again with the important
possible exception of the impact of absorbing aerosols). This indicates that radiative forcing
continues to be a more robust measure than surface temperature change as a metric when
comparing results from different models.
The use of radiative forcing as a metric relies on the validity of the simple conceptual
model encapsulated by Equation (1) being a generally valid one. In some cases it becomes
difficult to know whether a mechanism should be considered a forcing or a feedback. For
example, the causes of changes in stratospheric water vapour, explored by Forster and Shine
(2000), are not well known. If the water vapour changes are due to changes in temperature or
circulation resulting, for example, from increased concentrations of greenhouse gases, they
should more properly be regarded as a part of the climate response. Another contentious area
concerns the indirect effect of aerosols on clouds, and in particular the impact on cloud liquid
water content and cloud lifetime (sometimes called either the Albrecht effect or the second
indirect effect). The framework by which the Albrecht effect is calculated requires the use of
a general circulation model to infer the forcing, rather than performing radiation calculations
on an otherwise unchanged atmosphere. This has led to a debate about whether this should be
viewed as a forcing or a feedback (Haywood and Boucher, 2000; Rotstayn and Penner, 2001),
although Rotstayn and Penner (2001) show that within their model, at least, it can be treated
as a forcing and used to predict climate response.
There remains much work to be done on testing the robustness of radiative forcing as a
metric. If results from different modelling groups can be shown to be consistent as to whether,
for example, high latitude forcings are more effective than low latitude ones, or
predominantly shortwave forcings are more effective than thermal infrared ones, then there is
a prospect that the utility of radiative forcing can be improved. It would then be possible to
weight different radiative forcings by some factor to account for the effectiveness. If, on the
other hand, no consensus is achievable amongst different models, then it would be as well to
use the unmodified form of the radiative forcing until a better understanding has developed.

6.1.2 Global Warming Potentials
The robustness of GWP as a metric depends on the robustness of the RF concept and the
estimates of lifetimes/adjustment times of the gases. A distinction can be made between a)
uncertainties in input data and b) sensitivity to various assumptions. No matter how good the
quality of the input data is, there will be uncertainties connected to assumptions about futurerelated parameters. In general, the uncertainties in GWP increase with the time horizon since
changes in the background atmosphere will affect RF and adjustment times. The stability of
the GWP values (i.e. sensitivity to changes in input data or assumptions) is an important issue
for policymakers and will also be discussed in this section.
a) uncertainties in input data
The uncertainties in the GWP values depend on the uncertainties in the AGWP itself for the
gas i considered and on the uncertainties in AGWPCO2. The uncertainties in AGWPi depend
on the uncertainty in RF per molecule and the uncertainty in lifetime (t). IPCC (1995)
estimated the RF uncertainty for most gases to be 25%. After taking into account the
uncertainties in lifetimes (10-30%), IPCC (1995) estimated an uncertainty of ±35% for the
AGWP for nearly all the non-CO2 gases considered; an estimate that was retained by the
IPCC (2001). Wuebbles et al. (1995) explore the sensitivity of GWPs to some key
uncertainties and find that the atmospheric lifetime uncertainties given in WMO (1992) give
rise to GWP uncertainties nearly identical in magnitude to the lifetime uncertainties for gases
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with t < 100 years. Longer lived gases have GWP uncertainties of lesser magnitude than the
lifetime uncertainties when H < 2 x t.
As discussed in chapter 6.3 and in Appendix 1, there are large uncertainties connected to
the indirect GWPs. Of these, uncertainty estimates are only given by the IPCC (2001) for the
GWPs for CH4 and ozone depleting substances (ODS). For the uncertainty of the indirect
effect of methane emissions on tropospheric ozone, the IPCC (1995) gives a range of 25±15%
of the direct effect. This yields large uncertainties for the total (direct plus indirect) GWP
values for CH4: 42-82, 17-32 and 5-10 for the horizons 20, 100 and 500 years, respectively.
There are also very large uncertainties connected to the GWPs for ODS presented by IPCC
(2001). For CFC-11 the direct GWP for a horizon of 20 years is 6 300 while the minimum
and maximum net GWPs are 100 and 5000, respectively. For a 100-year time horizon, these
numbers are 4 600 (direct), -600 (minimum net) and 3 600 (maximum net).
No information is given on the probability distribution within the given ranges either for
the AGWP uncertainties or for the GWPs for CH4 and ODS.
b) sensitivity to assumptions
The sensitivity of the GWP estimates to the various assumptions is due to
· spectral saturation of the absorbing bands. For example, for carbon dioxide, the
amount of forcing depends on the pre-existing amount of carbon dioxide in the
atmosphere; for a 1 ppbv increase from 365 ppmv CO2 the forcing is 0.015 Wm-2
ppmv-1, while for a background concentration of 450 ppmv this is reduced to 0.013
Wm-2 ppmv-1. The same is true, to a lesser extent, for CH4 and N2O.
· spectral overlap between gases. As an example, if the overlap terms for CH4 and N2O
forcing are excluded from the calculations, the GWPs for these gases increase by
approximately 15% and 10%, respectively.
· changes in adjustment times/lifetimes due to changes in physical and chemical
conditions. An example is the ocean’s ability to absorb carbon, which is believed to
decrease as carbon dioxide concentrations increase.
The definition of GWP (see Section 4.1.) does not say anything about the state or the
development of background atmosphere. This is most important for CO2, and Caldeira and
Kasting (1993) studied the effects of changes in forcing (saturation effects) and in the ocean’s
ability to absorb atmospheric CO2 (i.e. changes in adjustment time) and found that these
effects tend to compensate for each other at higher CO2 levels. This is supported by the IPCC
(1995, pp. 219), which shows how the AGWPCO2 differ for assumptions about future CO2
levels as compared to using constant current levels. The decrease in RF per molecule due to
increased levels of CO2 is opposite in sign to the effect on the adjustment time. For a constant
background at pre-industrial levels of CO2 (280 ppmv) the enhancement in AGWPCO2
declines from a range of 25-15% for time horizons up to 20 years towards approximately 5%
for a 500-year horizon. For an increasing CO2 concentration of the stabilization scenario
S650, the reductions in AGWPs for CO2 start at zero and reach approximately 10% after 200
years. Based on these considerations the IPCC (1995) concludes that changes in future CO2
levels have little effect on the GWPs and a constant background atmosphere is used in the
calculations of the GWPs.6

6

IPCC (1995) (page 223, Table 5.3) also gives AGWPCO2 for different scenarios that allow for
transforming the GWPs to assumptions of other background atmospheres (and other models). E.g.
GWPs for the non-CO2 gases can be transformed from an assumption of constant background to a
stabilization scenario at 650 ppmv CO2 by multiplying by 1.044, 1.094 and 1.128 for the horizons 20,
100 and 500 years, respectively.
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Using the IS92a scenario for nitrous oxide and methane, the IPCC (1995) finds that the
CH4 GWPs are reduced by only 2 or 3% relative to a scenario with a constant background.
For nitrous oxide, a larger effect was found; 5, 10 and 15% reductions for the horizons 20,
100 and 500 years, respectively. These changes are caused by non-linear forcing relations
(due to saturation) and spectral overlap between these two gases.
Wuebbles et al. (1995) explore the sensitivity of GWPs to some key uncertainties and
assumptions (lifetimes, carbon budget, background atmosphere). They find that the single
most dominant effect on the GWP values is the background atmosphere due to the nonlinearity of the RF function for CO2. This effect increases with longer time horizons,
increasing the GWPs of the non-CO2 gases from 38% for IS92c to 165% for IS92e at H=500
years, relative to GWPs for a constant background atmosphere. (For a time horizon of 100
years, the corresponding increases are 15% and 32%, respectively.)
Brühl (1993) explores the effects of changing chemical conditions and states that using a
constant e-folding time in the GWP for methane is not appropriate since the lifetime of this
gas depends on the levels of many gases (NOx, CO, etc.) that may change in the future. Using
a time-dependent interactive chemical radiative model, he explores the variation in GWP for
CH4. When the IPCC-B scenario for CH4, NOx and CO is used (from IPCC, 1990), he finds,
for the time horizons 20 and 50 years, that the GWPs for CH4 are larger by 15% and more
than 30%, respectively, relative to when constant adjustment time and background
atmosphere are used. These results show the importance of both the chemical non-linearities
and the RF non-linearities for the GWP for methane (no effects of background atmosphere on
RF from CO2 are taken into account). The IPCC has taken the dependence of the methane
adjustment time on changes in methane itself into account (the CH4-OH feedback) and
included this in the GWP. This implies an adjustment time that is longer than the lifetime.
An implicit assumption in the use of GWPs is that the CO2-equivalents can be added, both
for the same gas and different gases. Adding CO2-equivalents of the same gas rests on the
assumption that the changes in concentrations are sufficiently small to anticipate that the
forcings are independent of pre-existing levels and thus linearly additive. In the case of
adding CO2-equivalents of different gases it is assumed that radiative forcing due to each gas
is independent of the other gases, i.e. that there is no spectral overlap. Thorough studies of
these dependencies do not appear to have been performed. For the HFCs, PFCs, and SF6, the
concentrations of these gases are sufficiently small to anticipate the forcings to be linearly
additive.
Since clouds absorb in the entire terrestrial IR spectrum they have significant effects on the
radiation from the earth and the atmosphere. The properties and locations of the clouds are
important for their interaction with radiation from GHGs. Due to the strong absorption
properties of clouds and the overlap with radiation from GHGs, the greenhouse effect of
many GHGs is reduced when clouds are present. But as pointed out in Chapter 5 in IPCC
(1995), it is important to note that the impact of changes in clouds upon GWPs depends on
the ratio between changes in the RF of the gas considered and that of the reference gas, not
the absolute change in the RF of the gas alone. Based on test with one model with three layers
of clouds, the IPCC (1995) gives numbers for RF changes for several gases relative to CO2.
Adjusted radiative forcing per molecule relative to CO2 is typically reduced by less than 12%.
The IPCC (1995) concludes that uncertainties in future cloud cover are unlikely to
substantially affect GWP calculations.
Water vapour is expected to increase as a consequence of higher temperatures. The IPCC
finds that the GWP for CH4 changes by only a few percent for a 30% increase in water vapour
(IPCC, 1995 and references therein). The IPCC concludes that for gases with absorption in
the regions with weak absorption by H2O, the effect is likely to be similar or smaller. The
IPCC did not consider changes in circulation, atmospheric chemistry, biospheric processes or
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other feedbacks that could change the lifetimes of the gases and hence their GWPs. The IPCC
(1995) concludes that GWPs are not radically altered, thereby strengthening the use of GWPs
under a range of conditions.
c) stability
Confidence in the application of RF and GWPs depends to some extent on the values
presented in IPCC and other assessments not displaying too much volatility. As discussed in
Section 5, the Kyoto Protocol has adopted the IPCC (1996) values throughout the first
reporting period, but major changes in the recommended values of key gases could present
problems in implementation.
There are several reasons for GWPs to change, and some of these have been documented in
WMO (1999). Changes in the radiative forcing and lifetime of carbon dioxide have altered the
CO2 AGWP by around -10%, with a knock on effect on all other gases when referenced to
CO2. The lifetimes of other gases also change, as understanding of the atmospheric sinks (and
in particular the abundance of, and reaction rate with OH) is updated. The lifetime also affects
the vertical profile of each gas (particularly above the tropopause), with the potential to alter
the forcing by 10% and sometimes more for shorter-lived gases (Jain et al., 2000; Sihra et al.,
2001). For many of the gases, the underlying measurements of the infrared absorption are
based on few measurements, and these are subject to change when refined measurements are
made. The sophistication of the radiative transfer calculations is increasing with time, with
more common use of bench-mark line-by-line calculations. A final reason for variations is
that, for gases with GWPs higher than 1000, the values are normally only quoted to the
nearest 100; small changes in the calculated value can lead to changes in tabulated value
which could almost reach 10%.
We give examples of the variability in the recommended values for 100-year GWPs for the
two most abundant HFCs (HFC134a and HFC-23) and the most important perfluorocarbon,
CF4.
The value for HFC-134a has varied from 1 200 (in IPCC, 1990) up to 1 600 in WMO
(1999) and 1 300 in IPCC (2001). The recent compilation by Jain et al. (2000), however,
quotes a significantly higher value (1 800), although in another recent compilation Sihra et al.
(2001) find agreement with IPCC (2001). HFC-23 was not listed in IPCC (1990), but its value
in recent assessments as varied between 11 700 and 14 800. Again, Jain et al. (2000) get a
much larger value (19 600), but Sihra et al. (2001) report a value of 13 000, close to the value
of 12 000 in IPCC (2001).
Of the gases in common to both Jain et al. (2000) and Sihra et al. (2001) the vast majority
agree to within 10%, but there is a significant (>20%) disagreement for 4 gases including
HFC-23 and HFC-134a; the precise reason has not been established, but it is believed to be
due to differences in the way the infrared spectral data is used (Atul Jain, personal
communication).
Finally, for CF4, again the IPCC (1990) does not list this gas. Although it has varied little in
the more recent assessments − between 6 500 in IPCC (1996) and 5 700 in IPCC (2001) −
Sihra et al. (2001) cite a significantly higher value (8300), and Jain et al. (2000) estimated it
at 6800. Hence there is a significant difference (20% or more) between IPCC (2001) and the
two most recent assessments, probably largely due to the use of different spectroscopic data.
These examples indicate the need for flexibility in the use of GWPs and also for research to
isolate the reasons for the different values cited in the literature.
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6.2

The choice of reference gas in the GWP concept

The choice of CO2 as the reference gas in the calculation of GWPs introduces some problems.
The atmospheric response time of CO2 has the largest scientific uncertainty of the major
GHGs. When CO2 is used as reference, the values of the GWPs for all GHGs are likely to
change, perhaps substantially, if there is any change in the representation of the removal
processes of CO2 (see previous section). Due to the spectral saturation of the absorbing bands
of CO2 and the change in adjustment time with increasing concentration, the forcing from
additional CO2 will change in the future. The GWPs, therefore, need updating as the
concentration of CO2 changes.
It has been suggested that a gas with a simpler response function and well defined lifetime,
as well as a linear concentration-forcing relation, could be used as reference. It has also been
suggested that a “CO2-like” gas could be used as a reference (Wuebbles et al., 1995) and such
a “virtual gas” could be defined with the desired properties. This would also open for a GWP
for CO2 defined relative to the new reference gas. But a change in reference gas would not
resolve the policy-related problems that are created when GWPs change, since the relative
value of the GWPs is the most important in the formulation of abatement strategies.
Agreements and abatement must include CO2, and the problem with the relative GWP values
will remain. But as pointed out by Victor (1990) a different and better understood reference
gas might have important psychological effects of reducing the vulnerability of the GWPs to
fluctuations. It would also highlight why GWPs have changed, i.e. it would lead to better
accountability in the process and lead to fewer changes in values.

