
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

BRIEFING NOTE 
 
TO:  First Nations in BC  
FROM:  BCAFN 
DATE:  April 22, 2020  
RE: Analysis of the Special IPCC Report: The Ocean and Cryosphere in a 

Changing Climate  

PURPOSE: 

To summarize the key points of the IPCC report: The Ocean and Cryosphere in a Changing Climate, 
and provide follow-up recommendations. 

DISCUSSION/BACKGROUND: 

A. On September 25, 2019, the IPCC1 released their second special report for 2019 called, The 
Ocean and Cryosphere in a Changing Climate (“SROCC”).  This report assesses new knowledge 
on how the ocean and cryosphere (glaciers and ice-caps) have and are expected to change with 
global warming, and assesses the risks and opportunities posed by these changes to 
ecosystems, people and governments. The goal of the report is to help governments reduce 
future risks. 

B. The report is unique because for the first time the IPCC produced an in-depth report examining 
the furthest corners of the earth, from the highest mountains and remote polar regions to 
coasts and the deepest oceans.  

C. The global ocean2 covers 71% of the Earth surface and contains “about 97% of the Earth’s 
water, supplies 99% of the Earth’s biologically-habitable space, and provides roughly half of the 
primary production on Earth.” The cryosphere refers to frozen components of the Earth system 
that are at and below the land and ocean surface. It includes: snow, glaciers, ice sheets, ice 
shelves, icebergs, sea ice, lake ice, river ice, permafrost and seasonally frozen ground. 

D. All people on Earth depend directly or indirectly on the ocean and cryosphere. They support 
unique habitats, and are interconnected with other components of the climate system through 
global exchange of water, energy and carbon. They also provide services including “food and 
freshwater, renewable energy, health and wellbeing, cultural values, trade, and transport”.  

 
1 The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is the United Nations’ expert scientific body that assesses 
the science related to climate change and provides governments with scientific information. 
2 The global ocean is comprised of the Arctic, Pacific, Atlantic, Indian, and Southern oceans, as well as their marginal 
seas. 
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E. OBSERVED AND PROJECTED CHANGES, IMPACTS AND RISKS: 

Over recent decades, global warming has led to many changes and impacts on the global ocean 
and the cryosphere. The SROCC report highlights that the consequences for nature and humanity 
are sweeping and severe. Some of those changes and impacts include: 

E.1 Changes in the mountain cryosphere (glaciers) and polar regions: 

- There is widespread shrinking of the cryosphere (including glaciers, ice sheets, permafrost, 
Arctic sea ice) due to surface air temperature increases and this poses unavoidable 
consequences for river runoff and local hazards.  

- Greenland’s ice melt is unprecedented in at least 350 years. The rising Antarctic and ice sheets’ 
loss are now contributing 700% more to sea levels than two decades ago. 

- As glaciers melt and snow cover shrinks, warm-adapted plant and animal species migrate 
upslope. Cold and snow adapted species decrease and risk eventual extinction, especially 
without conservation. 

- The decline of snow, glaciers and permafrost have also impacted the amount and seasonality 
of runoff in snow-dominated and glacier-fed river basins with impacts on agriculture and water 
supply in some regions. The projection is that those impacts will also affect hydroelectric 
projects and water quality in some regions.  

- The retreat of the cryosphere will continue to adversely affect recreational activities, tourism 
and cultural assets.  

- The decline of the cryosphere alongside the growing population has altered the frequency, 
magnitude and location of many natural hazards such as floods, landslides, avalanches, etc. 
These events will intensify and occur where there is no record of previous events.  

E.2 Changes in sea level rise, coastal extremes and the global ocean: 

The increasing rates of ice loss has caused the global sea level to rise by about 15cm during the 20th 
century, and is currently rising more than twice as fast and will further accelerate. In a high 
greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) scenario, sea levels are expected to rise 1.10 m by 2100.  

- For decades, the world’s oceans have been acting as a sponge absorbing carbon dioxide (CO2) 
and more than 90% of excess heat to regulate the world’s temperature. By 2100, the ocean will 
be 2 to 4 times warmer if global warming is limited to 2oC, and 5 to 7 times under a higher 
emissions scenario. 

- By absorbing more CO2, the ocean has undergone increasing surface acidification and by 
absorbing the heat, there is reduced supply of oxygen and nutrients for marine life.   

- Extreme sea level events (still rare for now) during high tides and intense storms will increase 
in frequency. 

- Many low-lying coastal cities and small islands will be exposed to risks of flooding and land loss 
annually by 2050, especially without strong adaptation actions implemented. 

- The changes in the ocean are affecting fish populations and reducing the global catch potential. 
In the future some regions will see further decreases but there will be increases in others. 
Communities that depend on seafood may face risks to nutritional health and food security. 
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ANALYSIS:  

F. Like the Canada’s Changing Climate Report (April 2019) and the IPCC Special Report Global 
Warming of 1.5oC (Oct 2018), the IPCC SROCC report also states the magnitude of the changes 
and impacts of a warming climate in the short and long term will depend on the levels of GHG 
emissions that humans will continue to release. Those changes and impacts are effectively 
irreversible but the rates and magnitudes are smaller under lower GHG emissions scenarios. 

