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Briefing note on Solar Radiation Modification 
Potential options for international governance 

 

 

Context 
 

• Our planet is getting hotter and human-induced climate change has already caused widespread 

adverse impacts and poses additional severe risks if global warming exceeds 1.5oC.1 
 

• Inadequate progress in reducing global greenhouse gases means that even with the deepest 

emissions reductions and removals scenarios assessed by the IPCC, it is now more likely than 

not that warming will exceed 1.5°C.2 Almost half the people on the planet (and the 

ecosystems on which life depends) are already highly vulnerable to climate change3 and 

despite some progress with adaptation, many gaps exist4 and adaptation will reach limits with 

increased warming.5 
 

• In addition to the primary focus on deep and rapid climate mitigation and adaptation, another 

approach – known as solar radiation modification (SRM) – is being explored to temporarily 
limit global warming (for example, if 1.5°C is exceeded), by enhancing the Earth’s 

reflectivity.6 SRM is coming under increasing scientific and public scrutiny. Further research 

could help contribute to a better understanding of the relative risks – with or without SRM – 

in a rapidly warming world. Some governments and non-state actors are investing into SRM 

research.7 
 

• However, there is currently no dedicated, comprehensive international framework or fora to 

inform, guide and connect governance processes for SRM research, development, 

demonstration, or deployment. This in itself poses serious risks given that SRM would affect 
every country on the planet, but not necessarily equally.8 

Key Messages  
 

• An important new insight from the new Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s 

(IPCC) sixth assessment (AR6) was that even with the most rapid and deep efforts resulting 

in the lowest greenhouse gas emission scenarios, it is now more likely than not that warming 

will exceed 1.5°C. 
 

• In addition to deep and rapid climate mitigation and adaptation, researchers are exploring an 

additional approach – known as solar radiation modification (SRM) – to temporarily limit 

global warming by enhancing the Earth’s reflectivity.  
 

• There are multiple potential risks – both known and unknown – as well as benefits in 

researching, developing or potentially deploying SRM to temporarily limit global warming. 

However, overshooting the Paris Agreement temperature goals also entails risks for both 

humanity and the ecosystems we depend on for survival.  
 

• There is currently no dedicated, formal international framework or fora to guide and connect 

governance processes for SRM research, development, demonstration, or deployment, which 

poses risks, given, for example, that SRM would affect every country on the planet, but not 

necessarily equally. 
 

• A range of potential options for international governance of SRM have been described in 

recent research as well as in assessments by the IPCC. 
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 Potential options for international governance   
 

• Governance refers to the structures, processes, and actions through which private and public 

actors interact to address societal goals. This includes formal and informal institutions and the 

associated norms, rules, laws, and procedures for deciding, managing, implementing, and 

monitoring policies and measures at any geographic or political scale, from global to local. 9 
 

• While governance objectives range broadly, from prohibition to enabling research and 

potentially deployment, there is agreement that SRM governance should cover all interacting 

stages of research through to any potential deployment (or prohibition) with rules, institutions, 
and norms10 – but this does not necessarily imply that all aspects would be addressed in one 

existing or new institution. 
  

• At this stage, learning, knowledge-sharing, and building understanding play crucial roles in 

governance processes and in relation to SRM, this has been highlighted in both international11 

and national12 contexts and processes. 
 

• Some scholars emphasise the importance of the precautionary approach: preventing research13 

or deployment until specific criteria regarding scientific consensus, impact assessments and 

governance issues are met.14 Others have argued that because SRM may reduce some climate 
hazards, a precautionary approach might include SRM.15  

  

• Co-evolution of governance and SRM research provides a chance for responsibly developing 

SRM approaches with broader public participation and political legitimacy. It could also help 

guard against potential risks and harms and ensure that SRM is considered only as a part of a 

broader portfolio of responses to climate change.16 Co-evolution alone, however, may not be 

sufficient to achieve these objectives. 
 

• Given that the risks and potential benefits of the various SRM techniques being proposed 

differ substantially, a wide array of proposals for near-term anticipatory or adaptive 

governance exist, most based around the following principles17: 

o Guard against potential risks and harm;  

o Enable and guide appropriate research and development of scientific knowledge;  

o Legitimise any future research or policymaking through active and informed public and 

expert community engagement; 

o Ensure that SRM is considered only as a part of a broader, mitigation-centred portfolio of 

responses to climate change. 
 

• Currently there is no targeted international law relating to SRM.18 However, a recent United 

Nations (UN) resolution welcomed legal guidance addressing activities aimed at intentional 

large-scale modification of the atmosphere (e.g. SRM).19 A number of multilateral agreements 

also contain provisions applicable to SRM, including the Convention on Biological Diversity, 

the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, the Environmental Modification Convention, and 

the Vienna Convention on the Protection of the Ozone Layer and its Montreal Protocol.20 

None, however, is comprehensive, and no overall international guiding or connecting process 

exists. This lack of robust and formal SRM governance poses risks.21 
 

• Scholars have identified options for an institutional home for SRM governance, ranging from 

consortia of states22 and formal integration into existing UN bodies like the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) or the Convention on Biological 

Diversity (CBD), to the creation of specific, but less formalised global fora or forms of club 

governance. Recent years have also seen the emergence of transnational non-state actors 

focusing on SRM governance, primarily expert networks and non-governmental 

organisations.23 New institutions or constellations of existing institutions may be required and 

different governance functions may need to be situated in different institutions.24 
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Further briefings, information and learning resources are available at: www.c2g2.net 

 
This content of this briefing note was prepared in good faith, based on the most recent high quality evidence sources 

available, and according to C2G’s mission and principles. Corrections welcomed. Please notify contact@c2g2.net of errata. 

 

This document is published under Creative Commons license CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 and may be reproduced for education or 
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