6.3

Radiative forcing through indirect effects

Gases that are emitted into the atmosphere (source gases) may cause radiative forcing of
climate directly due to their own radiative properties. Source gases may also cause radiative
forcing indirectly by changing the concentrations of other climate gases through chemical
processes in the atmosphere. Such indirect effects are called positive if they result in a
positive radiative forcing and negative if they lead to a negative forcing. Table 3 gives an
overview of source gases with indirect effects and which climate gases that they affect. The
sign of radiative forcing is indicated for the various relations.
Estimates of GWPs for chemically active source gases (“indirect GWPs”) are far from
unproblematic, as the processes initiated may not be well understood or inadequately handled
by the methods and models applied, or both. The chemical behaviour is highly non-linear for
many of these gases, and this may result in large differences between different regions in the
chemical response of short-lived gases to the same emissions. Due to high chemical activity
and thus short lifetimes, large variations in source strengths and sinks result in large spatial
variations in concentration. Furthermore, geographical differences in meteorological and
physical conditions (e.g. albedo, convective mixing, temperature profile, radiation) give
variations in radiative forcing for the same change in emission of a climate gas. Even if the
theory of these processes were well understood, there would be large methodological
problems in studies of how these processes work and cause RF. This is because many
processes (e.g. convective mixing, non-linear chemistry) are on a sub-grid scale, and thus
must be parameterised in global models.
GWPs are global with respect to the chosen key parameter (i.e. global mean RF) and
usually do not take into account the location of emissions. While this is not necessary for
well-mixed GHGs, inclusion of some types of indirect effects calls for a treatment of the
significance of location. Several studies have shown how indirect RF from NOx emissions
varies between different geographical regions (Johnson and Derwent, 1996; Fuglestvedt et al.,
1999; Wild et al., 2001), and some studies have presented estimates of regional GWPs
20

CICERO Report 2001:04
Assessing metrics of climate change

(Johnson and Derwent, 1996; Derwent et al., 2001). Among the indirect effects (see Table 3),
the changes in CO2, CH4, tropospheric and stratospheric O3, and stratospheric H2O are taken
into account in various estimates of GWPs. So far, effects of changes in aerosols have not
been included in GWP estimates; there would be formidable problems in producing such a
value, and it should also be noted that the Kyoto Protocol explicitly concentrates on GHGs.
Appendix 1 gives an overview of current estimates of GWPs including indirect effects for all
the source gases listed in Table 3.
Source gas/
substance

Sign of radiative forcing through effects on atmospheric levels of

CH4 and other
gases removed
by OH (e.g. HFC,
HCFCs)

Strat. O3

Sulphate

Trop. O3

CFCs

-

-

?

-/+ *

Halons

-

-

?

-/+ *

+

+/-

?

+

N2O

-

-

?

-/+ *

SO2

?

-

?

+

+

?

+(-)*

+

+

?

+(-)*

NOx

-

?

+

H2

+

CH4

Strat. H2O

+

CO
NMHC

+

CO2 (§)

+

+

* Effects depend on region and season. § Emissions of gases containing fossil carbon give net
contributions to atmospheric CO2 when oxidised in the atmosphere.

Table 3. Effects of various source gases on radiative forcing by affecting
atmospheric levels of other radiatively active substances.
While the GWPs for the well-mixed GHGs are relatively transparent (the formulas are
given in the IPCC reports, while the parameter choices are not), the indirect GWPs from the
literature are generally not transparent due to the use of complex models. Thus, while there
may be similarities in overall features of the studies and approaches (sustained or pulsed
emissions, 2D/3D models, background scenario, etc.), there is no common method since the
models vary with respect to their assumptions and parameterisations. Even when the same
design of model experiment is followed, as in the case of the model exercise in IPCC (1995),
there are large spreads in the results.
The traditional time horizons (20, 100 and 500 years) do not match the time scales of the
chemically active gases very well. It is difficult to relate these to the effects of CO2, which has
very different properties, both with respect to scales of time and space, as well as to the nature
of the response functions. However, some studies of indirect effects and GWPs (Lelieveld and
Crutzen, 1992; Lelieveld et al., 1993; Hauglustaine et al., 1994) also use shorter time horizons
(10, 30 and 50 years).
Regarding the state of knowledge for indirect effects, it can be concluded that in general
there is a large spread in the results from various models and approaches and that important
challenges remain, both with respect to theory and methods. Except for methane, there has not
been a demand from policymakers for indirect GWPs. The attempts are generally initiated
from science and not in a policy context. Derwent et al. (2001) consider the GWP-weighted
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emissions of ozone precursors other than just methane, and suggest that these gases should be
included in the FCCC to mitigate global warming.

6.4

The choice of time horizon

Together with the adoption of finite time horizons (20, 100 and 500 years) in IPCC (1990) it
is stated that “these three different time horizons are presented as candidates for discussion
and should not be considered as having any special significance”. The Kyoto Protocol has,
however, adopted GWPs for a time horizon of 100 years. The choice of time horizon in the
Protocol is, to our knowledge, not based on any published conclusive scientific discussion,
and it may be argued that a time horizon other than 100 years could be chosen in the
formulation of climate policy in future agreements. It may be expected that this choice has
significant implications for the composition of the emission reductions and further on the
resulting climate impacts. The choice of time horizon is often considered a policy decision,
but some scientific considerations are also relevant in this context. A choice of time horizon
and the weighting of short-lived vs. long-lived gases depend on the type of undesirable
changes that are of greatest concern and should be built on knowledge about impacts,
thresholds and vulnerability and how this depends on level and rate of change.
The IPCC (1995) points out that if the policy aims at reducing the possibility of abrupt,
non-linear climate responses in the relatively near future, then a choice of a 20-year horizon
in GWPs is relevant for formulating strategies for reducing emissions. In addition, if the rate
of climate change is of greatest interest rather than the eventual magnitude, then a short time
horizon can be used. But, if the emphasis is to reduce the risk of long-term, quasi-irreversible
climate or climate-related changes, then a 100- or 500-year time horizon will give relevant
GWPs. This is illustrated in Table 4 (from WMO, 1992) showing characteristic integration
periods appropriate to capture the important aspects of the indicators.
Climate Change Indicator

Appropriate Integration Time (years)

Maximum change in temperature

~ 100

Rate of change in temperature

~ 20 – 50

Maximum change in sea level

> 100

Rate of change in sea level

> 50

Table 4. Characteristic time horizons for different indicators of climate change
(WMO, 1992).
In WMO (1992) it is also stated that
The GWPs evaluated over the 100-year period appear generally to
provide a balanced representation of the various time horizons for
climate response. This is a time scale that includes due consideration
of the ocean thermal inertia and its impacts on the global-mean
surface temperature. In addition, carbon cycle models also indicate
that this time period broadly represents the time scale over which a
significant fraction of CO2 is removed from the atmosphere.
This is probably the clearest recommendation for one single time horizon for the GWPs.
Lelieveld et al. (1998) also find the 100-year time horizon particularly useful since it
approximates the lifetime of CO2, the dominating GHG.
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Concern, however, has been expressed in IPCC discussions of the related question of
policymakers’ application of GWPs, particularly with regard to the choice of a time horizon.
Shackley and Wynne (1997:100), for instance, cite an IPCC scientist as stating:
We need to decide whether we wish to emphasise the clear and large
contribution of CO2 (and CH4) to the historical greenhouse forcing or
risk a protracted and difficult-to-resolve debate on the technicalities of
GWP calculation. … Although we have presented three time horizons
to cover these problems, my experience is that they tend to be misused
or even abused. Industries tend to pick the horizon that puts their
‘product’ in the best light.
As illustrated by Skodvin and Fuglestvedt (1997), the change of horizon may also
dramatically affect the total GHGs emissions (in terms of CO2 equivalents) for a country as
well as the contributions from the individual gases to this total emission. In the case of New
Zealand, the total emissions were 70% lower when a horizon of 500 years was used as
compared to 20 years.
While the IPCC GWPs are defined for finite time horizons, a different approach has been
used by economists who try to side-step the time horizon problem by casting it into a question
of discount rate (see Sections 6.5.2 and 7).

6.5

Application of RF and GWPs

Much of the debate regarding GWPs, and thus indirectly also RF, seems to be related to
different expectations about what the GWP metric can do and how GWP-weighted emissions
can be interpreted. In this section, the application of RF and GWPs will be discussed with
reference to recent applications and evaluations.

6.5.1 Radiative forcing
The application of radiative forcing (RF) as a metric is quite straightforward in principle. For
any given period (e.g. decadal, or between pre-industrial times and the present day, or over
some future period), if we can observe or compute the change in concentration of a
radiatively active constituent, and have sufficient knowledge of the radiative properties, the
forcing can be calculated. Figure 3 shows a recent example of a figure for the radiative
forcing, since pre-industrial times, of a wide range of forcing mechanisms (IPCC, 2001).
Hence, for example, the forcing due to carbon dioxide changes is around 7 times greater than
the (direct) impact of increases in CFCs. Although on a molecule-per-molecule basis CFCs
are around 10 000 times more powerful than CO2, the forcing accounts for the fact that for
every 1 molecule increase in CFCs there has been a 70 000 molecule increase in CO2. The
radiative forcing is an important metric for indicating the total impact of particular climate
change mechanisms; other measures, such as the forcing per molecule or per mass (see Table
1), or the GWP, which characterises the impact of a given emission, can be misused or
misunderstood. It matters little if a particular molecule is an immensely powerful greenhouse
gas, if the changes in concentration of that gas are negligible.
In its “pure” form, radiative forcing sidesteps any issue regarding the causes of the change
in concentrations, or difficulties understanding the sources and sinks, as it directly uses
observations of the change in concentration, howsoever caused. While this is indeed how
forcing is derived for the longer-lived well-mixed greenhouse gases (WMGGs), for which
observations are adequate, for many other constituents observations are inadequate. For both
aerosols and tropospheric ozone, even the present day latitude-longitude-height
concentrations are not known sufficiently well. To compute the forcings, it is necessary to
know the change in these concentrations. Over the century time-scale, observations are quite
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inadequate, and it is necessary to rely on chemical transport models to simulate both the past
(and in some cases future) concentrations as well as the present day concentrations.
Apart from the central or best estimate values (bars), Figure 3 displays three representations
of uncertainty: The absence of a rectangular bar denotes no best estimate is possible; the
vertical line about the rectangular bar with “x” delimiters indicates an estimate of the
uncertainty range, for the most part guided by the spread in the published values of the
forcing; and a vertical line without a rectangular bar and with “o” delimiters denotes a forcing
for which no central estimate was given by the IPCC (2001) owing to large uncertainties. The
uncertainty range specified here has no statistical basis and therefore differs from the use of
the term elsewhere in this document. A “level of scientific understanding” index is accorded
to each forcing, with high, medium, low and very low levels, respectively. This represents the
subjective judgement about the reliability of the forcing estimate, involving factors such as
the assumptions necessary to evaluate the forcing, the degree of knowledge of the physical
and chemical mechanisms determining the forcing, and the uncertainties surrounding the
quantitative estimate of the forcing.
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Figure 3. The global mean radiative forcing of the climate system from various
agents for the year 2000 relative to 1750 (IPCC, 2001).

