
350 Philadelphia Comment on Clean Energy Vision 
  
The City of Philadelphia has, for several years, had a long term goal of an 80% reduction in 
greenhouse gas emissions by 2050. The Clean Energy Vision re-articulates this goal, and lays 
out ideas for achieving it. However, we believe the “80 by 50” goal is at odds with the Mayor’s 
commitment that the City will honor the Paris Climate Agreement. We urge the Office of 
Sustainability to review the reasoning and assumptions behind this goal, share them with the 
public, and consider more ambitious goals.  
 
The main commitment of the Paris agreement is to: “[hold] the increase in the global average 
temperature to well below 2 °C above pre-industrial levels and to pursue efforts to limit the 
temperature increase to 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels, recognizing that this would 
significantly reduce the risks and impacts of climate change.”  
 
Many climate researchers and climate justice advocates have argued that an “80 by 50” target 
is inconsistent with that commitment. While there are planning scenarios that indicate an 80% 
reduction in emissions by 2050 worldwide could enable us to limit global warming to 2 degrees, 
those scenarios rely on questionable assumptions and reasoning: 
 

● The carbon budgets informing these timelines are designed to give humanity a “likely” 
(66%) chance of limiting global warming to 2 degrees. However, they would give us at 
least a 33% chance of going beyond 2 degrees, and a significant chance of going 
beyond 3 degrees. This is an unacceptable level of risk which is totally inconsistent with 
the language of the Paris agreement. Scenarios that involve a lower risk of going beyond 
the 2 degree limit require reducing emissions to zero more quickly. 

  
● “80 by 50” scenarios assume that humanity will pull enormous quantities of carbon out of 

the atmosphere later this century, most likely through the use of Bio-energy with Carbon 
Capture and Storage technology (BECCS). This technology does not yet exist at scale, 
but we’re assuming that our children will develop it so that we do not have to solve the 
problem today. The use of BECCS on a large scale, even if it does prove feasible, would 
likely have a number of serious harmful side-effects including depletion of water and soil, 
displacement of food crops, biodiversity loss, and more. There are currently no credible 
plans to remove carbon on the scale or at the pace that these scenarios assume. Many 
researchers and advocates believe we should not count on removing this quantity of 
carbon, and instead plan to reduce emissions at a much faster pace. 

 
● These scenarios project an 80% reduction in emissions across the world by 2050, and 

not an 80% reduction in any particular country. In the Paris agreement we agreed to 
pursue emissions reduction “on the basis of equity.” It is highly inequitable to assume 
that the US should decarbonize at the same rate as other countries. As the world’s 
primary historical contributor to climate change, the United States ought to decarbonize 
faster than poorer countries who have contributed little. 



 
With more reasonable assumptions, it is impossible to reconcile the City’s goal with the Paris 
agreement, given that the City has not yet formally committed to reaching net zero emissions, 
and its current timeline is far too slow to guarantee that we will avoid disastrous levels of 
warming such as 3 to 4 degrees Celsius.  
 
It is important to note that there is increasing evidence that global warming in excess of 1.5 or 2 
degrees would cause more serious harm to Philadelphians and to people across the world than 
was recently thought. As a result, it is more important than ever to treat the 2 degree limit as a 
“guardrail,” rather than as an aspirational goal. We must take action to be sure that we do not 
surpass this limit and to stop global warming as quickly as possible. 
 
We request that the Office of Sustainability detail the reasoning and assumptions behind the 80 
by 50 target. It is vital that the public has a full understanding of this framework, given that it 
underlies much of the City’s work on emissions reductions. We also request that the Office of 
Sustainability review whether these assumptions still hold in 2018. If, as we believe, they do not, 
we request that the Office of Sustainability explore more ambitious targets, such as reaching 
zero carbon by 2035. A goal of an annual carbon reduction of 5.9% could achieve this.  
 
The 350 Philadelphia team looks forward to working with you towards these goals.  
 


