
Oireachtas - Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine 
Session on ‘Calculation of methane emissions’  

 
Opening Statement 
Dr. Joeri Rogelj 
Director of Research, Grantham Institute – Climate Change & Environment, Imperial College London 

 
Thank you for the opportunity to speak at this meeting. We find ourselves today in a world that is over 
1.1°C warmer compared to preindustrial times. This increase is caused by human activities. Many 
extreme weather events – like heatwaves, droughts, or flooding – are exacerbated by this warming. 
These extremes lead to damages to crops and infrastructure, and cause animal and human suffering.  
 
Methane emissions are a large contributor to this, second only to carbon dioxide. The IPCC – the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change – wrote in their latest report that methane emissions 
from human activities, like fossil fuel use or agriculture, contribute about half a degree Celsius to the 
warming the world experiences today.  
 
As other experts will have explained, methane is different from carbon dioxide in that it does not 
accumulate in the atmosphere in the same way. As a consequence, much of the current half a degree 
of methane warming is not the result of past emissions having accumulated over centuries, but of 
activities that are taking place today and about which you are making decisions whether they 
continue, increase, or strongly decrease their contribution to climate damages and suffering.  
 
Calculation of methane emissions is therefore an important topic.  
 
Deep methane reductions are essential. Pathways that meet the goals of the Paris Agreement all 
require deep methane reductions over the next decades. Put differently, the remaining carbon budget 
for 1.5°C – that is, the total amount of CO2 we could still emit while keeping global warming below 
1.5°C – will be effectively zero if methane emissions are not kept in check. No sector if off the hook.   
 
Fortunately, scientifically speaking, the calculation of methane emissions is a solved problem. There 
are well-established scientific guidelines, published by the IPCC, on how to estimate a country’s 
methane emissions. It is also undisputable and uncontroversial that reporting emissions separately, in 
tons of methane actually emitted, is the least ambiguous and scientifically most accurate way of 
reporting methane. Currently, the latter approach is also the default way in which countries report their 
methane emissions to the UN.  
 
The challenges arise when greenhouse gases are being aggregated. 
 
Under the Paris Agreement, countries aim to achieve global net zero greenhouse gas emissions. In 
the EU, this goal is also known as reaching climate neutrality. To calculate when this goal is achieved, 
methane and other greenhouse gases have to be converted to an equivalent amount of CO2 
emissions, before they can be aggregated.  
 
If emissions are aggregated with the standard approach used in the UN and the EU (that is, using a 
metric called the 100-year Global Warming Potential), the IPCC tells us that achieving net zero 
greenhouse gas emissions results in global warming first peaking and then gradually declining. Other 
methods can lead to other results.  
 
For instance, if we switch to some of the newer methods that have been proposed (for example, by 
colleagues speaking in the first session today), global warming will merely stabilise but not decline 
when net zero greenhouse gas emissions are reached. This choice about how emissions of methane 
are calculated can thus weaken the ambition of the Paris Agreement and of the EU climate neutrality 
target.  
 
A second challenge is that these new methods to calculate methane emissions can perversely reward 
historically high methane polluters. These polluters would be less incentivized to reduce their 
methane emissions; or could be rewarded with emissions credits that take past polluting behaviour as 
a reference point. This goes against basic notions of fairness and against the scientific evidence that 
deep methane reductions are necessary to meet the goals of the Paris Agreement.  
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Fortunately, the scientific literature also presents solutions to how policy can be designed to avoid 
these pitfalls. 
 
To conclude, the scientific evidence clearly shows that deep reductions in methane emissions, 
including from the agricultural sector, are necessary to meet the Paris Agreement. The evidence also 
shows us how methane warming from current emissions is an active contributor to climate damages 
and climate suffering around the world. Any choice about how to calculate methane emissions should 
keep these overarching concerns in mind.  
 
Thank you.  