6.5.2 Global Warming Potentials
Radiative forcing is the first parameter in the cause-effect chain from emissions to damage
from climate change (see Figure 1) that allows comparison of the various agents with respect
to effects on climate on a common scale. Further down this chain the uncertainties increase
and the estimates are more model dependent. The application of RF as key parameter in the
weighting of gases is based on the assumption that this is a good indicator of the potential for
climate change. The rationale for using integrated forcing over time in the definition of GWP
is that this is assumed to be a good measure of the average climate change within the time
horizon. The IPCC states, “the GWP of a well-mixed gas can be regarded as a first-order
indicator of the potential global-mean temperature change due to that gas relative to CO2”
(Isaksen et al., 1992). This interpretation rests on the assumption of a simple relationship
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between radiative forcing and temperature change and takes into account that it is the
accumulated forcing over time that determines the change in global-mean temperature.
During the recent years, several studies have pointed out and discussed various weaknesses in
the application of GWP (e.g. Wigley, 1998; Reilly et al., 1999; Smith and Wigley, 2000a,b,
O’Neill, 2000, and Fuglestvedt et al., 2000). Most of the weaknesses relate to the lack of
equivalence in some climatic response at some point in time that GWP-weighted emissions of
various GHGs lead to. Although most of these shortcomings are not surprising to the
scientific community, these tests are relevant as they shed light on possible implications of
using the GWP index that users of the GWP concept may not be aware of. Numerous
alternatives to the GWP concept have also been proposed (see Section 7).
When evaluating a particular metric such as GWP, it is necessary to define a criterion
against which to measure the performance. So far, no such criterion has been unambiguously
agreed upon. The authors of the various studies focus on performance according to various
criteria that are defined as relevant by the authors themselves. A typical objection to the GWP
is that its application does not produce emissions reduction policies that lead to equal climatic
effects. Even though there seems to be consensus that there is concern about the effects of
climate change rather than radiative forcing in itself, there are also objections to using an
effect-based index, as it is less transparent and more model dependent (see also Section 2 and
e.g. Skodvin and Fuglestvedt, 1997).
There are at least two ways to deal with this many-faceted problem of evaluating GWPs
and finding better alternatives. One is to continue developing alternative metrics with various
advantages and shortcomings depending on the aspects and features that are emphasized.
Another approach is to agree upon evaluation criteria and then design a metric according to
these criteria. As pointed out by e.g. Godal and Fuglestvedt (2002), the most pressing
problem when designing improved metrics may not be of a technical nature, but may rather
stem from the lack of a well-pronounced goal for combating climate change that a metric is to
serve – that is, whether level or rate of temperature change, or sea level rise, or impacts, etc. is
of primary concern. The evaluation of various methods for comparing GHGs will depend on
the specification of this goal. Keeping below certain levels of total radiative forcing or
temperature, or minimizing economic climate damages and abatement costs may each require
different methods to compare gases. When these goals are to be met, and how we express
preferences of time through the discount rate, may also have implications for how gases could
best be weighted. We can therefore not judge the quality of a particular metric before the
overall goal of climate policy is well defined and various preferences are specified.
Although a climate convention is established and a protocol for reductions of GHGs has
been negotiated, there is so far no common conception or agreement regarding what aspects
of climate change are most important. According to Article 2 of the UNFCCC, “the ultimate
objective of the convention is to achieve stabilization of GHG concentrations in the
atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the
climate system.” A reasonable interpretation given the comprehensive approach principle in
the Convention is that radiative forcing is to be stabilized at a level that prevents a dangerous
interference with the climate system and that a suite of GHGs can be reduced according to the
comprehensive approach to meet the forcing target. But since “dangerous” can be interpreted
in several ways, this goal formulation does not provide any guidance to evaluation criteria for
existing metrics or for a new metric concept.
An alternative path is to investigate whether it really is necessary to focus on these matters
at all. If climate policy, in terms of which gases will be abated, is relatively independent of
the metric used, one can argue that using GWPs is satisfactory, even with all the shortcomings
that are documented. While the values of the metrics may change the weights of the gases
dramatically, the effect on the actual climate policy formulation will depend on the options
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available (which gases can actually be reduced) and the marginal abatement costs. Using data
for Norway, Godal and Fuglestvedt (2002) explore how abatement policy formulated on the
basis of 100-year GWPs compares to policies based on GWPs for other horizons (i.e. 20 and
500 years) in terms of compliance costs and abatement profile, that is, the composition of the
basket of gases reduced. They found that applying GWPs with various time horizons had a
significant impact on the compliance costs because the total amount of GHG abatement
required to reach the emissions target changed. In the base case, the cost increase in the
GWP20 case is 10% relative to the GWP100 case, and in the GWP500 case they decrease by
27%. The effects on the composition of gases reduced, and thus on climatic effects, were
however, small (for reasonable values of the metrics). If this conclusion applies to the major
GHG emitters of the world, then the climatic effect of abatement formulation may not be very
sensitive to the metric applied in the weighting of gases, although the political acceptability of
those measures may differ.
The concept “CO2-equivalent” has probably lead to some misconceptions about the
implications of weighting emissions by using GWPs. Using GWPs and CO2-equivalents as
the foundation for implementation of a basket approach may lead to emission reductions that
are equal in terms of CO2 equivalents, but different in terms of composition of the basket—
thus resulting in different climate impacts. This is illustrated in Figure 4, where the effect of a
reduction in CO2 emissions is compared with reductions of CH4. Using the IPCC scenario
IS92a as the base case, we have assumed a reduction in annual emissions of either 0.5 Gt
carbon (1.83 Gt CO2) or 87 Mt CH4, respectively, which are equal in terms of CO2
equivalents when GWP(100) is used ((21 x 87 Mt CH4)/1000 = 1.83 Gt CO2-eq(100)). Similar
tests are also performed with GWPs for time horizons of 20 and 500 years (33 and 282 Mt
CH4, respectively). The reductions are assumed to last for 15 years. We have used a Simple
Climate Model (SCM) developed by Fuglestvedt and Berntsen (1999) which incorporates a
scheme for CO2 from Joos et al. (1996) and an energy-balance climate/up-welling diffusion
ocean model developed by Schlesinger et al. (1992), with a medium climate sensitivity of
2.5°C equilibrium surface temperature change for a doubling of CO2 concentration.
The figure shows that reductions in methane emissions will have more significant effects
on short-term temperature change than reductions in CO2, which give a strong long-term
effect. Thus, while meeting the reduction targets in “CO2-equivalents” through CH4 will
reduce the near-term warming, it will (relative to the CO2 reduction case) also give more
warming in the long term since less reduction in CO2 is required. How the set of measures are
composed and which gases are reduced, therefore, will have an effect on how the
implemented climate policy will affect the trajectory of future temperatures. Under the Kyoto
Protocol this trade-off is determined by GWP100. The climatic implications for this trade-off
by using GWPs for time horizons of 20 and 500 years, are also shown in Figure 4.
Wigley (1998) has tested the use of GWPs in the composition of emission reductions
required to meet the target of the Kyoto Protocol. Not surprisingly, he concludes that there is
no single scaling factor that can convert emissions of CO2 to an equivalent amount of
emissions of CH4 to give the same forcing evolution, and that the scaling between these gases
is both time-dependent and scenario-dependent. For the cases he considered, the GWPs
underestimate the effectiveness of CH4 reductions in terms of radiative forcing. The required
reductions in CH4 were overestimated by a factor of 3 when CH4 is converted to “CO2equivalents” by GWP100 to meet the Kyoto Protocol requirements. However, this analysis ran
only to year 2100 and therefore did not capture the long-term benefits of reducing CO2. When
discussing the effects of reducing CH4 versus CO2, the conclusions depend on the time
perspective chosen in the analysis.
Fuglestvedt et al. (2000) showed that two emission scenarios that were identical in terms of
“CO2 equivalents” based on GWP100 for the various gases, but different in terms of the
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composition of GHGs reduced, resulted in very different future climate developments. Two
abatement scenarios were considered: one where reductions were carried out for CO2 only,
and one where the emphasis of the reductions was put on short-lived gases (i.e., gases with
lifetimes less than 50 years), mainly CH4. When CO2 reductions were carried out, the effects
on the rate and magnitude of temperature change in the next decades were found to be
relatively modest, compared to the scenario where abatements were concentrated on shortlived gases. In contrast, the long-term effects (in a 500-year perspective) were more
significant.
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Figure 4. Temperature responses to sustained changes in emissions of CO2
and CH4 in terms of “CO2-equivalents” for various time horizons. The
reductions are assumed to last for 15 years.
Sygna et al. (2001) applied damage cost functions to these scenarios to test the degree of
equivalence further down the chain of consequences of emissions. Two functions were used;
one that depends on level of temperature change, and one that depends on the rate of
temperature change. It was found that, despite the equivalence in terms of “CO2 equivalents”,
the disparities between the scenarios in terms of development of damage costs over time were
large. The differences became more apparent when seen in terms of present values; with a
discount rate of 3%, the differences were in the order of 30-40%.
Smith and Wigley (2000a) found that when GWPs are used for short time horizons they are
reasonably accurate in terms of temperature change (within about 10%) up to the chosen time
horizon, while substantial differences arise for comparisons using longer time horizons. Smith
and Wigley (2000b) explore the mathematical aspects of GWPs and their application and
conclude that the most fundamental problem is that the unit-impulse response functions from
which GWPs are constructed provide an incomplete representation of the relationship
between emissions and radiative forcing.
These studies illustrate in different ways that while there is equivalence in terms of
integrated RF over a chosen time horizon (e.g. 100 years) for a pulse emission, there is no
equivalence in terms of temperature and other climate variables between various emissions
when they are weighted by their GWPs. On the other hand, O’Neill (2000) shows that GWP27
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determined equivalent emissions of CH4 and CO2 eventually cause equal integrated
temperature change. This equivalence is valid if a) the GWPs are calculated using the same
baseline scenario as is used in projecting the temperature response to the equivalent
emissions, b) it is assumed that the emissions have no effect on RF after the time horizon, and
c) if a linear relation between RF and temperature change is assumed.
As discussed in Section 6.4, the choice of time horizon may affect the weighting of gases
significantly and there is no obvious and unique answer to this choice. It may be argued that
the choice of time horizon in GWP cannot be resolved by natural science alone but in cooperation with social sciences. Some insight to the present use of GWPs and the choice of
horizon can be gained by “backward calculations” based on assumptions of some general
features of how damage depends on temperature change. In this way it may also be possible
to give some advice on what time horizon could be used based on standard economic
considerations. We have used the SCM developed by Fuglestvedt and Berntsen (1999, see
above) and superimposed on the IS92a scenario we have calculated the effects of pulses of
methane and CO2. The damage function is given by D(DT) = a . (DT)n which is a standard
formulation frequently used in economic analyses of climate change (see Section 7). Other
formulations, e.g. where the damage is a function of rate of temperature change, may also be
used (e.g. Hammitt, 1999). In accordance with traditional approaches the calculated damage
is discounted at a rate r.
We define a damage-based metric MD (similar to Hammitt et al., 1996) as the ratio between
the discounted increased damage from a pulse of methane to that of a pulse of CO2 of the
same magnitude:
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DT(t) is the temperature increase as compared to the pre-industrial level in 1750, subscript
CH4 and CO2 indicates the IS92a emission scenario plus the pulse emission of CH4, and CO2
respectively, subscript ref refers to the unperturbed IS92a emission scenario, r is the discount
rate, t is the time and a a factor converting (DT)n to monetary units. The appropriate discount
rate r, will, among other things, depend on the growth rate of the economy (see e.g. Hoel and
Isaksen, 1995).
While the metric MD is based on a discounted damage that is proportional to DT raised to
some exponent, the traditional GWP approach uses integrated RF over finite time horizons
(H). It may thus be of interest to explore for which values of the discount rate r, and the
damage function exponent n, these two metrics give similar values, i.e. MD(n,r) = GWP(H).
Based on the calculated changes in temperature for the reference case (IS92a) and the
perturbations of CO2 and CH4, various combinations of the discount rate and the damage
function are calculated for various time horizons for the GWP for methane. The results are
presented in Figure 5. For example, using a time horizon of 100 years is in the case of
methane equivalent to using a discount rate of 1.75% if a quadratic damage function (n = 2) is
assumed. If a cubic damage function is assumed (n = 3), then this horizon is equivalent to
using a discount rate of 2.9%. Conversely, if the damage function is assumed to be cubic, and
the relevant discount rate is 4%, using a time horizon of 50 years may be more adequate. For
non-linear damage functions (n¹1), these calculations are very sensitive to the background
scenario. For example, in the case of CH4 the values of economic damage index (EDI)
introduced by Hammitt et al. (1996) (see Section 7) were 8 and 22.2 for the background
scenarios IS92e (high emissions) and IS92c (low emissions), respectively.
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Figure 5. Various combinations of discount rate and damage function exponent
that give equivalence with methane GWPs for various time horizons (in years).
The time horizon of the curves decreases from left to right.
Similar backwards calculations can be carried out for other GHGs. However, when doing
so, it can be shown that if applying a particular damage function and a discount rate to recalculate the desired time horizon for GWPs, one unique time horizon is not found for the
various GHGs. The recalculated discounted damage-based metric, implies using different
discount rates (for a given damage function) for the various gases if one single time horizon
is used in the GWPs, see Table 5. This is rather unusual in economic valuations of measures.
The actual size of the economic loss this may give rise to may, however, be small, as other
non-CO2 gases than CH4 are of subordinate importance.
A general feature of the results is that low discount rates are calculated. This is in
accordance with an emerging consensus that climate policy should be evaluated at a lower
discount rate than ordinary investments in real capital (IPCC, 1996), where the range of 4.57% is common in developed countries. The basis for a lower discount rate is related to the
long-term time perspective of the climate problem and the large uncertainties.
Gas

n=1

n=2

n=3

HFC-152a

0.33

0.69

1.0

CH4

0.75

1.75

2.86

N2O

0.52

0.67

0.97

CF4

1.2

> 10

-

Table 5. Calculated discount rates, r (%) for different choices of exponent (n) in
damage function, that lead to equivalence to GWP100 values.
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7 Alternative metrics
While the GWP concept constitutes the dominant metric employed in the international
climate regime, several other alternatives have been suggested. The various metrics given
below are discussed according to the various approaches given in Section 2. It should be
noted that most of these have a simplified treatment of the gases’ physical and chemical
behaviours. For instance, few include indirect chemical effects of methane, the overlap
between the infrared absorbing features of methane and nitrous oxide, the complexities in the
carbon cycles and the non-linearities in the relationship between concentration and radiative
forcing for the major GHGs, etc. This allows for a stronger focus on methodological matters
rather than providing the most up-to-date description of the gases’ detailed behaviour.
However, there are no methodological obstacles to refining these metrics by removing the
above shortcomings.
While the GWP index and its alternatives are designed to compare emissions of different
gases independently of the origin of these emissions, a different approach was adopted by
Prather and Sausen (1999) who introduced the Radiative Forcing Index (RFI). This index is
designed to compare different sectors or activities (aviation, road transport, agriculture, etc.)
with respect to their impact on climate, including the effects of non-CO2 gases. The rationale
behind RFI and its application is given in Appendix 2.

7.1

Physical metrics – various climate impacts

The metrics discussed in this section compare the impact caused by the emission of various
GHGs on some climate parameter, such as radiative forcing or temperature, and focus on
equivalence on that parameter in a particular temporal setting. The costs of abatement policies
are not part of the calculations.
The impact parameter in the GWP index is radiative forcing, which is integrated over a
chosen time horizon. Closely related to GWP is Absolute Global Warming Potential
(AGWP), which has been suggested as an alternative (IPCC, 1995, and references therein;
Wuebbles et al., 1995; WMO, 1999). This is simply the numerator in the definition of GWP
given in Equation (2). One apparent advantage is that this metric is independent of the AGWP
for the reference gas CO2 (see Section 6.2). However, as it is the relative weights between
gases that are important for the choice of abatement policy, adopting AGWPs will not affect
climate policy in the same way as using GWPs.
Instead of using a finite time horizon when calculating GWPs as given in IPCC (1990),
Lashof and Ahuja (1990) suggest discounting the impact on future radiative forcing and
integrating this over an infinite time horizon. This approach only reduces the numerical value
of the lifetimes in the formulation of the metric and does not discount the potential damage as
given by the integrated RF (see also Section 4.2). Hammond et al. (1990) also consider
radiative forcing as the key climate impact parameter and suggest using the instantaneous
heating effect of greenhouse gas emissions, i.e. setting the time horizon in the calculation of
GWPs to one year. They claim that a significant advantage of their method is that it avoids
the arbitrary element of choosing a time horizon. They argue that: ”… the only logical time
horizon, other than one year, would be an infinite one, which is not of interest for most
politicians”. When only the instantaneous radiative forcing is considered, the very important
fact that GHGs degrade from the atmosphere at various rates (see Figure 2) is ignored. This
implies that the post one-year-period benefits of reducing emissions of various GHGs are not
taken into account.
Wigley and Reeves (1991) argue that GWPs should be calculated on the basis of sustained
step increases in emissions rather than pulse emissions as used in the definition of GWPs. It is
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found that for short time horizons, pulse GWPs are less than sustained ones for short-lived
and greater for long-lived GHGs. For long time horizons, pulse GWPs are almost always
smaller than sustained GWPs. Furthermore, sustained GWPs are less sensitive to carbon cycle
uncertainties and tend to vary less with time horizon. They seem, however, to be more
dependent on the chosen background scenario. It may be argued that pulse-based GWPs are
more in accordance with a focus on the effects of emissions from individual years, while
sustained GWPs are more designed for measures that will last for a long time.
Wallis and Lucas (1994) calculate GWPs that are discounted over an infinite time horizon
rather than using the finite time horizon approach. Radiative forcing is used as the key
parameter. They also investigate GWPs calculated on the basis of rate of change in radiative
forcing, both in the undiscounted finite time horizon setting, and in the discounted infinite
setting. It is found that the relative weights for the various gases are, in the infinite discounted
case, the same for level of radiative forcing and rate of change in radiative forcing. In the
traditional GWP case (i.e. the IPCC approach), these are very different. They furthermore
find, in the case of level-dependent change in radiative forcing, that the infinitely discounted
GWPs are very similar to the finite undiscounted GWP for discount rates equal to the inverse
of the time horizon. On this basis they argue that if the relevant discount rate is in the range
of 3-4%, a time horizon of 30 years for a traditional GWP is more relevant than the 100 years
applied in the Kyoto Protocol. The latter is implicitly equivalent to using a discount rate of
1%.
Harvey (1993) proposes an alternative to the GWP index and argues that “in assessing the
relative greenhouse impact of different investment options, one should assume that emissions
of all the associated greenhouse gases occur only for as long as the lifetime of the investment
decision, even if one is interested in longer time horizons”. The climate impact considered is
radiative forcing. This sustained index is such that one first decides upon a desired time
horizon T, similar to the GWP index. Then, the index compares the ratio of instantaneous
radiative forcings at the end of this time horizon, assuming equal sustained emission
trajectories during a time period that is equal or shorter than the time horizon T. Hence if a
long time horizon, T = 500 years, is chosen, and if two emissions trajectories of CH4 and CO2
that only last for a short period of e.g. 10 years are compared, the remaining instantaneous
radiative forcing at T = 500 from the CH4 emissions will be relatively small compared to the
remaining radiative forcing caused by the CO2 emissions. For example, the index value for
methane, for an investment time of 10 years and a time horizon if 500 years is equal to 1.0. At
the other extreme, if a time horizon of 20 years is chosen, and investments that last for 20
years are compared, the index value for methane will be 42.7. Figures for other time horizons
and other lifetimes of investments are also presented.
Wigley (1998) introduces the “Forcing Equivalent Index (FEI)”. This metric is based on the
amount of e.g. CH4 emissions as compared to CO2 required to achieve a specific radiative
forcing trajectory. One unit of CO2 reduced is therefore not equivalent to any amount of CH4
reduction in the same period, but requires a sequence of CH4 emission reductions that will
result in the same impact on the trajectory of radiative forcing.
With the exception of Rotmans and Elzen (1992) who consider temperature as the key
parameter, the indices described above are similar in structure to the GWP as they all consider
radiative forcing as the key parameter and do not include the cost of emission control.
Rotmans and Elzen (1992) focus on the effect of choice of background concentration of
GHGs. They present two different methods for calculating physical-based metrics and present
numerical values derived by using an integrated climate assessment model. They use
emissions background scenarios that are constructed to give steady- state concentrations by
the second half of this century, and small emission pulses are superimposed on these
background emissions scenarios. The other method is based on an iterative trace-back method
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that calculates the different pulses required to achieve an identical integrated global
temperature increase. This metric is relatively non-transparent as the results may depend on
the particular integrated climate assessment model used.

