
 

'It's not game over—it's game on': Why 2024
is an inflection point for the climate crisis

January 23 2024, by Wesley Morgan

  
 

  

Climate policy shifts and clean energy use are bringing the world closer to an
emissions peak – but governments need to do more. Credit: Climate Council,
adapted from Carbon Brief analysis and based on IEA data

In 2024, global climate trends are cause for both deep alarm and
cautious optimism. Last year was the hottest on record by a huge margin
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and this year will likely be hotter still. The annual global average
temperature may, for the first time, exceed 1.5°C above pre-industrial
levels—a threshold crucial for stabilizing the Earth's climate.

Without immediate action, we are at grave risk of crossing irreversible
tipping points in the Earth's climate system. Yet there are reasons for
hope.

Global greenhouse gas emissions may peak this year and start falling.
This would be an historic turning point, heralding the end of the fossil
fuel era as coal, oil and gas are increasingly displaced by clean energy
technologies.

But we must do more than take our foot off the warming
accelerator—we must slam on the brakes. To avoid the worst of the
climate crisis, global emissions must roughly halve by 2030. The task is
monumental but possible, and could not be more urgent. It's not game
over—it's game on.

Our planet in peril

Last year, Earth was the hottest it's been since records began. The onset
of El Niño conditions in the Pacific Ocean helped drive global
temperatures to new heights. The European Union's Copernicus Climate
Change Service found 2023 was 1.48°C warmer than the pre-industrial
average.

Warmer global temperatures in 2023 brought extreme events and
disasters worldwide. They included deadly heat waves in the northern
hemisphere summer, devastating wildfires in Canada and Hawaii, and 
record-breaking rains in many places including Korea, South Africa and
China.
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https://phys.org/tags/global+temperatures/
https://phys.org/tags/global+temperatures/
https://climate.copernicus.eu/copernicus-2023-hottest-year-record
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-09-26/climate-change-blamed-for-south-africa-s-floods


 

Last year was also the warmest on record for the world's oceans. More
than 90% of heat from global warming is stored in the world's oceans.
Ocean temperatures are a clear indicator of our warming planet,
revealing a year-on-year increase and an acceleration in the rate of
warming.

The warming oceans meant for parts of 2023, the extent of sea ice in the
Earth's polar regions was the lowest on record. During the southern
hemisphere winter, sea ice in Antarctica was more than one million
square kilometers below the previous record low—an area of ice more
than 15 times the size of Tasmania.

This year may be hotter still. There is a reasonable chance 2024 will end
with an average global temperature more than 1.5°C above pre-industrial
levels. Governments have agreed, through the Paris Agreement, to work
together to limit global warming to 1.5°C, because warming beyond this
threshold poses enormous dangers for humanity.

The agreement refers to long-term trends in temperature, not a single
year. So breaching 1.5°C in 2024 would not mean the world has failed to
meet the Paris target. However, on long-term trends we are on track to
cross the 1.5°C limit in the early 2030s.

As the planet warms, we are now at grave risk of crossing irreversible
"tipping points" in Earth's climate system—including the loss of polar
ice sheets and associated sea-level rise, and the collapse of major ocean
currents. These tipping points represent thresholds which, when crossed,
will trigger abrupt and self-perpetuating changes to the world's climate
and oceans. They are threats of a magnitude never before faced by
humanity—one-way doors we do not want to go through.

The age of fossil fuels will end
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https://www.noaa.gov/news/2023-was-worlds-warmest-year-on-record-by-far#:~:text=Global%20ocean%20heat%20content%20set,heat%20in%20the%20Earth%20system.
https://climate.nasa.gov/vital-signs/ocean-warming/#:~:text=Covering%20more%20than%2070%25%20of,heat%20as%20Earth%27s%20entire%20atmosphere.
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/CC_MVSA0383-CC-Report-on-Oceans_V8-FA-Screen-Single.pdf
https://www.carbonbrief.org/exceptional-antarctic-melt-drives-months-of-record-low-global-sea-ice-cover
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/event-tracker/2023-antarctic-sea-ice-winter-maximum-lowest-record-wide-margin
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/event-tracker/2023-antarctic-sea-ice-winter-maximum-lowest-record-wide-margin
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-024-00074-z#:~:text=The%20final%20numbers%20are%20in,for%20the%20time%20of%20year.
https://phys.org/tags/global+warming/
https://www.csiro.au/en/news/All/News/2024/January/Expert-commentary-2023-warmest-year-on-record
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.abn7950


 

In 2024 there are also many reasons for hope.

