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Fossil fuels are hydrocarbon fuels formed throughout geological time from the remains of living organisms. Due to the long timescale required for their formation, we use these fuels far more quickly than they are created, and they are recognised as finite in this sense. Burning fossil fuels releases carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, a greenhouse gas which contributes to climate change.
While greenhouse gases (GHGs) are also produced through various natural processes, the IPCC’s[footnoteRef:1] latest report, the Fifth Assessment Report, indicates that anthropogenic GHG emissions are extremely likely (95-100% certainty) to have been the dominant cause of observed global warming since the mid-20th century. Emissions from fossil fuel combustion and industrial processes contributed about 78% of the total emissions increase from 1970 to 2010[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  The International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is an international organisation composed of 830 expert scientists and academics from 85 countries who are invited to review current climate research on a strictly organised and unpaid basis, to ensure conclusions cannot be externally influenced.]  [2:  IPCC Fifth Assessment Synthesis Report] 

The IPCC’s Fifth Assessment Report shows that the atmosphere and ocean are warming, extreme weather events are increasing, snow and sea ice are diminishing, and sea levels are rising as a result of increased greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. 
Governments across the world have committed to decreasing emissions through the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, and the Kyoto Protocol, as well as reflecting these commitments in national policies. The UK government is committed to an 80% reduction in greenhouse gases as outlined in the Kyoto Protocol by 2050 against a 1990 baseline.
Despite these policy commitments, emissions are increasing on a global scale, and urgent action is required if they are to be kept below the threshold at which climate change will cause significant danger to human populations and the environment, established to be 2 degrees above pre-industrial temperatures.
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Source: IPCC AR5 Synthesis Report
As demonstrated in the chart above, global CO2 emissions from fossil fuels and industrial processes have increased both in actual terms and in terms of their proportion to other GHG emissions from 1970 to 2010. 
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Source: IEA World Key Energy Statistics
Despite worldwide policy and commitments to decrease emissions, CO2 emissions from fuel have more than doubled between 1973 and 2012. 
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Source: IEA Key World Energy Statistics 
As can be seen from the pie charts above, the proportion of emissions from oil has decreased, but emissions from both natural gas and coal have increased, therefore not significantly affecting the balance of fossil fuel and non-fossil fuel use. Fossil fuels accounted for around 7% less of our consumption in 2012 than in 1973.
On a national scale, the below chart gives an indication of the mix of energy generation type use in electricity in the UK, showing that even in recent years, with climate change on the political agenda, we are still largely dependent on fossil fuels for our electricity generation, although we are making progress on increasing renewables.
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Source: DECC Energy Trends, June 2014
Future Projections[image: ]Source: IPCC AR5 Synthesis Report
In terms of future emissions pathways, the Representative Concentration Pathways modelled in the Fifth Assessment Report, only RCP 2.6 would lead to an emissions scenario at which we could expect warming to stop after 2100, and warming is likely (66-100% certainty) to exceed 2 degrees for RCP 6.0 and RCP 8.5, and more likely than not (50-100% certainty) to exceed 2 degrees for RCP4.5. In RCP 2.6, warming would be unlikely (0-33% certainty) to exceed 2 degrees. This means that climate change adaptation will be required as well as mitigation to reduce emissions.
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