7.2

Cost-effective metrics with dynamic cost minimization

In this section we present indices that are based on an optimalisation routine where the
efforts, or the costs of abating the various GHGs, are minimized given some exogenously set
physical constraint that is not to be violated.
In addition to a description of how the emission reductions of various GHGs affect the
constrained climate impact, this procedure usually requires the specification of abatement cost
functions of the various gases. An abatement cost function is defined as the minimum cost
required to reach a particular level of emissions abatement. Hence the global abatement cost
function for a particular gas (which is the typical case in the studies presented below) can be
generated by minimizing the sum of national abatement cost functions for that particular gas
for given aggregate reductions, which implies choosing the least expensive abatement options
regardless of its location.
When the optimisation problem is solved, the optimal marginal abatement costs for the
various gases at various moments are found7. Furthermore, if emitting agents (or nations)
optimise their abatement policies for a given metric, this typically results in emissions of the
various gases being reduced to a level where the relative marginal abatement costs of the
various gases are equal to the relative metric value of the same set of gases. Hence providing
the emitting agents with a metric calculated on the basis of the optimal relative marginal
abatement costs will lead to the realization of the optimal composition of abatement of
various gases.
Eckaus (1992), Michaelis (1992; 1999) and Aaheim (1999) all optimize the abatement of
various gases at various moments in time under a constraint on radiative forcing. Manne and
Richels (2001) use the level and rate of temperature change as constraints.
Being probably the first to introduce economics into the problem of designing metrics,
Eckaus (1992) criticizes how the use of the physical-based GWP index discards the economic
characteristics of comparing emissions of GHGs. An alternative index based on a simplified
model that contains production, consumption, investment and GHG emissions is presented. A
two-period model is formulated where the discounted consumption is maximised subject to a
constraint on radiative forcing. It is shown that the economic value of an increment in
radiative forcing will vary over time, which is in contrast to the GWP index where this is not
taken into account.
Michaelis (1992) considers the problem of designing taxes on various GHGs. This study is
not directly aimed at calculating a GHG index, but the methodology can be used for this
purpose. This is because the relative taxation of a pair of gases is exactly the relationship that
will be used by the emitters when they evaluate which gases to abate. The climate impact
parameter considered is radiative forcing. The setting is such that each GHG contributes to a
“total stock” of forcing to be constrained over a specific time horizon. The taxes are then
designed so that this forcing constraint is met in a least-cost manner. The resulting metric,
given in Equation (7), is transparent and easily calculated, and turns out to be independent of
the particular ceiling of RF and the abatement cost functions. Hence no additional information
as compared to the GWPs is in this case necessary.
7

Even the optimal emission level for each gas can be calculated. But since the purpose of the exercise
is to estimate the metric values, or the optimal relative marginal abatement costs, the actual emission
levels are not of particular interest in this context.
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The term α is the instantaneous forcing for gas i and CO2 (see Table 1), T is the chosen time
horizon, t is the time, q is the disintegration rates, and τ is the atmospheric lifetimes of the
gases.8
The metric changes over time because of the dynamic formulation of the cost minimization
problem. In the calculations by Michaelis (1992) the metric value (relative to CO2) increases
over time for the relatively short-lived gas methane. This is because the benefits of reducing
longer-lived gases are larger (compared to a short-lived gas) if reduced in the beginning of the
period rather than towards the end. Michaelis (1992) presents figures for CH4, N2O, CFC-11
and CFC-12. Michaelis (1999) extended this study by including an additional constraint on
the rate of radiative forcing. It is notable that in the 1992 study Michaelis assumes that the
optimal path is such that the metric will be independent of the parameterisation of the
abatement cost functions. However, in the 1999 study, this assumption is relaxed and it is
actually found that the optimal path is indeed such that the metric will depend on the
abatement cost functions. However, a sensitivity analysis on this aspect is not performed.
Aaheim (1999) follows a similar approach to Michaelis (1992) in that the intention is not to
derive a GHG index, although his methodology could be used for such purposes. The problem
is formulated as the maximization of the discounted social welfare (which involves emitting
various GHGs), given a specific constraint on the level of total radiative forcing. The model is
dynamic, and optimal taxes on various GHGs are calculated for each year over a specific time
horizon.
The methodology chosen by Manne and Richels (2001) also somewhat resembles
Michaelis (1992) in the sense that the problem is formulated as one of minimizing the
discounted abatement costs given a physical constraint – here a specific level of temperature
change. In agreement with Michaelis (1992) it is found that abatement should first focus on
CO2, while the abatement of short-lived gases such as methane should be intensified later.
Hence, the index gives a value for CH4 in the first decades as being below 5, which then
increases to almost 50 at the end of this century, when the temperature increase is constrained
at 2°C. If the temperature level is constrained at 3°C, the growth rate of the metric value for
CH4 abatement is lowered (2 to 16). Similar to Michaelis (1999) they also introduce an
additional constraint on the rate of temperature change. In this case, the picture becomes less
clear. It appears that when this constraint is binding, CH4 abatement should be shifted to the
near term. This is in contrast to the findings by Hoel and Isaksen (1995) who estimated both
rate- and level dependent marginal damages and concluded that the inclusion of rate
dependent damages would imply a shift towards abating CH4 later. Manne and Richels (2001)
also estimate values for N2O, which is less variable than methane and stays within the range
of 500-700 as compared to CO2, throughout the period for both constraints.

7.3

Metrics related to damage costs

In this section we present a summary of metrics based on the costs of climate damage. Using
a general cost-benefit approach to design metrics differs from the cost-effective case
described in the previous section because not only are the abatement costs minimized, but
8

A constant “disintegration rate” or lifetime for excess CO2 is assumed. This approach may be refined
to take the nature of the response function of CO2 into account (see Section 4.2.2.)
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also the sum of abatement and damage costs. The purpose here is again to find the optimal
level of marginal abatement costs at various moments in time, which are then provided to the
emitting agents as metric values for the various gases. The various approaches discussed here
differ in respect to how the optimisation problem is formulated, e.g. whether a dynamic or
static approach is chosen and whether or not the abatement costs enter the calculations.
Schmalensee (1993) argues that if GHG comparisons are to give input to optimal policy
control, they must be based on an analysis of damages. He thus proposes an alternative GHG
index based on the comparison of discounted marginal damages of emissions from different
gases. He also investigates the conditions under which the ratios of gas-specific discounted
marginal damages reduce to ratios of discounted marginal contributions to radiative forcing.
Reilly and Richards (1993) propose a damage-based discounted index. They consider a
dynamic stock pollutant model, taking into account both climatic and non-climatic effects of
emissions, the large span in atmospheric lifetimes of the gases, the discount rate and nonlinear damages. In accordance with other studies given below, and as explained towards the
end of this section, they find that the value of control of short-lived relative to long-lived
gases is reduced with decreasing discount rates and increasingly non-linear damages.
Furthermore, including the positive effect of CO2 on plant growth leads to a reduction in the
net value of CO2 abatement, hence increasing the relative emphasis on abating non-CO2
gases. The damage-based index is calculated for CO2, CH4 and N2O and five other gases. The
value for methane compared to CO2 is 21 in the case of quadratic damages (with respect to
concentration) and a discount rate of 5%. If the positive effect on agriculture from CO2 is
disregarded, the value drops to 18. In general, figures for methane are in the range of 7.6 to 32
for various damage functions and discount rates. The introduction of damage functions (in
contrast to using temperature) such as those given by Reilly and Richards (1993) tend to
offset discounting of the future (see Section 6.5.2). This is due to the expected increases in
temperature levels, and that the damage functions are often assumed to be strictly convex in
temperature change.
Fankhauser (1994) uses a stochastic greenhouse damage model to investigate the
discounted marginal social costs of GHG emissions. On this basis a “Global Damage
Potential” index is estimated. It is found that the relative damage of emitting one tonne CH4
relative to one tonne CO2 in the base case is 20. Similarly N2O is estimated to give 333 times
more damage than CO2.
Hoel and Isaksen (1994) suggest a damage-based index derived by using optimal control
theory. It is shown how the weights on the various gases depend on the assumptions made
about various economic parameters, such as the applied discount rate, the economic growth
rate and the functional form of costs of climate change. They assume that many of these
parameters change over time. The base-case value for CH4 relative to CO2 is 13. Furthermore
they find that this value decreases for more non-linear damages and for lower discount rates
(or higher economic growth).
Based on a similar approach, Hoel and Isaksen (1995) present a revised index where not
only the traditional temperature level-based damages are considered, but where possible
damage from the rate of temperature change is included. With their particular
parameterization of the model, the contribution from the rate-dependent damages to the index
(for short-lived gases such as CH4) is found to be negative. Rate-dependent damages hence
contribute to de-emphasising reductions of methane, reducing the metric value for methane
from 14 to 4. The drop in the metric value for CH4 when including rate-dependent damages is
explained by the relatively short lifetime in combination with the change of the discounted
marginal climate costs over time. If the latter were constant, and an infinite time horizon were
considered, the net changes in rate-dependent damages would be zero (see Hoel and Isaksen
(1995), pp 99-101). This reduction in the value for methane implies that if rate-dependent
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damages are important, abatement focus should be shifted from CH4 towards CO2 or other
long-lived gases. Their finding is therefore in contrast to Manne and Richels (2001) and IPCC
(1995). In IPCC (1995, p. 229) the choice of time horizon in GWPs is discussed, and it is
stated that: ”… if the speed of potential climate change is of greatest interest (rather than the
eventual magnitude), then a focus on shorter time horizons can be used”, implying that CH4
should be given a higher weight than what is given by GWP100.
Hammitt et al. (1996) argue that GWPs do not represent the effects of climate change and
therefore do not form an adequate basis for policy decisions about emission reductions. Their
approach is similar to Kandlikar (1996), and they employ a welfare-based index where the
marginal effects of emissions on discounted damages are considered. A simple climate model
is applied, and several level-dependent damage functions are considered: linear, quadratic,
cubic and a more non-linear “Hockey stick” damage function which assumes a catastrophic
level of temperature change. Values for CH4, N2O, CFC-11, CFC-12 and HCFC-22 are
considered with CO2 as the reference gas. The value for methane is 11 in the base case with a
discount rate of 3%, a quadratic damage function, and medium climate sensitivity on the
IS92a emissions scenario. When applying the relatively low IS92c emission scenario, this
value increases to 22, whereas it drops to 8 when using the high IS92e scenario. Under
alternative assumptions about emissions scenario, climate sensitivity, discount rate, damage
function etc., the values for methane ranges from 3 to 50. The lower estimates for methane are
typically found when employing a low discount rate and when damages are highly non-linear.
Tol (1999) calculates the global damage potential for emitting various GHGs. This differs
from the previous damage-based indices in that the damage function is better developed. It
relates to the vulnerability of various sectors of the economy, not simply taken as the global
temperature change raised to some exponent. This metric is therefore also not transparent, as
the results cannot be derived without the model used. Applying a discount rate of 3% on the
IS92a emissions scenario to year 2100, results in a damage potential of CH4 that is 14 times
higher than that of CO2.
Kandlikar (1996) investigates an index derived on the basis of optimal control theory. The
index is based on discounted damages. In the first approach, discounted control and damage
costs are minimized in order to find the optimal temperature trajectory. On this temperature
path the least-cost combination of emission reductions of various GHGs are calculated.
Damages are supposed to be a linear, quadratic or cubic function of the level of temperature
change. Indirect effects of methane are included, and the CO2-response function is based on
Maier-Raimer and Hasselmann (1987). The integration time in the numerical calculations is
100 years. We note that for highly non-linear damage functions, the index generally gives
lower values for CH4 than the IPCC GWP100. Some numerical results are also given for N2O
and HCFC-22. Calculations of how this index changes over time are not given. However, a
sensitivity analysis on how the metric value for CH4 versus CO2 changes with various
abatement cost functions for CH4 is performed, and it is found that this value changes
insignificantly for very different abatement cost functions, suggesting that the
parameterisation of the abatement cost functions are not critical in trace-gas index
calculations. Acknowledging the uncertainty of damage functions, the problem is also
explored by taking a specific temperature path as a given constraint, and then applying a costeffective scheme on achieving this temperature path.
The damage-based metrics presented in this section seem to be particularly dependent on
the damage function, the long-term economic growth and the discount rate applied. With the
exception of Tol (1999), damage from climate change in these alternatives is simply assumed
to be proportional to the temperature change to a power greater than or equal to one. The
findings by e.g. Reilly and Richards (1993), Hammitt et al. (1996), Hoel and Isaksen (1994,
1995) indicate that the more convex damages (as a function of temperature change) that are
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assumed, the lower is the metric value for short-lived gases like methane. This is because the
background temperature scenario is increasing, which implies that additional temperature
changes in the distant future due to emissions of the gas in question, when temperatures are
higher, will cause greater damage per unit temperature change than near-term temperature
changes. As the temperature response for methane is quicker than that for the reference gas
CO2, the metric value for CH4 will hence decrease for more non-linear damages (and
reasonable discount rates). The higher discount rates that are applied, the more emphasis is
put on near-term events, hence giving CH4 more weight.9 The opposite is the case for
economic growth. The higher future gross world product, the higher the marginal damages are
expected to be in the future, and consequently, when following a least-cost approach, the
more emphasis should presently be put on abating long-lived gases.

7.4

Summary

The development of metrics of climate change has been dominated by the natural sciences,
but this discussion shows that there are important contributions from the social sciences, as
e.g. discussed by Morgenstern (1991). Economists can provide important input for studying
investments in various projects, or emission reduction on various gases, that give different,
and uncertain, payoff (or less damage) at different points in time (Godal, 2001). It is also
worth mentioning that metrics using economic considerations are always based on the
physical behavior of the gases, which provides supplemental input rather than replacing the
findings of the natural scientists.
In the above-presented literature, the relative value of CH4 compared to CO2 varies from
around 2 to 80. The GWP value for a time horizon of 100 years adopted by the Kyoto
Protocol, presented in IPCC (1996), is 21. (This value increased to 23 in IPCC (2001)). Table
6 gives an overview of estimates of metric values for CH4 and N2O from various studies.