G. Both Canada and BC have committed to reduce their emissions and have established specific 
targets. Canada’s target is to reduce 30% of the 2005 levels by 2030. This means Canada’s 
emissions must be below 511 MtCO2e by 2030. BC’s targets aim to reduce 40% by 2030, 60% 
by 2040 and 80% by 2050 of the 2007 levels. These targets mean BC’s emissions must be below 
35.7 MtCO2e by 2030, 25.8 MtCO2e by 2040 and 12.9 MtCO2e by 2050.  

H. Canada’s and BC’s targets appear ambitious but are still not in line with the IPCC Special Report 
Global Warming of 1.5oC which calls for reductions in a range of 40-60% of the 2010 global 
emissions. Canada and BC have been implementing a series of initiatives and programs under 
the Pan Canadian Framework and the CleanBC Plan respectively. But predictions state that 
those efforts will not be enough to meet our own targets and fall far short of the IPCC targets.  

I. The carbon-pollution pricing committed by the federal and provincial governments will help 
reduce emissions but is only a beginning and with its own deficiencies. The current federal price 
is $20/Tonne of CO2 equivalent3 and it will increase to $50 by 2050. In BC, the carbon tax rose 
from $35 to $40/tCO2e and will increase to $50 in 2021. However, the IPCC estimates that a 
pathway to below 1.5oC requires tax rates of US$135 in 2030, $245 in 2050 and $690 in 2100. 
If the carbon tax rates increase to the IPCC levels proposed, then actions would need to be 
taken to ensure First Nations communities have access to alternative clean transportation and 
energy, especially in remote communities.    

J. Therefore, more decisive actions are urgently needed from all levels of government. Fossil fuels 
make up 20% of Canada’s electrical generation, mainly in remote communities that are often 
Indigenous Communities. Canada also provides fossil fuel subsidies of approximately $3.3 
billion/year4 and a path to a low carbon economy requires ending these subsidies, or re-
allocating this funding to support the transition away from fossil fuel consumption.   

K. As urgent and important as GHG emissions reduction, it is also imperative to develop effective 
adaptation responses; especially for First Nations that are more vulnerable to the impacts and 
effects of the warming climate. 

L. However, First Nations are not just victims. In fact, they are central to finding solutions because 
it has been colonialism that have caused the emergency. Solutions are possible if respecting, 
adopting and implementing Indigenous values and holistic worldviews are on the table.  

M. Efforts to integrate Indigenous Peoples and Indigenous Knowledge in political processes and 
negotiations have increased in the last decade. At the United Nations Framework Convention 

 
3 A tonne of CO2 equivalents is a standard metric that combines the impact and longevity of all greenhouse gases 
emitted into the atmosphere (e.g. methane). 
4 According to the advocacy organization Environmental Defense. 
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on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Local Communities and Indigenous Peoples Platform (LCIPP) 
was established in 2017. The purpose of the LCIPP is to exchange experience, share knowledge, 
and accelerate the inclusion of Indigenous Peoples (and local communities) within the UNFCCC. 
Similar initiatives are needed at the local level to ensure First Nations are part of the climate 
governance and decision-making process. 

N. There are also many Indigenous community-led climate initiatives that need to be highlighted 
around the world, including in BC. These include adaptation efforts that have benefited from 
the inclusion of Indigenous Knowledge. The SROCC report provides evidence of the benefits of 
combining scientific with local and Indigenous Knowledge to develop suitable options to 
manage climate risk and encounter resilience. Additionally, adaptation can be enabled through 
self-government, land claims, and co-management institutions. 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

1. The SROCC report warns that there is no time for a slow path to reduce GHG emissions. 
Therefore, the FNLC should consider increasing its advocacy for timely and effective 
transformative changes to climate change laws, policies and actions. This should include 
advocating that the governments update the Canadian and BC climate targets and make the 
necessary changes to policies and plans to meet the recommendations in the IPCC 1.5oC Report. 

2. Chiefs and Councils continue to show leadership in planning for, and implementing changes 
that move communities to energy self-sufficiency through clean energy projects which help 
meet the IPCC 1.5 oC recommendations.   

3. BCAFN should advocate for finding feasible alternatives for First Nations to access clean 
transportation in First Nations communities. 

4. BCAFN continue promoting climate literacy and drawing on Indigenous and scientific 
knowledge systems to improve public awareness on the climate emergency and to reduce 
emissions at all levels, including the community and individual level. 

5. BCAFN advocate that Indigenous worldviews shape a just transition to a low carbon economy. 

NEXT STEPS  

- BCAFN will continue to advocate for: the meaningful engagement of Indigenous Peoples at all 
levels of strategic planning and legislative change to address climate change; the inclusion of 
Indigenous Knowledge and First Nations worldviews in policies and plans; and, for the 
resources needed to undertake timely climate change action in reducing emissions and 
adaptation planning within Fist Nations communities.  

- BCAFN will include a webinar on the IPCC reports in the upcoming webinar series being 
planned by the BCAFN. 

 
 
 
 

For more information visit www.bcafn.ca 