At the COP28 United Nations climate talks in December 2023,
governments from nearly 200 countries agreed to accelerate the 
transition away from fossil fuels in this crucial decade. The burning of
fossil fuels is the primary cause of the climate crisis.

We have the technology needed to replace fossil fuels across our
economy: in electricity generation, transport, heating, cooking and
industrial processes. In fact, surging market demand for clean energy
technologies—wind, solar, batteries and electric cars—is now displacing
polluting technologies, such as coal-fired power and combustion engine
vehicles, on a global scale.

The world added 510 billion watts of renewable energy capacity in 2023,
50% more than in 2022 and equivalent to the entire power capacity of
Germany, France and Spain combined. The next five years are expected
to see even faster growth in renewables.

Sales of electric vehicles are also booming—growing by 31% in 2023
and representing around 18% of all new vehicles sold worldwide. In
Australia, sales of electric vehicles doubled last year and are expected to
continue to grow strongly.

Toward a peak in global emissions

The accelerating shift toward clean energy technologies means global
greenhouse gas emissions may fall in 2024. Recent analysis from the
International Energy Agency (IEA), based on the stated policies of
governments, suggests emissions may in fact have peaked last year. The
finding is supported by analysis from Climate Analytics, which found a
70% chance of emissions falling from 2024 if current growth in clean
technologies continues.
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https://unfccc.int/news/cop28-agreement-signals-beginning-of-the-end-of-the-fossil-fuel-era
https://phys.org/tags/climate/
https://phys.org/tags/electric+cars/
https://www.iea.org/news/massive-expansion-of-renewable-power-opens-door-to-achieving-global-tripling-goal-set-at-cop28
https://www.reuters.com/business/autos-transportation/global-electric-car-sales-rose-31-2023-rho-motion-2024-01-11/
https://www.iea.org/energy-system/transport/electric-vehicles
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-01-05/australia-ev-sales-doubled-electric-hybrid-vehicles/103284916
https://phys.org/tags/clean+energy+technologies/
https://phys.org/tags/global+greenhouse+gas+emissions/
https://phys.org/tags/global+greenhouse+gas+emissions/
https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-global-co2-emissions-could-peak-as-soon-as-2023-iea-data-reveals/
https://climateanalytics.org/publications/when-will-global-greenhouse-gas-emissions-peak


 

A growing number of major economies have passed their emissions
peaks, including the United States, the European Union, the United
Kingdom and Japan.

China is currently the world's biggest emitter, contributing 31% of the
global total last year. But explosive growth in clean energy investments
mean China's emissions are set not only to fall in 2024, but to go into 
structural decline.

What's more, China is currently undergoing a boom in clean energy
manufacturing and a historic expansion of renewables—especially solar.
Similarly explosive growth is expected for batteries and electric vehicles.

A peak in global emissions is cause for optimism—but it won't be nearly
enough. Greenhouse gas emissions will still accumulate in the
atmosphere and drive catastrophic warming, until we bring them as close
to zero as possible.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change warns global emissions
must roughly halve by 2030 to keep the 1.5°C goal within reach. The
task is monumental, but possible.

Next steps for Australia

Australia is making great strides in rolling out renewable energy. But
state and federal governments are undermining this progress by
approving new fossil fuel projects.

Every new coal, oil or gas development endangers us all. Australia must
urgently reform its national environmental law—the Environmental
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act—to end new fossil fuel
developments.
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https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-chinas-emissions-set-to-fall-in-2024-after-record-growth-in-clean-energy/
https://www.ipcc.ch/2022/04/04/ipcc-ar6-wgiii-pressrelease/


 

Similarly, Australia's gains in renewable energy have been offset by 
rising emissions in other sectors, notably transport. It's time to
implement long-promised fuel efficiency standards and get these
emissions down.

Beyond these immediate next practical steps, Australia has much work
ahead to shift from fossil fuel exports to clean alternatives.

The opportunity for Australia to play a major positive role in the world's
decarbonization journey is undeniable, but that window of opportunity is
narrowing fast.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.dcceew.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/annual-climate-change-statement-2023.pdf
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