9

For a discussion of appropriate discount rates to employ on future climate impacts, see Hoel and
Isaksen (1995 p. 98), and references therein.
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Table 6. Metrics from various studies (on a mass basis and with CO2 as
reference gas). (Compare with caution as differences not only account for
various methods, but also different parameterizations, inclusion of different
impacts, different assumptions about background atmosphere, etc.)
Source

Name

CH4
(best/central
estimate) *

CH4
(range) +

N 2O
(best/central
estimate)*

N 2O
(range) +

Derwent (1990)
Rodhe (1990)
Lashof and Ahuja (1990)
IPCC (1990)

GWP
AG
GWP
GWP

26
30
10
21

9 – 81

150 – 220

9 – 63

220
300
180
290

190 – 270

IPCC (1992)

GWP

11

4 – 35

270

170 – 260

IPCC (1995)

GWP

24.5±7.5

7.5±2.5 – 62±20

320

180 – 320

IPCC (1996)

GWP

21

6.5 – 56

310

170 – 280

WMO (1999)

GWP

24

7.5 – 64

360

190 – 360

IPCC (2001)

GWP

23

7 – 62

296

156 – 296

Brühl (1993)

GWP

22

16 – 74

Derwent et al. (2001)

GWP

25.7

Lelieveld et al. (1998)

GWP

21

15 – 74

1.1 – 15.3

1 – 42.7

Harvey (1993) a)
Wigley (1998) b)

FEIx(t)

30 – 70

Hammond et al. (1990)

58

Rotmans & Elzen (1992)

40

Michaelis (1992) c)

10

Reilly & Richards (1993)

21

7 – 32

250

210 – 250

Hoel & Isaksen (1994)

13

7 – 19

316

289 – 348

Hoel & Isaksen (1995)

4

4 – 14

211

207 – 211

Fankhauser (1994) f)

29 – 77

EDI

328

269 – 352

213

20.7

Kandlikar (1996)
Hammit et al. (1996)
Manne & Richels (2001) d)

206

346

18

9 – 42.6

282

269 – 289

11

2.92 – 49.69

354.8

296.7 – 403.6

Manne & Richels (2001) e)

3.4 / 2.1

565.1 / 632.4

15.9 / 2.1

498.3 / 632.4

Lelieveld & Crutzen (1992)

GWP

21

15 – 74

Fuglestvedt et al. (1996)

SGWP

30

11 – 63

Johnson & Derwent (1996)

SGWP

28.7

Hauglustaine et al. (1994)

GWP

17.8

17.8 – 80.6

Tol (1999)

GDP

14

3.8 – 29.3

348

256 – 399

*) “Best/central estimate” refers to 100-year time horizon for the cases with finite time horizons.
+) Range account for various assumptions like time horizon (10-500 years), etc.
a) The ranges account for different investment lifetimes assumed.
b) The FEI index by Wigley (1998) starts at approx. 70 and decreases to approx. 30 over a 100-year period.
c) For the last year of the period (t=20): CH4 = 58, N2O = 206
d) For constraint of 2 and 3 ºC warming. Weights apply for the first period, CH4: Last period: 48.5 / 16.2.
e) When a rate of change constraint is added. Weights apply for the first period. Last period, CH4: 35.4 /16.2.
f) For emissions in the period 2001-2010.
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8 Political evaluation of metrics
An index for comparing GHGs should not only be evaluated in terms of its scientific
robustness and performance, but should also be evaluated in terms of its political feasibility.
At a general level, the political feasibility of an index or methodology for the comparison
of different GHGs can be evaluated in terms of at least three main functions, all of which
prompt different requirements to the metric (see also Skodvin and Fuglestvedt, 1997). First,
the methodology or index should serve as a tool for communication between scientists and
policymakers. This function primarily prompts a requirement for simplicity. Policymakers
should be able to use the index in relative independence of (further) scientific input. Second,
the metric should be flexible in the sense that new knowledge can be incorporated as it is
developed. It should be noted, however, that this is not only a requirement for the metric
itself, but also for the policy framework within which the metric is applied. Third, and
perhaps most importantly, the metric should serve as a tool for decision making. This
generally implies that policymakers can employ the metric confident of its scientific quality,
which in its turn essentially implies that the metric, to the extent possible, should be
scientifically uncontroversial. While scientific agreement regarding the quality of the metric
certainly does not guarantee political agreement on policy decisions, scientific controversy
regarding this aspect could hamper political decision making to the extent that the metric in
practice could become inapplicable as a tool for decision making.

8.1

The GWP concept

It is important to recognise the political significance of the GWP concept. When
policymakers started negotiations on a regulatory framework for GHG emissions, the
definition of climate change as a global problem concerning a set of GHGs that are
interchangeable at least when their relative contribution is taken into account emerged as a
problem definition with significant political merit – i.e., the “comprehensive approach” (Art.
3). This mode of framing the problem, however, and the solutions envisaged by this problem
definition, also generated a strong political demand for a methodology whereby emissions of
different GHGs could be transformed into a common measure. Such a methodology – the
GWP concept – was already in the pipeline and was introduced to the political community in
1990, i.e., before political negotiations proper on GHG emission reduction measures had
started (see Section 4.2). The GWP concept thus served a very significant political need – to
make the climate problem negotiable (see also Skodvin, 1999). Shackley and Wynne, for
instance, note:
Without GWPs, the comprehensive approach would just not be
feasible, and a “carboncentric”, command-and-control type of
regulatory regime would have become more credible, a politically
unacceptable alternative for the US government. In this political
context, some ambiguity in the precise technical meaning for the
GWPs serves an important function, since it allows the implication to
be made that the GWP is a measure of the response as well as of the
forcing. This in turn lends support to that policy response – the
comprehensive approach – which is most politically desirable
(1997:97).
Currently, the Kyoto Protocol builds heavily on the comprehensive approach and the GWP
index (the protocol is formulated in terms of “CO2 equivalents” calculated on the basis of
GWP100; see Section 5). Even if it remains to be seen whether the Kyoto Protocol is in fact
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politically feasible, there does not seem to be any reason to doubt that the comprehensive
approach and the GWP index have played very significant roles in enhancing the political
feasibility of regulatory measures to curb GHG emissions.
Simplicity
The GWP index provides policymakers with a table where GWP values of a large number of
GHGs are given for the three chosen time horizons of 20, 100 and 500 years. Except for
revisions of GWP values and the introduction of new gases for which GWP values have been
generated, the index does not require any further input from science. No climate model or
other complex devices are required for policymakers to transform emission numbers of
different gases into CO2-equivalents and thus estimate and compare the change in “warming
potential” between alternative policy measures. Thus, as a tool for policy making, the GWP
index is very simple to use.
As pointed out by Shackley and Wynne (1997, see citation above), it may be argued,
however, that the GWP index glosses over difficult-to-resolve political issues and that the
ambiguity in the technical meaning of the GWPs has facilitated the process. This would imply
that the apparent simplicity of the GWP index sidesteps difficult and controversial policy
decisions.
Also, the GWP index may be criticised for being less transparent in terms of how GWP
values are generated. The documentation for the calculations and input parameters are often
lacking, and the values are not easy to reconstruct simply from their presentation in IPCC
reports, for instance. Thus, while the GWP index is simple to employ by policymakers, the
exact calculations whereby GWP values are generated is difficult to reconstruct and
corroborate. Several tests of sensitivity of the GWPs to various key assumptions about
properties of the background atmosphere (CO2 levels, clouds, etc.) are performed by the
IPCC. It is concluded that the GWP values are robust, although the values may change by as
much as 15%. Furthermore, the uncertainty range of ±35% for the AGWPs and especially the
relatively high uncertainty for the GWP for methane could be given more emphasis in the
presentation of the GWPs.
Flexibility
The GWP index is flexible in the sense that new knowledge, at least related to forcing and
response functions, can easily be incorporated as it is developed, both in (new) GWPs for new
gases and/or in revisions of (old) GWP values. Not all types of new knowledge is easily
incorporated, however. If science reveals that the rate of change is of primary concern, for
instance, that piece of knowledge is difficult to include in the GWP index. Nevertheless, the
flexibility with which GWP is associated is a very useful feature since it to a large degree
permits continually updated scientific input in policy making – in an understandable format
which incorporates changes in radiative forcing and atmospheric lifetimes for the various
gases. In a policy making context, however, the problem arises in combination with the level
of scientific uncertainty with which GWP values are associated; GWP values have changed
after each IPCC assessment, for instance. Victor and Salt find that the IPCC’s calculation of
GWP values has changed roughly 15% in only four years (Victor and Salt, 1995:282; see also
the discussion on uncertainty and stability of GWPs in Section 6.1.2.). Compliance with a
target that includes several GHGs is very sensitive to how the component gases are summed.
This is also the reason why policymakers have decided to report and measure compliance
with the Kyoto Protocol on the basis of the GWP100 values given in IPCC (1996) (see footnote
3 in Section 5). This implies that GWP100 values remain constant during the reporting period
specified in the Kyoto Protocol – not because the GWP index is inflexible, but rather because
constantly changing GWP values is not politically feasible. The flexibility of the GWP index
is thus both a blessing and a curse – blessing because it enables policymakers, in theory, to
operate with the most updated GWP values; a curse because the GWP values have been
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revised at a much higher rate than is possible to accommodate within the framework of
relatively long-term political agreements. Thus, because of political constraints, policymakers
may have to operate with GWP values they know are erroneous simply because they have
been revised at a rate that is at odds with implementation periods embedded in the political
framework.
Level of scientific controversy
As discussed above, the GWP index and its application is associated with serious
shortcomings and the index has been subject of scientific deliberations and controversy since
its introduction to the political community in 1990. The academic debate on this issue,
however, seems to have been at odds with the structure and organisation of the IPCC.
Traditionally, methods for comparing emissions of various GHGs have been developed
within the field of natural science. This is clearly manifested in the IPCC where this topic is
treated by Working Group I. However, the answer to how emissions of GHGs may be
compared depends on the question in focus. If the issue is describing a physical system and its
changes over time (e.g. RF from various gases), the issue lies within the expertise of natural
scientists. However, if the question is how gases should be weighted for the formulation of
(effective) climate policy, social scientists have an important input. This division has been
clearly manifested in the literature on metrics for comparing emissions of GHGs over recent
years, but so far this has not been taken into account by the IPCC (Godal, 2001).
The discussion and assessment of the GWP issue within the IPCC, therefore, has largely
been confined to the natural sciences, and the contributions coming from other disciplines
(the social sciences) have to a very little extent been reflected in the assessment of the GWP
issue by WGI. Issues such as the time problem, the choice of key parameter (or end point),
the terms in which “equivalence” are expressed etc., are thus points of debate and scientific
controversy that have not been well reflected in the IPCC assessments. Consequently, the
broader scientific debate on the GWP concept has not found expression in forums of science–
policy interaction (such as, for instance, IPCC WG and Plenary meetings), and has only to a
very little extent been communicated to policymakers. Thus, while the GWP index has
remained somewhat controversial within scientific communities, it is not perceived as being
scientifically controversial by policymakers. The scientific controversy has thus not
penetrated the political realm, yet. If and when it does, however, the political feasibility of the
GWP index may be altered, particularly if the scientific controversy overlaps with political
conflicts of interest.

8.2

Alternative metrics of climate change

A number of alternatives to the GWP index have been suggested, most of which include
economic considerations in one way or another. Thus, in contrast to the GWP index,
alternative metrics are developed with an aim of finding the appropriate weighting of gases
when both physical and economic considerations are taken into account. These metrics,
therefore, address the question of the composition of the basket of gases to be reduced and the
appropriate distribution of reductions within specified time periods. The distribution of
reductions is primarily handled by varying the weighting of individual gases over the time
period in question in accordance with given conditions, constraints or other criteria.
As the discussion in Section 7 illustrates, however, which constraints and/or conditions the
weighting of gases should be seen as a function of varies significantly between the suggested
alternatives, and the actual weighting of gases thus varies accordingly. For instance, the
suggested weighting of CH4 relative to CO2 varies from 2 to 80 in the alternatives discussed
in Section 7 (see Table 6). Similarly, depending on how the constraint to emissions of GHGs
is formulated (level of change, rate of change, or both) and the extent to which and how
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damage costs are included, the “advice” from the suggested alternatives varies from a
weighting of gases that suggests that long-lived gases should be reduced in the beginning of
the period while short-lived gases should be reduced towards the end, to quite the opposite.
We do not, therefore, see anything resembling convergence or closure in the discussion of
alternatives to the GWP index.
Essentially, the diversity pertains to the criteria that are emphasised in the design of the
metrics – a task that is not only scientific in nature, but also political. It would help, for
instance, if policymakers agreed upon more specific objectives of international climate policy,
which could serve as guidelines also in the choice of criteria in the design of metrics. This
would not solve the problem altogether, however, since there is substantive scientific
disagreement on the design of metrics as well.
Also, it should be noted that, strictly speaking, the diversity in what constitutes an
appropriate weighting of gases not only exists among proponents of alternative metrics, but is
also found within the GWP approach: There are large variations in the weighting of gases
within the GWP concept depending on which time horizon is chosen (or which indirect
effects that are included). In this case, however, a choice (GWP100) has been made for the first
agreement period of the Kyoto Protocol.
The lack of convergence thus represents a major problem primarily in terms of the political
feasibility of alternatives to the GWP index. While each individual metric in itself may be
both simple and flexible, there is currently no instrument available for policymakers – lay
people – to choose one alternative over the other. And whichever one they chose, they could
be quite certain that it would generate scientific or political conflict – or, most likely, both.
The reason for this is that the metrics – and the corresponding proposed weighting of gases –
are more often than not based on genuinely political issues and problems of specifically two
kinds: Decisions related to constraints either on temperature increases and/or on radiative
forcing, and the valuation of climate damage (damage function).
For dynamic cost-effective metrics (discussed in Section 7.2), the constraint under which
the climate is allowed to evolve needs to be specified, as well as the cost functions for
abatement costs. Determining the climate constraint touches on the very heart of what climate
negotiations are all about (although deliberations often focus more on the political feasibility
of the reductions rather than the degree of climate change we can tolerate). Ultimately,
therefore, the magnitude of change (in terms of radiative forcing, temperature change or other
climate parameters) that can be tolerated needs to be collectively agreed upon by
policymakers. Needless to say, this is a politically difficult task. It should also be noted,
however, that while these metrics are based on politically controversial decisions, they are
also less sensitive to the choice of time horizon than the impact-based metrics (such as GWP).
This implies that even though the constraint is changed during the period, the error (in terms
of the weighting of gases) is less than would be the case for a “wrong” decision regarding the
time horizon for GWPs. In some cases, moreover, the weighting of gases is in fact
independent of these politically difficult issues even though the problem formulation contains
abatement cost functions (Michaelis, 1992).
For the metrics based on the comparison of marginal damages of emissions of various
GHGs and those formulating the more general cost-benefit problem (both discussed in
Section 7.3), no pre-set “ceiling” in climate impact is necessary. These metrics, however,
require specified climate damage functions, a discount rate and – in the cost benefit case –
also specified abatement cost functions. All of these conditions, particularly climate damage
functions, include political issues at the core of the political controversy associated with
climate negotiations.
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8.3

Summary

Both the GWP concept and suggested alternatives are associated with shortcomings that
reduce their scientific and environmental performance. As noted by Shackley and Wynne,
there is an implicit trade-off between potential “usefulness” in policy making and certainty in
the sense that “the more potentially policy useful, the less certain the knowledge” (1997:96).
(See also Section 2 and Figure 1). Thus, when we cannot fully describe the regularities of a
system, we can either consciously disregard the uncertain aspects (as some would argue we
are doing in using GWPs) or we can explicitly deal with the uncertainties (as some would
argue we would be doing if we were to base climate policy on the more “sophisticated”
damage/economy-based metrics of climate change). There are limits, however, to the
relevance of this choice. In the case of alternatives to the GWP concept, the level of scientific
and political controversy with which they are associated can paralyse the policy making
process. There are few, if any, criteria, guiding principles or instruments policymakers can
use to choose among them – the choice would thus be permeated by political controversy.
Adding to this, policymakers do not seem to be aware of the shortcomings associated with
the application of the GWP index, and do not seem to see any need to replace it. Currently,
there is little explicit policy demand for a new metric. With the decision to base the current
climate policy framework on the GWP100, this metric serves as a focal point in a “universe” of
metrics characterised by uncertainty, diversity and controversy. Even from one commitment
period to another, moreover, there are significant costs associated with a shift from GWPs to
an alternative metric. Policymakers thus not only need to be convinced of an alternative
metric’s virtues over GWPs, but also need to be convinced that there is a real need for a
change to explore the virtues of alternatives in the first place.
This situation could change, however, if the shortcomings of the GWP index were more
effectively communicated in science–policy forums such as the IPCC. So far, scientific
contributions on economy-based alternatives to the GWP index have largely been neglected
by the IPCC. Eventually, with the mounting evidence of the shortcomings associated with the
GWP index, a more thorough and inter-disciplinary treatment within the IPCC framework on
all types of metrics of climate change – including the economy-based – seems inevitable.
Until then, however, particularly when the uncertainty and diversity associated with the
alternatives to the GWP index are taken into account, it is difficult to see that a replacement
of the GWP index is politically feasible. In summary, therefore, it seems clear that the GWP
index will be hard to replace, and currently there is no clear replacement alternative.

