The Kyoto Protocol on Greenhouse Gases
On December 10, 1997, 160 nations reached agreement in Kyoto, Japan, on limiting emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases. The Kyoto Protocol was a significant agreement in focusing the attention of world leaders on the issues of climate change. The Kyoto Protocol called for the industrialized nations to reduce their average national emissions over the period 2008–2012 to about 5 percent below 1990 levels. The United States pledged to achieve a level 7 percent below the 1990 level, slightly less than the European Union’s pledge and slightly more than Japan’s. None of the developing countries was required to set any limits.

The protocol initially covered only three greenhouse gases: carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide. Three more compounds—hydrofluorocarbons, perfluorocarbons, and sulfur hexafluoride—were to be added in subsequent years. The protocol also contains the elements of a program for international trading of greenhouse gas emissions. Such trading would employ market incentives to help ensure that the lowest-cost opportunities for reduction are pursued.

While the Kyoto climate agreement was important in bringing a new level of international attention to greenhouse gas emissions, there remain many important issues to be resolved, issues pertaining to the agreement. These include:

1. The rules and institutions that are to govern international trading of greenhouse gas emissions among industrialized countries must be better established.

2. The criteria used to judge compliance, and any penalties for noncompliance, must be clearly articulated.

3. To make longer-term objectives more credible, moderate but specific near-term goals should be set for industrialized countries, and these countries should be able to use early emissions reductions to meet longer-term requirements.

One thing is certain: If the goals of the protocol are to be met by 2008, the developed nations of the world will be forced to focus attention on their energy policies, and this in turn will affect all of us. 
Key dates in the global warming story

1898—Swedish scientist Svante Ahrrenius warns that the Industrial Revolution’s carbon dioxide emissions, from coal and oil, could accumulate in atmosphere and lead to global warming.

1961—New observatory atop Hawaii’s Mauna Loa volcano detects rise in atmospheric carbon dioxide.
1980s—Computer models of world climate project temperature rises.

1988—UN establishes an authoritative network of climate scientists, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, to study the problem and make recommendations.
1990— Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change certifies scientific basis for “greenhouse effect” and global warming predictions.

1992—Climate change treaty is signed, setting voluntary goals for industrial nations to lower greenhouse gas emissions to 1990 levels by 2000. Almost 170 nations eventually ratify. The United States signs the treaty, but the Senate does not ratify it.

1996—The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change concludes that climate change is occurring and that it is highly probable that human activity is an important cause of the change.

October 1997—Negotiators end two years of preliminary tasks with major issues, including level of binding targets, unresolved; preparations begin for final conference in Kyoto.

July 2001—Representatives from 180 countries meet in Bonn, Germany, to continue work on the details of implementing the global warming treaty. The European Union supports the treaty, but few countries within the EU are moving toward ratification. The United States withdraws from the treaty but continues to participate in the discussions. 2003—Neither Russia nor the United States ratified the treaty, and its future was in doubt.

2004—Russia agreed to ratify the treaty and it will go into effect although the United States, the largest producer of carbon dioxide, has not approved the treaty.

2005—In 2005, delegates from 157 countries met in Montreal and reached commitments to cut greenhouse emissions beyond 2012 when the current Kyoto Protocol expires. 
