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Referee report

The paper is interesting and quite well written. However, after a deep analysis, I have a few major concerns and some minor comments. I consider this paper acceptable if some revisions (which you may consider major or minor, as you like) will be performed. In any case, I would like to reconsider the paper after these revisions.
Major concerns

While the technical part of the paper is satisfying inside the statistical framework chosen (see, however, the a following major concern), the framework of the paper (abstract, introduction and objectives of the study) is poorly written and mixes several different statements which may create confusion to the reader. It is quite clear that the authors are not regulars of the scientific literature concerning climate change.
In fact, the first result that should be cited is that the increase of CO2 concentration in the atmosphere is mainly due to the anthropogenic emissions, as shown by the isotopic signature of the CO2 itself. Only after this recognition we can speak about the causes of the variations of CO2 concentrations due to natural variability. It is clear, in fact, that the recognition of this forcing leads to think that the CO2 concentration must obviously have a causal role on temperature. In this framework also ENSO can have a role just in the interannual variations of the temperature. Please, insert these pieces of information at the beginning of the section on the objectives of this study.

In this framework, the authors speak about a “standard model” of linear increase. They should refer to the GCM outputs (very complex dynamical models) which show how the global temperature is linked to CO2 and other greenhouse gases concentrations and radiative forcings.

Even the continuous reference to the hiatus seems too much emphasized, because it has been completely addressed just in the last section, by means of the consideration of NDVI. On the other hand, this part is not cited in the title… Please, address this problem.
Finally, a major concern is about the way in which the Granger causality has been applied. In particular, the authors used in-sample investigations and tests. In order to do so, they had to establish the stochastic properties of the time series involved, by analyzing whether these series are stationary, non-stationary or co-integrated, because, for instance, the use of non-stationary time series can lead to spurious causality results. Of course, the weakness of this approach is that incorrect conclusions drawn by this preliminary analysis may affect the results of causality tests and their reliability: for instance, is the temperature time series I(0) or I(1)? This is why the studies of the global warming problem addressed through Granger in-sample analyses draw sometimes to contrasting results. Instead, an out-of-sample approach is less dependent on the preliminary assumptions, and more properly predictive, and more in the spirit of the original concept of Granger causality, so that it is suggested for obtaining reliable results. See a review in Attanasio et al. (2013), Atmospheric and Climate Sciences, 3, 515-522, and two specific papers in Attanasio et al (2012), Atmospheric Science Letters, 13, 67-72, and Pasini et al. (2012), Environmental Research Letters, 7, 034020.
Now, it is not sure that this invalidates the results of the authors, but it is necessary to present these drawbacks to the reader, explicitly citing the out-of-sample approach and its advantages. Incidentally, the fact that the authors address also the problem of the hiatus in the last 15 years could give them the possibility to test an out-of-sample approach considering just this period as test set.
Another word of  caution must be spoken about the possibility of spurious causality due to omission of variables. It is very useful to perform multivariate analyses which can corroborate or falsify bivariate ones. See, for instance, Triacca et al. (2013), Environmetrics, 24, 260-268. Please, refer also to this drawback of your treatment in your revised paper.
Minor comments

P. 1, row 18. “… and this gap is presently continuing to increase”. This is not true. 2014 and 2015 have been very hot years, at the top of the record, and a new large increasing trend seems to start now. Please, delete this sentence.
P. 1, rows 23-31. The abstract is too long and full of not clear and not discussed sentences: the standard model, causality of the temperature to rate of change of CO2, without any mention of the causality role of anthropogenic CO2 on temperature. This certainly causes confusion in the reader. Please, delete these rows.
P. 2, row 5. You use the verb “to demonstrate” here. This verb can be applied to a mathematical theorem but not to what you are doing in this paper: it is a too strong statement! Please, substitute demonstrated ( shown.

P. 2, row 9. As before. Substitute demonstrates ( shows.

P. 3, row 7. You introduce the hiatus here. However you have to cite also that recent studies have reconsidered the correct quantification of this hiatus: they show that the pause in the increase of temperature was in effect less evident. Please, cite Cowtan & Way (2014), Q. J. Roy. Met. Soc., 140, 1935-1944, and Karl et al. (2015), Science, 348, 1469-1472. Then you may assert that you consider, however, a standard times series of temperature (HADCrut4).
P. 3, rows 19-…. When you introduce ENSO, you have to briefly discuss its accepted role in the scientific literature, that is its influence on interannual variability of temperature. Refer to Hoerling et al. (2008),  Geophys. Res. Lett., 35, L23712; DelSole et al. (2011), J. Climate, 24, 909-926; Triacca et al. (2014), J. Climate, 27, 7903-7910.
P. 5, rows 12-13. The difference is not between climate models and temperature but between climate model outputs and temperature. Please, change the sentence accordingly.

P. 6, row 15. Insert here the presentation of the role of anthropogenic CO2 on temperature, as required in the major concerns.

P. 8, rows 23-…. First of all, the review indicated as Attanasio 2012 is not a review. The review is Attanasio et al. (2013), Atmospheric and Climate Sciences, 3, 515-522. Please, substitute the reference. Then, here you have to insert the discussion about in-sample and out-of-sample Granger causality tests, as indicated in the major concerns. Finally, insert consideration about the limits of bivariate analyses vs. multivariate ones.
P. 9, row 26. A citation of the peculiar role of ENSO discovered in Triacca et al. (2014), J. Climate, 27, 7903-7910, could be useful for the reader.
P. 31, rows 20-21. Once again, you refer to a linear AGW hypothesis. In the more complex reality of the research on dynamical climate models, even in these models when increased sinks are considered we could arrive to results similar to your own. I suggest to delete this sentence.