9 Conclusions and prospects for future policy making
The concept of radiative forcing has proven to be a very useful tool for a first order estimate
of potential climate response and for comparison of different mechanisms. It has several
advantages (see Section 3.2) and will probably remain a very central metric of climate
change. While RF is a more robust metric than change in global-mean surface temperature,
there remains much work to be done on testing its robustness. The assumption that the climate
sensitivity parameter is the same for all well-mixed gases is valid to within ±25% (see Section
6.1.1.). There are prospects that the utility of radiative forcing can be further improved; e.g. to
weight different radiative forcings according to their effectiveness.
The robustness of GWP depends on the robustness of the forcing concept and the
assumption that the integrated RF is proportional to the climate effect. Furthermore, the
inclusion of the time dimension introduces several problems, some of which lead to
misconceptions about the application of GWPs. In addition to quite large uncertainties due to
uncertainties in input data, the GWPs are sensitive to several assumptions, especially the
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background atmosphere. The GWPs are calculated for infinitesimal changes in emissions
around the existing atmospheric composition and the RF is integrated over finite time
horizons. This way of linearizing the problem of comparing the effect of gases sets definite
limits to the applications of the GWPs. While the term “CO2-equivalents” may indicate that
emissions that are weighted by their respective GWPs lead to equal climate response, several
studies have shown that this is not generally the case. There is no equivalence beyond equal
integrated RF over the chosen time horizon, and equivalence in terms of “CO2-equivalents”
does not generally translate into equivalence in any climate parameter. Inclusion of spatially
non-homogeneous forcings in the GWP concept is more difficult and in present policy
making the GWP is only used for the well-mixed gases. Consequently there are several strong
climate forcing agents that currently fall outside the application of this metric (see Figure 3).
The development of a refined metric concept can be performed along (at least) two
pathways: i) the search for an “ideal” metric accompanied by a clarification of what aspects
we are most concerned about, or ii) a more practical and realistic approach that, using GWPs
as a point of departure, seeks to include some of the forcing agents that so far have been
excluded, and, in addition, corrects for differences in the climate sensitivity between gases.
With respect to the second pathway, one could use the existing GWP concept as a point of
departure for inclusion of other agents and indirect effects to develop a more sophisticated
metric. While indirect effects are included for methane and ODS, several other indirect effects
may also be included (e.g. for short-lived ozone precursors). Based on estimated GWPs for
ozone precursors and weighting of the anthropogenic emissions, Derwent et al. (2001)
suggest including O3 precursors in the basket of gases in the UNFCCC.
One potential enhancement to the concepts of both radiative forcing and GWPs is to
account for the fact that the climate sensitivity parameter λ may vary amongst different
climate change mechanisms (cfr. discussion of Equation (1)). We introduce the factor, ri, to
represent the climate sensitivity to a 1 Wm-2 forcing due to mechanism i, relative to the
climate sensitivity for a change in, say, carbon dioxide, i.e.

ri =

li

lco2

The definition of GWP would then be modified such that
H

ò li RFi (t ) dt

*

GWP =

0

H
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CO 2

0

RFCO 2 (t ) dt
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ò RF (t ) dt
i

= ri

0

H
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0

We emphasise that current understanding is not yet adequate to state with confidence that r
departs from unity, and careful experimentation with climate models will be required to
establish, for a range of climate change mechanisms (a) whether r does depart from unity and,
if so, (b) whether models agree on the size (or even the sign) of this departure. As noted in
Section 6.1.1 for the case of ozone changes, results from some models would argue for a
value of r less than 1, while others would argue for a value greater than 1. As an example of
the potential impact, if the results of Stuber et al. (2001b) were to be confirmed by further
work, this would argue for a value of r for changes in lower stratospheric ozone of 1.8. This
would mean that the radiative forcing shown in Figure 3 for stratospheric ozone should be
inflated by 1.8 relative to that for carbon dioxide. Most of the –0.15 Wm-2 forcing due to
stratospheric ozone has occurred since the late 1970s, offsetting the WMGG forcing over the
same period, in a global-mean sense, by around 25%. The Stuber et al. (2001b) value for r
would indicate that the offset would be nearer 45%, thus markedly enhancing the importance
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of the ozone change. It is emphasised that this is an illustration only; the work of Christiansen
(1999) indicates that r, for lower stratospheric ozone change, is close to 1.
The comprehensive approach in the climate convention is the origin of the challenge of
comparing gases for emission reductions. The evaluation and refinement of metrics depends
on which aspects of climate change are of most concern and thus which requirements a metric
should meet. This has not to a significant extent been the topic of any policy discussion. Nor
can the UNFCCC be used directly as basis for formulation of requirements and for choosing a
key parameter.
As suggested by Fuglestvedt et al. (2000) an alternative to the current operationalisation of
the comprehensive approach is to have several protocols which may be based on a gas-by-gas
approach or a grouping of long-lived, short-lived and possibly chemically active gases. These
could be designed to meet a defined goal (e.g. a ceiling in terms of level or rate of RF or ∆T),
and several different possible sets of required reductions could then be inferred from
backward calculations from the desired target. Which of these sets of reductions that should
be chosen could be made on the basis of an additional principle; e.g. cost-effectiveness.
However, the question of how to weight gases is then transformed into how to set targets on
the various gases. When abatement cost functions are not perfectly known, setting inefficient
targets on the various gases could turn out to be rather expensive. For instance, if methane
emission reductions were to be more expensive than expected, these costs could, in a gasspecific target setting, be high and unavoidable. In a multi-gas agreement however, other
gases could be chosen for abatement. This is a major argument for keeping the comprehensive
approach.
Several alternative metrics have been proposed, especially from economics. But so far
these have not been taken into account by the IPCC (Godal, 2001), and have consequently
had little or no impact on the policy process. As pointed out by Wuebbles et al. (1995), which
of these will best meet the needs for a relative measure of the effects of GHG awaits further
input from policymakers and other users. But so far there has not been much input from the
policy process as to which requirements a metric for policy making should meet. However,
the principle of cost effectiveness embedded in Article 3.3 of the UNFCCC does provide
some guidance to the design of an improved metric. For instance, the approach taken by
Manne and Richels (2001) explicitly formulates the metric problem as one of minimizing the
aggregate abatement costs of various gases under given constraints on climate development.
Even though the GWP index may have been perceived as a cost-effective operationalization
of the comprehensive approach at the time when it was proposed in the early 1990s, research
on this in the past decade has illustrated that even the metric problem itself has a dimension of
cost effectiveness that can explicitly be taken into account.
From an economic point of view, a main limitation is that the GWP concept assumes that
the trade off remains constant over time and independent of the ultimate goal. The question
from economists and policymakers is which gases should be given priority and at what times,
while the GWP only provides answer to the question of the contribution to warming from the
individual gases. Thus, the static GWP concept cannot provide an answer to the first question.
It should be noted that even if cost effectiveness seems to give lower metric values of shortlived GHGs during the first part of the period, there might be other considerations that still
will lead to reductions of these species first. Hansen et al. (2000) suggest a scenario where the
short-lived substances are reduced to keep the additional forcing below 1 W/m2 over the next
50 years. They point out that black carbon aerosols and tropospheric ozone also have adverse
health effects due to local pollution which make mitigation of black carbon aerosols and
ozone precursors (such as CH4, NMHC and NOx) cost effective at an early stage. Also, there
might be room for technology improvements that will make reductions of these species cost
effective even with a fairly low metric value in the beginning of the period. To some extent
44

CICERO Report 2001:04
Assessing metrics of climate change

this echoes the results from Manne and Richels (2001) for the case where the rate of change
of temperature is of more concern than the absolute change.
The development of a consensus on which aspects of climate change a metric should be
designed for may prove to be a long and complicated process, and in the meantime attempts
can be made to develop the metrics to take into account some of the aspects of the alternative
metrics. In analyses based on economic considerations, the weights change over time. One
step forward in the formulation and application of metrics could be to adopt this more
dynamic approach. Several studies indicate that the most long-lived gases should be reduced
first (e.g. the study by Manne and Richels (2001), when temperature level is used as
constraint). This will increase the benefit of these reductions since more of the response (in
terms of concentrations and RF) will happen within the chosen period. Short-lived gases, on
the other hand, which respond quickly and have a shorter effect, should be reduced towards
the end of the period. This is also in accordance with the approach and results of Michaelis
(1992) (see Section 7.2).
Using the parameter values from Michaelis (1992) the weight for methane relative to CO2
increases from 10 for year one towards 58 (the instantaneous forcing value relative to CO2)
for the last year if a period of 20 years is assumed. For a long-lived gas like CF4 this metric
decreases towards the end of the period.
Limitations and inaccuracies in the GWP metric have to be weighted against the advantage
of having transparent and simple tools. A change of metric now, moreover, might imply large
costs and setbacks for the development of an international climate regime. For the
implementation of the Kyoto Protocol the use of any other metric (or even a different time
horizon or values of GWPs different to those listed in IPCC (1996)) is excluded.
The design of new international agreements, however, may give rise to new opportunities
for re-considering metrics of climate change and the operationalisation of the comprehensive
approach. In the past, the GWP metric has played a significant role for the understanding of
the climate problem and the formulation of climate policy. Thus, the continuation of this
interaction between science and policy is important in the further improvement of existing
metrics and the development of new metric concepts.
On the other hand, it has been argued that forcing all the complexities of a climate
perturbation into a single number, while keeping the policy and economic dimensions outside,
may prove to be a dead end for developing an efficient climate policy. As argued by Harvey
(2000) it may be more justifiable and transparent to compare alternative scenarios and
alternative ways of reaching these. Harvey maintains that
the political process has demanded a single number to intercompare
different GHGs. This is because current international agreements have
ignored scientific reality by focusing on a “basket” of GHGs rather
than by framing gas-by-gas restrictions. The latter would eliminate the
most problematic applications of GWPs altogether.
However, we do not agree that it was the policymakers who demanded a single number;
rather it was the science community that originally indicated that a single number may indeed
have utility. When policymakers embraced the idea of a comprehensive approach made
operative in these terms, methods for comparing GHG emissions were already in the pipeline
– developed quite independently of the policy formulation of the climate issue. The GWP
concept itself was introduced to the political community two years before the comprehensive
approach was formally adopted in the UNFCCC. At that time, moreover, this mode of
framing the climate issue was probably the only one that was politically feasible. With the
entering into force of the UNFCCC in 1994, it is difficult to see that any policy alternative
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departing from the current operationalisation of the comprehensive approach has any political
feasibility at all. Thus, gas-by-gas restrictions seem to be a lost cause. A better path forward,
therefore, is to accept the permanency of the comprehensive approach and rather concentrate
on the task of clarifying requirements and evaluation criteria as a basis for the development of
improved metrics of climate change. On the policy side, a specification of the goal in the
UNFCCC (specifically with regard to what constitutes a “dangerous anthropogenic
interference with the climate system”) could also help to clarify what would constitute
adequate metrics of climate change. This would also lead to a stronger demand for more
specific knowledge on how climate change may manifest itself (regional changes, changes in
various climate parameters), which could constitute an important basis for an evaluation of
which climate impacts that are judged to be of most concern.
In addition to these aspects, raising policymakers’ awareness of the strengths and
limitations of available metrics is an important task. This can be achieved if the relevant
literature from all contributing disciplines is synthetised and communicated to the users of
metrics (for instance, within the IPCC framework). That would serve to enable policymakers
to judge for themselves whether there is a need for new and refined metrics, which functions
they should be able to serve and if any of the current alternatives are applicable in the
formulation of climate policy and the development of future climate regimes.
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Appendix 1: Estimates of indirect GWPs
Compared to other gases, the indirect effects of methane (CH4) emissions are probably the
best understood. Various approaches (simple models to complex 3D chemistry/transport
models, pulses or sustained step emissions) have given results that are quite similar; see Table
6 (Lelieveld and Crutzen, 1992; Lelieveld et al., 1993; Brühl, 1993; Hauglustaine et al., 1994;
Johnson and Derwent, 1996; Fuglestvedt et al., 1996; Lelieveld et al., 1998). The indirect
effects of CH4 that are included are usually changes in tropospheric O3, the effect on its own
lifetime (CH4-OH-feedback), the increase in stratospheric H2O, and in some cases the
contribution to CO2 which only applies for methane sources of fossil carbon. Based on a
comprehensive comparison of results from several models, IPCC (1995) quantified the
indirect effects from methane and used these in the calculations of GWP. The indirect effect
from tropospheric ozone was calculated to 25±15% of the direct effect of methane (or
19±12% of the total). For stratospheric H2O an indirect effect in the order of 5% was used (or
4% of the total). The CH4-OH feedback was taken into account by using a adjustment time of
14.5±2.5 years. These results are still used in the GWP estimates given in IPCC (2001),
except that the adjustment time is updated to 12 years and that the AGWP for CO2 is updated
according to WMO (1999).
Carbon monoxide (CO) has a lifetime of 2-3 months, and the spatial differences in
concentration and RF through O3 and CH4 is mainly between the hemispheres. The chemistry
of CO is reasonably well understood, but due to uncertainties related to distributions of CO
itself, and especially the compounds that CO interacts with (e.g. NOx) there are large
deviations in the published estimates. Johnson and Derwent (1996) used a 2D model and
calculated a GWP of 2.1 for a time horizon of 100 years (for step changes in emissions),
taking into account responses in tropospheric O3 and methane. Fuglestvedt et al. (1996) used a
2D model and calculated GWP values of 10, 3 and 1 for the time horizons 20, 100 and 500
years, respectively. The estimates were based on step emissions, and changes in tropospheric
O3 and methane were taken into account. Daniel and Solomon (1998) used a box model to
calculate CO GWPs based on responses in methane and tropospheric ozone. For the time
horizons 20, 50 and 100 years they calculated GWPs in the ranges 2.8–14, 1.6–7.2 and 1–4.4,
respectively, for pulse emissions of CO. With a 3D Lagrangian model, Derwent et al. (2001)
estimated 1.6 when responses in tropospheric ozone and methane were included (3.2 when
CO2 production was included) for a time horizon of 100 years and pulse emissions.
GWPs for nitrogen oxides (NOx) are amongst the most challenging and controversial. NOx
emitted from surface sources and from aircraft initiate several complex responses in the
atmosphere. Studies show large geographical variations in the effects of NOx on methane and
O3 between different regions (Johnson and Derwent, 1996; Fuglestvedt et al., 1996; Wild et
al., 2001). Fuglestvedt et al. (1999) found 8 times larger sensitivity in ozone forcing in
response to reductions in NOx emissions in South-East Asia compared to reductions in
Scandinavia. For methane, the corresponding ratio was approximately 6. While there is a
significant spread in the RF per mass emitted NOx, studies show that the warming effect
through O3 and the cooling effect through CH4 tend to be of the same magnitude in terms of
global mean RF. These effects do not cancel out, however, due to the very different spatial
and temporal behaviour of these responses. Ozone responds on a regional scale within weeks,
while methane responds on a global scale with a response time in the order of a decade.
GWPs for NOx from surface sources are difficult and controversial mainly due to the large
variations in concentrations. This makes the non-linear relations to O3 and OH changes
difficult to handle. These difficulties are reflected in the large spread in results from various
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models. NOx from aircraft, on the other hand, may be somewhat easier to handle due to zonal
mixing and somewhat more homogeneous background NOx levels (reduced non-linearity).
While several studies have quantified the RF for NOx, GWPs for NOx emissions are more
rare. Johnson and Derwent (1996) used a 2D model and calculated (for step emissions) GWPs
for NOx for various latitude bands. For the Southern and Northern Hemisphere, respectively,
(on a NO2 basis) of –10 and 5 were calculated. With a 3D Lagrangian model Derwent et al.
(2001) calculated pulse based GWPs of 4.5 and 15 for the Northern Hemisphere and Southern
Hemisphere, respectively.
Several studies indicate that NOx emitted from aircraft has a much larger effect on climate
than NOx from surface sources. This is mainly due to more efficient ozone production and the
larger effect of ozone changes at these altitudes (Wang et al., 1980; Lacis et al., 1990).
Fuglestvedt et al. (1996) calculated sustained GWPs for NOx from aircraft and estimated 134
for a horizon of 100 years (NO2 basis), while Johnson and Derwent estimated 456. Derwent at
al. (2001) calculated 277 for pulse emissions.
The class of gases labelled non-methane hydrocarbons (NMHCs) includes a wide spectrum
of gases with varying chemical properties and lifetimes. The composition of emissions of
NMHCs may also vary substantially between sources. Furthermore, these gases are also
treated very differently in the models. Johnson and Derwent (1996) calculated GWPs for a
100-year time horizon in the range of 1.1 to 6.2 for various NMHCs including the effects on
tropospheric O3 and methane. Derwent et al. (2001) calculated GWPs in the range 1.8 to 5.5
for various NMHCs (with additions of approximately 3 when the CO2 contribution was
included).
Ozone Depleting Substances (ODS) cause indirect effects on climate since ozone in the
stratosphere is a climate gas. As shown in Figure 3, reductions in stratospheric O3 have
caused a negative forcing of –0.15±0.1 W/m2. In addition, reduced stratospheric O3 enhances
the penetration of UV into the troposphere, which affects the levels of O3 and OH. Methane
and other gases controlled by OH are thus affected (Bekki et al., 1994; Fuglestvedt et al.,
1994; Fuglestvedt et al., 1995), and this constitutes an additional negative indirect effect of
the ODS. Daniel et al. (1995) presented GWPs (for 20 and 100 years) for ODS that included
the first indirect effect. The net GWPs for chlorofluorocarbons were reduced substantially as
compared to those presented in IPCC (1990), while for the halons the net GWPs were found
to be negative (due to their stronger effect on stratospheric O3).
Nitrous oxide (N2O) causes indirect forcing through its effects on stratospheric ozone. N2O
leads to ozone depletion and thus a negative forcing through this mechanism. Reductions in
stratospheric ozone will further enhance the UV fluxes into the troposphere, which may
further lead to reduced lifetimes of methane and other gases removed by OH. In addition,
tropospheric ozone as well as sulphate levels may be affected. To our knowledge there are no
estimates of the indirect effects of N2O.
Emissions of hydrogen (H2) have received little attention so far, but as this gas has been
suggested as an alternative fuel, emissions may be more important in the future. Derwent et
al. (2001) included estimates of the indirect RF of this gas through tropospheric ozone and
methane, and a GWP of 7.4 is given for a time horizon of 100 years.
Sulphur dioxide (SO2) impact on climate by changing aerosol concentrations that can cause
direct radiative forcing and indirect forcing via changes in cloud properties. The derivation of
a GWP for SO2 would be a formidable problem and has not, to our knowledge, been
attempted. As with NOx, the climate impact of SO2 emissions depends on the location of
these emissions. The formation of sulphate aerosols from these emissions depends on such
factors as the concentration of natural and other anthropogenic aerosols, and the presence and
properties of clouds.
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Appendix 2: Radiative Forcing Index (RFI)
When considering the climate impact of aviation (IPCC, 1999), GWPs are not easy to apply
because of the short life time of some prominent aviation effects, i.e., contrails and aircraftinduced ozone changes. For example, in the case of contrails, the GWP of a given flight
mission would depend on the chosen flight pattern and the actual atmospheric conditions
during the flight and in the hours thereafter; this is different from the case of the GWP of CO2
or CH4 emissions, which are much longer lived. Furthermore, the GWP of a single flight
would depend on other flights occurring the same day. GWPs are even questionable for some
of the aviation effects: For instance, impacts such as contrails are not directly related to
emissions of a particular gas. Also, indirect RF from O3 produced by NOx emissions is not
linearly proportional to the amount of NOx emitted but rather depends on location and season.
Therefore, Prather and Sausen (1999) introduced the Radiative Forcing Index (RFI) which
is defined as the ratio of total radiative forcing to that from CO2 emissions alone. Total
radiative forcing induced by aircraft is the sum of all forcings, including direct changes in
concentration (e.g., CO2, soot) and indirect atmospheric responses (e.g., CH4, O3, sulphate,
contrails). RFI is a measure of the importance of total aircraft-induced climate change relative
to that from the release of fossil carbon alone. While the GWP index and its alternatives are
designed to compare emissions of different gases independently of the origin of these
emissions, the RFI is designed to compare different sectors with respect to their impact on
climate including their effects through non-CO2-gases. The RFI has also been used to
compare the values between different points in time (e.g. 2050 vs present day).
The RFI of aviation ranges between 2.2 and 3.4 for the various E- and F-type scenarios for
subsonic aviation and technical options considered by the IPCC (1999). For comparison, the
RFI based on all changes from 1750 to the present (i.e., the late 1990s) as provided by the
IPCC (2001) is only about 1.3 if effects from changes in solar irradiance and the very
uncertain contributions from indirect aerosol effects and direct mineral dust are not
considered; if a mid-range estimate of the indirect aerosol forcing (-1 Wm-2) is included, then
the RFI drops to 0.65, which emphasises the need to reduce the uncertainty in this component.
The RFI allows a direct comparison of different sectors of fossil fuel use with respect to their
total radiative impacts on the climate system, e.g., a comparison between road transport and
aviation.
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Acronyms
AGWP
CFC
COAGCM
EDI
FEI
GCM
GDP
GHG
GWP
H
HCFC
HFC
HGWP
IPCC
NMHC
ODS
ODP
PFC
ppmv
ppbv
pptv
RF
RFI
SCM
TAR
UNEP
UNFCCC
WMGG
WMO
2D
3D

Absolute Global Warming Potentials
Chlorofluorocarbons
Coupled ocean atmosphere general circulation model
Economic Damage Index
Forcing Equivalent Index
General Circulation Model
Global Damage Potential
Greenhouse gas
Global Warming Potential
Time horizon
Hydrochlorofluorocarbon
Hydrofluorocarbon
Halocarbon Global Warming Potential
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
Non-methane hydrocarbons
Ozone Depleting Substance
Ozone Depleting Potential
Perfluorocarbon
parts per million by volume
parts per billion by volume
parts per trillion by volume
Radiative Forcing
Radiative Forcing Index
Simple Climate Model
Third Assessment Report
United Nations Environmental Programme
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
Well-mixed greenhouse gases
World Meteorological Organization
Two-dimensional
Three-dimensional

50

CICERO Report 2001:04
Assessing metrics of climate change

References
Aaheim, H.A., 1999: Climate policy with multiple sources and sinks of greenhouse gases. Resource
and Environmental Economics, 14, 413 – 429.
Ackerman, A.S., O.B. Toon, D.E. Stevens, A.J. Heymsfield, V. Ramanathan, and E.J. Welton, 2000:
Reduction of tropical cloudiness by soot. Science, 288: 1042-1047.
Albritton, D.L., R.G. Derwent, I.S.A. Isaksen, M. Lal, and D.J. Wuebbles, (eds.), 1994: Trace Gas
Radiative Forcing Indices. In: Climate Change 1994. Radiative Forcing of Climate Change and An
Evaluation of the IPCC IS92 Emission Scenarios. [Houghton, J.T., L.G. Meira Filho, J. Bruce, L.
Hoesung, B.A. Callander, E. Haites, N. Harris, and K. Maskell (eds.)]. IPCC. Cambridge University
Press, 211-231.
Bekki, S., K.S. Law, and J.A. Pyle, 1994: Effects of ozone depletion on atmospheric CH4 and CO
concentrations. Nature, 371, 595-597.
Boucher, O., S.E. Schwartz, T.P. Ackerman, T.L. Anderson, B. Bergstrom, B. Bonnel, P. Chylek, A.
Dahlback, Y. Fouquart, Q. Fu, R.N. Halthore, J.M. Haywood, T. Iversen, S. Kato, S. Kinne, A.
Kirkevag, K.R. Knapp, A. Lacis, I. Laszlo, M.I. Mishchenko, S. Nemesure, V. Ramaswamy, D.L.
Roberts, P. Russell, M.E. Schlesinger, G.L. Stephens, R. Wagener, M. Wang, J. Wong, and F. Yang,
1998: Intercomparison of models representing direct shortwave radiative forcing by sulfate
aerosols. J. Geophys. Res., 103: 16979-16998.
Bradford, D, 2000: Time, money and tradeoff. Nature, 5 April 2000, 649-650.
Bruhl, C., 1993: The impact of the future scenarios for methane and other chemically active gases on
the GWP of methane. Chemosphere, 26, 731-738.
Caldeira, K., and J.F. Kasting, 1993: Insensitivity of Global Warming Potentials to Carbon Dioxide
Emission Scenarios. Nature, 366, 251-253.
Christiansen, B., 1999: Radiative forcing and climate sensitivity: The ozone experience. Q. J. R.
Meteorol. Soc., 125, 3011-3035.
Cox, S.J., W.C. Wang, and S.E. Schwartz, 1995: Climate Response to Radiative Forcings By Sulfate
Aerosols and Greenhouse Gases. Geophys. Res. Lett., 22: 2509-2512.
Daniel, J., and S. Solomon, 1998: On the climate forcing by carbon monoxide. J. Geophys. Res., 103,
13249-13260.
Daniel, J.S., S. Solomon, and D. Albritton, 1995: On the evaluation of halocarbon radiative forcing and
global warming potentials. J. Geophys. Res., 100, 1271-1285.
Derwent, R.G., 1990: Trace Gases and their Relative Contribution to the Greenhouse Effect. AERE R
13716.
Derwent, R.G., W.J. Collins, C.E. Johnson, and D.S. Stevenson, 2001: Transient Behaviour of
Tropospheric Ozone Precursors in a Global 3-D CTM and Their Indirect Greenhouse Effects.
Climatic Change, 25, 1-25.
Eckaus, R.S., 1992: Comparing the Effects of Greenhouse Gas Emissions on Global Warming. Energy
Journal, 13, 1.
Ellingson, R.G., J. Ellis, and S. Fels, 1991: The Intercomparison of Radiation Codes Used in Climate
Models - Long-Wave Results. J. Geophys. Res., 96, 8929-8953.
Fankhauser, S., 1994: The Social Costs of Greenhouse Gas Emissions: An expected Value Approach.
Energy Journal, 15, 2.
Fisher, D.A., C.H. Hales, W.-C. Wang, M.K.W. Ko, and N.D. Sze, 1990: Model Calculation on the
Relative Effects of CFCs and their Replacements on Global Warming. Nature, 344, 513-516.

51

CICERO Report 2001:04
Assessing metrics of climate change

Forster, P.M., M. Blackburn, R. Glover, and K.P Shine, 2000: An examination of climate sensitivity
for idealised climate change experiments in an intermediate general circulation model. Clim. Dyn.,
16, 833-849.
Forster, P.M.D. and K.P. Shine, 1999: Stratospheric water vapour changes as a possible contributor to
observed stratospheric cooling. Geophys. Res. Lett., 26: 3309-3312.
Forster, P.M.D., R.S. Freckleton, and K.P. Shine, 1997: On aspects of the concept of radiative forcing.
Clim. Dyn., 13, 547-560.
Freckleton, R.S., E.J. Highwood, K.P. Shine, O. Wild, K.S. Law, and M.G. Sanderson, 1998:
Greenhouse gas radiative forcing: Effects of averaging and inhomogeneities in trace gas distribution.
Q. J. R. Meteorol. Soc., 124, 2099-2127.
Fuglestvedt, J.S. and T.K. Berntsen, 1999: A simple model for scenario studies of changes in global
climate: Version 1.0. Working Paper 1999-02. CICERO, Oslo, Norway.
Fuglestvedt, J.S., Berntsen, T.K., Godal, O. and T. Skodvin, 2000: Climate implications of GWPbased reductions in greenhouse gas emissions. Geophys. Res. Lett., 27, 3, 409-412.
Fuglestvedt, J.S., Berntsen, T.K., Isaksen, I.S.A., Mao, H., Liang, X.-Z., and W.-C.Wang, 1999:
Climatic effects of NOx emissions through changes in tropospheric O3 and CH4 - A global 3-D
model study. Atmos. Environ., 33, 6, 961-977.
Fuglestvedt, J.S., Isaksen, I.S.A. and Wang, W-C., 1996: Estimates of Indirect Global Warming
Potential for CH4, CO and NOx. Climatic Change, 34, 404-437.
Fuglestvedt, J.S., J.E. Jonson, and I.S.A. Isaksen, 1994: Effects of reductions in stratospheric ozone on
tropospheric chemistry through changes in the photolysis rates. Tellus, 46B, 172-192.
Fuglestvedt, J.S., Jonson, J.E., Wang, W.-C. and I.S.A. Isaksen, 1995: Responses in tropospheric
chemistry to changes in UV fluxes, temperatures and water vapour densities. [Wang, Wei-Chyung
and Ivar S. A. Isaksen (eds.)], Atmospheric Ozone as a Climate Gas. NATO-ASI Series, Springer
Verlag, Berlin. Germany.
Godal, O. and J.S. Fuglestvedt, 2002: Testing 100-year Global Warming Potentials: Impacts on
Compliance Costs and Abatement Profile. Climatic Change, 52, 1/2, 93-127.
Godal, O., 2001: IPCC’s Third Assessment Report and Global Warming Potentials: Avoiding the road
less travelled. (Commentary article submitted to Climatic Change).
Hammitt, J.K., 1999: Evaluation Endpoints and Climate Policy: Atmospheric Stabilization, BenefitCost Analysis, and Near-Term Greenhouse-Gas Emissions. Climatic Change, 41, 447-468.
Hammitt, J.K., Jain, A.K., Adams, J.L. and D.J. Wuebbles, D.J., 1996: A Welfare-based Index for
Assessing Environmental Effects of Greenhouse-gas Emissions. Nature, 381.
Hammond, A.L., Rodenburg, E. and W. Moomaw, 1990: Commentary in Nature, 347, 705-706.
Hansen, J., Fung, I., Lacis, A., Rind, D., Lebedeff, S., Ruedy, R., Russell, G. and P. Stone, 1988:
Global Climate Changes As Forecast By Goddard Institute For Space Studies 3-Dimensional Model.
J. Geophys. Res., 93, 9341-9364.
Hansen, J., Johnson, D., Lacis, A., Lebedeff, S., Lee, P., Rind, D. and G. Russell, 1981: Climate
Impact of Increasing Atmospheric Carbon-Dioxide. Science, 213: 957-966.
Hansen, J., Sato, M. and R. Ruedy, 1997: Radiative forcing and climate response. J. Geophys. Res.,
102, 6831-6864.
Hansen, J., Sato, M., Ruedy, R., Lacis, A. and V. Oinas, 2000: Global Warming in the Twenty-first
Century: An Alternative Scenario, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United
States of America, vol. 97, no. 18, 9875–9880.
Harvey, L.D.D., 2000: Global Warming - The Hard Science, Prentice Hall.
Harvey, L.D.D., 1993: A guide to global warming potentials (GWPs). Energy Policy, 21, 1.

52

CICERO Report 2001:04
Assessing metrics of climate change

Hauglustaine, D.A., Granier, C. and G.P. Brasseur, 1994: Impact of Increased Methane Emissions on
the Atmospheric Composition and Related Radiative Forcing on the Climate System. Non-CO2
Greenhouse Gases, 253-259.
Haywood, J. and O. Boucher, 2000: Estimates of the direct and indirect radiative forcing due to
tropospheric aerosols: A review. Rev. Geophys., 38: 513-543.
Hoel, M. and I.S.A. Isaksen, 1994: Efficient Abatement of Different Greenhouse Gases. Climate
Change And The Agenda For Research, Westview Press, 147 - 159.
Hoel, M. and I.S.A. Isaksen: 1995, ‘The Environmental Costs of Greenhouse Gas Emissions’. [Carraro,
C. and Filar, J. A. (eds.)]. Control and game-theoretical models of the environment (Annals of the
International Society of Dynamic Games, Volume 2, 89-105). Birkhauser, Boston, USA.
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 1990: Climate Change. The Scientific
Assessment, UNEP/WMO, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 1992: Climate Change. The Supplementary
Report to the IPCC Scientific Assessment, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 1995: Climate Change 1994. Radiative
Forcing of Climate Change and an Evaluation of the IPCC IS92 Emission Scenarios, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press.
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 1996: Climate Change 1995. The Science of
Climate Change, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, U.K.
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 1999: Aviation and the Global Atmosphere A Special Report of IPCC Working Groups I and III. [Penner, Joyce E., Lister, David H., Griggs,
David J., Dokken, David J. and Mack McFarland (eds.)]. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge,
U.K.
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 2001: Climate Change 2001 - The Scientific
Basis, [Houghton, J.T., Ding, Y., Griggs, D.J., Noguer, M., Van Der Linden, P. J. and D. Xiaosu
(eds.)]. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, U.K.
Isaksen, I.S.A., Ramaswamy, V., Rodhe, H., and T.M.L. Wigley, 1992: Radiative forcing of climate
change. In Climate change 1992: The supplementary report to the IPCC Scientific Assessment.
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 47-68.
Jain, A.K., Briegleb, B.P., Minschwaner, K. and D.J. Wuebbles, 2000: Radiative forcings and global
warming potentials of 39 greenhouse gases. J. Geophys. Res., 105. 20773-20790.
Johnson, C.E. and R.G. Derwent, 1996: Relative Radiative Forcing Consequences of Global
Emissions of Hydrocarbons, Carbon Monoxide and NOx from Human Activities Estimated with
Zonally-averaged Two-dimensional Model. Climate Change, 34, 439-462.
Joos, F., M. Bruno, R. Fink, T.F. Stocker, U. Siegenthaler, C. Le Quéré, and J. L. Sarmiento, 1996: An
efficient and accurate representation of complex oceanic and biospheric models of anthropogenic
carbon uptake. Tellus, 48B: 397-417.
Kandlikar, M., 1995: The Relative Role of Trace Gas Emissions in Greenhouse Abatement Policies,
Energy Policy, 23, 10.
Kandlikar, M., 1996: Greenhouse Gas Indices, Degrees of Change, Vol. 1, Global Change Integrated
Assessment Program, USA.
Kandlikar, M.: 1996, ‘Indices for comparing greenhouse gas emissions: integrating science and
economics’, Energy Economics, No. 18, 265-281.
Lacis, A.A., D.J Wuebbles, and J.A. Logan, 1990: Radiative Forcing of Climate By Changes in the
Vertical- Distribution of Ozone. J. Geophys. Res., 95, 9971-9981.
Lashof, D.A. and D.R. Ahuja, 1990: Relative Contributions of Greenhouse Gas Emissions to Global
Warming, Nature, 344, 529-531.

53

CICERO Report 2001:04
Assessing metrics of climate change

Lashof, D.A., 2000: The Use of Global Warming Potentials in the Kyoto Protocol, Climatic Change,
44, 4, 423 – 425.
Lelieveld, J. P.J. Crutzen, and F.J. Dentener, 1998: Changing concentration, lifetime and climate
forcing of atmospheric methane, Tellus, 50B, 128-150.
Lelieveld, J., and P.J. Crutzen, 1992: Indirect Chemical Effects of Methane on Climate Warming,
Nature, 355, 339-342.
Lelieveld, J., P.J. Crutzen, and C. Brühl, 1993: Climate Effects of Atmospheric Methane,
Chemosphere, 26, 1-4, 739-768.
Maier-Reimer, E., and K. Hasselmann, 1987: Transport and storage of CO2 in the ocean - an inorganic
ocean-circulation carbon cycle model, Climate Dynamics 2, 63-90.
Manne, A.S., and R.G. Richels, 2001: An alterative approach to establishing trade-offs among
greenhouse gases. Nature, 5 April 2001, 675-677.
Michaelis, P., 1992: Global Warming: Efficient Policies in the Case of Multiple Pollutants,
Environmental and Resource Economics, 2, 61-77.
Michaelis, P., 1999: Sustainable Greenhouse Policies: The Role of Non-CO2 Gases, Structural Change
and Economic Dynamics, 10, 239-260.
Morgenstern, R.D., 1991: Towards a Comprehensive Approach to Global Climate Change Mitigation.
[In: Oaxaca, R.L., and St.John, W. (eds.)], The American Economic Review, Papers and
Proceedings of the Hundred and Third Annual Meeting of the American Economic Association,
Washington D.C., Dec. 28-30 1990, 81, 2, 140 -145.
Myhre, G., and F. Stordal, 1997: Role of spatial and temporal variations in the computation of
radiative forcing and GWP. J. Geophys. Res., 102, 11181-11200.
O’Neill, B.C., 1996: Greenhouse gases: Timescales, Response Functions and the Role of Population
Growth on Future Emission, Ph.D. Dissertation.
O’Neill, B.C., 2000: The Jury is Still Out on Global Warming Potentials, Climatic Change, 44, 4, 427
– 443.
Pinnock, S., M.D. Hurley, K.P. Shine, T.J. Wallington, and T.J. Smyth, 1995: Radiative Forcing of
Climate By Hydrochlorofluorocarbons and Hydrofluorocarbons. J. Geophys. Res., 100, 2322723238.
Prather, M., and R. Sausen, 1999: Potential Climate Change from Aviation, in Aviation and the
Global Atmosphere - A Special Report of IPCC Working Groups I and III, [Penner, Joyce E., Lister,
David H., Griggs, David J., Dokken, David J. and Mack McFarland (eds.)], Cambridge University
Press.
Ramanathan, V., 1981: The Role of Ocean-Atmosphere Interactions in the CO2 Climate Problem. J.
Atmos. Sci., 38, 918-930.
Ramanathan, V., L. Callis, R. Cess, J. Hansen, I. Isaksen, W. Kuhn, A. Lacis, F. Luther, J. Mahlman,
R. Reck, and M. Schlesinger, 1987: Climate-Chemical Interactions and Effects of Changing
Atmospheric Trace Gases, Rev. Geophys., 25, 1441-1482.
Ramaswamy, V., and C.T. Chen, 1997: Climate forcing-response relationships for greenhouse and
shortwave radiative perturbations. Geophys. Res. Lett., 24, 667-670.
Reilly, J.M. et al., 1999: Multi-Gas Assessment of the Kyoto Protocol, Nature, 401, 549-555.
Reilly, J.M., and K.R. Richards, 1993: Climate Change Damage and the Trace Gas Index Issue,
Environmental and Resource Economics, 3, 41-61.
Rodhe, H., 1990: A Comparison of the Contribution of Various Gasses to the Greenhouse Effect,
Science, 248, 1217-1219.

54

CICERO Report 2001:04
Assessing metrics of climate change

Rogers, J.D., and R.D. Stephens, 1988: Absolute Infrared Intensities for F-113 and F-114 and an
Assessment of Their Greenhouse Warming Potential Relative to Other Chlorofluorcarbons, J.
Geophys. Res., 93, D3, 2423-2428.
Rotmans, J. and M.G.J. Den Elzen, 1992: A Model-Based Approach to the Calculation of Global
Warming Potentials (GWP), Intern. Journ. of Climatology, 12, 865-874.
Rotstayn, L.D. and J.E. Penner, 2001: Indirect aerosol forcing, quasi-forcing and climate response. J.
Climate, (submitted).
Schlesinger, M.E., X. Jiang, and R.J. Charlson, 1992: 'Implications of Anthropogenic Atmospheric
Sulphate for the Sensitivity of the Climate System', Climate Change and Energy Policy, American
Institute of Physics, New York.
Schmalensee, R., 1993: Comparing Greenhouse Gases for Policy Purposes, The Energy Journal, 14, 1.
Schneider, S.H., 1975: On the carbon-dioxide climate confusion. J. Atmos. Sci., 32, 2060-2066.
Shackley, S., and B. Wynne, 1997: Global Warming Potentials: Ambiguity or Precision as an Aid to
Policy?, Climate Research, 8, 89-106.
Shine, K.P., 2000: Radiative forcing of climate change, Space Sci. Rev., 94, 363-373.
Shine, K.P., and P.M.D. Forster, 1999: The effect of human activity on radiative forcing of climate
change: a review of recent developments, Glob. Planet. Change, 20, 205-225.
Shine, K.P., B.P Briegleb, A.S. Grossman, D. Hauglustaine, H. Mao, V. Ramaswamy, M.D.
Schwarzkopf, M.D., R. Van Dorland, and W.-C. Wang, 1995: Radiative forcing due to changes in
ozone: a comparison of different codes, [W.-C. Wang and I.S.A. Isaksen (Editors], Atmospheric
Ozone as a Climate Gas. NATO ASI Series. Springer-Verlag, Berlin, 373-395.
Siegenthaler, I., and H. Oeschger, 1987: Biospheric CO2 emissions during the past 200 years
reconstructed by deconvolution of ice core data, Tellus, 39 B, 140-154.
Siegenthaler, U., 1983: Uptake of excess CO2 by an outcrop-diffusion Model of the Ocean, J. Gephys.
Res., 88, 3599-3608.
Sihra, K., M.D. Hurley, K.P. Shine, and T.J. Wallington, 2001: Updated radiative forcing estimates of
sixty-five halocarbons and non-methane hydrocarbons. J. Geophys. Res., 106 (D17), 20493-20506.
Skodvin, T., 1999: Making climate change negotiable: The development of the Global Warming
Potential index, August, CICERO Working Paper, 1999:9.
Skodvin, T., and J.S. Fuglestvedt, 1997: A Comprehensive Approach to climate change: Political and
Scientific considerations, Ambio, 26, 6, 351-358.
Smith, S. J. and T.M.L. Wigley, 2000b: Global Warming Potentials: 2. Accuracy, Climatic Change,
44, 4, 459 – 469.
Smith, S.J., and T.M.L. Wigley, 2000a: Global Warming Potentials: 1. Climatic implications of
emissions reductions, Climatic Change, 44, 4, 445–457.
Stuber, N., M. Ponater, and R. Sausen, 2001b: Enhanced climate sensitivity due to stratospheric water
vapor feedback, Geophys. Res. Lett., 28, 2887-2890.
Stuber, N., R. Sausen, and M. Ponater, 2001a: Statosphere adjusted radiative forcing calculations in a
comprehensive climate model, Theor. Appl.Climatol., 68, 125-135.
Sygna, L., J.S. Fuglestvedt, and H. Aa. Aaheim, 2001: The adequacy of GWPs as indicators of damage
costs incurred by global warming. Mitigation and Adaption Strategies for Global Change,
(Submitted).
Thuburn, J., and G.C. Craig, 2001: On the temperature structure of the tropical substratosphere, J.
Geophys. Res., (submitted).
Tol, R.S.J., 1999: The Marginal Costs of Greenhouse Gas Emissions, Energy Journal, 20, 61-81.

55

CICERO Report 2001:04
Assessing metrics of climate change

Victor, D., 1990: Methodologies for Calculating GWPs, Report from Workshop on the Scientific Basis
of Global Warming Potential Indices, University of Colorado.
Victor, D.G., and J.E. Salt, 1995: Keeping the climate treaty relevant, Nature, 373, 280-282.
Wallis, Max K. and Lucas, Nigel J. D., 1994: Economic Global Warming Potentials. International
Journal of Energy Research, Vol. 18, pp. 57-62.
Wang, W.-C., Pinto, J.P., Yung, Y.L., 1980. Climatic effects due to halogenated compounds in the
earth’s atmosphere. Journal of the Atmospheric sciences, 37, 247-256.
Wigley, T.M.L., 1998: The Kyoto protocol: CO2, CH4 and climate implications, Geophys. Res. Lett.,
25, 2585-2288.
Wigley, T.M.L., and C. Reeves, 1991: Global Warming Potentials, A Report to the U.K Department of
the Environment, London.
Wigley, T.M.L., and T.J. Osborne, 1994: Global Warming Potentials, A Report to the U.K. Department
of the Environment and the Hadley Centre for Climate prediction and Research.
Wild, O., M.J. Prather, H. Akimoto, 2001: Indirect long-term global radiative cooling from NOx
emissions, Geophys. Res. Lett., 28, 9, 1719.
WMO, 1992: Scientific Assessment of Ozone Depletion, 1991. Global Ozone Research and
Monitoring Project Report No. 37, World Meteorological Organization (WMO), Geneva.
WMO, 1999: Scientific Assessment of ozone depletion, 1998, Global Ozone Research and Monitoring
Project Report No. 44, World Meteorological Organisation, Geneva, 1999.
Wuebbles, D.J., 1981: The relative efficiency of a number of halocarbons for destroying stratospheric
ozone, UCID-18924, Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, Livermore.
Wuebbles, D.J., A.K. Jain, K.O. Patten, and K.E. Grant, 1995: Sensitivity of Direct Global Warming
Potentials to Key Uncertainties, Climatic Change, 29, 265-297.

56

