
Net Zero Emissions Target 
 
An October 2018 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report shows that 
we need to reach global net zero emissions by 2050 to stand a chance of meeting the 
1.5ºC target, and a better than even chance of staying ‘well below 2ºC’ as set out in the 
Paris Agreement. 

 
What is net zero? 
 

 
It will be hard to bring emissions completely to zero so a small amount of ‘negative 
emissions’ – drawing carbon dioxide from the air, e.g. by planting more trees – will be 
needed to balance those emissions that remain. Hence the aim is ‘net zero’ emissions. 
 
Why adopt a net zero target? 

The current national emissions target for the UK was set out in the Climate Change Act 
(2008). This was the world’s first legally binding climate change target and put the UK at 
the forefront of climate policy. The current emission target is an: 

80% emission reduction against 1990 levels by 2050. 

The Committee on Climate Change (CCC) created five carbon budgets to ensure that we 
stay on track in meeting this overall target. The first carbon budget was met and the UK 
outperformed on the second budget, which was a 31% emission reduction by 2017. The 
UK is also set to outperform on the third carbon budget. However, the UK is not on 
track to meet the fourth (51% by 2025) and fifth (57% by 2030) carbon budgets. This 
suggests that much stronger targets are required. 

The Paris Agreement (2015) set out a collaborative goal to keep the global average 
temperature increase to well below 2ºC and limit warming to 1.5ºC. 

Net zero refers to balancing the total emissions produced with the total emissions 
sequestered or offset, so that overall zero emissions are released. 
	



 

CURRENT PLANS ARE NOT SUFFICIENT: 

As they stand, the plans as outlined in the Government’s Clean Growth Strategy are not 
sufficient to achieve the fourth and fifth carbon budgets (2023-2032). However, the 
strategy does state that the UK will need to legislate for a net zero emissions target at 
some point in the future. 

MAINTAIN STATUS AS WORLD LEADER IN CLIMATE POLICY: 

In order to maintain its role as a leader in climate policy, the UK must step up. Europe is 
moving ahead with their zero carbon target. In June 2018, the European Commission 
was tasked with delivering a new strategy by April 2019 that sets out how the EU could 
ensure net zero emissions by 2050. 
 
Other nations, such as Norway and Sweden have already set net-zero targets in line with 
the Paris Accord. France, Germany, Finland, Iceland, Netherland, Norway, Portugal and 
Sweden are among the countries that signed up to the “Carbon Neutrality Coalition” at 
the ‘Macron summit’ on climate change in December. You can read the declaration of 
the Coalition here.  
 
THE PUBLIC SUPPORT IS THERE: 
 
A report from Bright Blue found: 
 

• 63% of UK adults believe that the UK should be a global leader in tackling climate 
change. 

• The vision of a net zero economy is strongly supported by the UK public, 
including by both younger and Conservative voters. 
 

Progress to date 

 
 
After the UK signed the Paris Agreement in 2016, then Energy Minister Andrea 
Leadsom said:  



 
“we will need to take the step of enshrining the Paris goal for net zero emissions in UK 
law. The question is not whether but how we do it.” 
In April 2018, Claire Perry MP, the Minister for Clean Growth and Energy announced at 
the Commonwealth Summit that the government will call on the Committee on Climate 
Change (CCC) to lay out a route for tighter carbon controls.  Tighter carbon controls 
would mean a zero emission target by 2050. 
 
Following the IPCC’s report in October 2018, the UK Government officially asked the 
CCC to provide advice on when and how the UK should reach net zero emissions. The 
CCC will respond by the end of March 2019. Following this, the Government could pass 
a new Climate Change Act to update the UK’s emissions targets. 
 

 
Under2 Coalition 
 
The Under2 Coalition is made up of more than 205 sub-national governments from 43 
countries, committed to keeping temperature rise well below 2°C. The coalition supports 
their members through the development of ‘2050 pathways’, which support 
government’s to develop medium and long-term (2050) emission reduction strategies in 
line with the Paris Agreement. The coalition provides governments with the resources 
and tools to create identifiable targets. 
 
Currently, both the Scottish and Welsh Government’s are signatories to the Coalition, as 
well as Bristol City Council and Greater Manchester City Council. The UK Government 
chose to endorse the Coalition in 2017. Climate change is a global problem that requires 
a global solution. This Coalition gives Government’s a chance to work together and learn 
from each other’s mistakes and successes.  
 

Carbon Positive Liverpool 
 
Liverpool has announced plans to become the first carbon positive city in the world 
by 2020, by offsetting 110% of it’s emissions through carbon positive* projects all 
over the world. Through a partnership with the Poseidon Foundation, who have 
developed a technology, which will be integrated with the day-to-day workings of 
Liverpool City Council. The technology offsets the carbon impact of any product 
or service by transparently supporting essential forest conservation projects 
 
Liverpool City Council is already installing 15,000 energy-saving LED streetlights 
across 2,000 streets in order to reduce streetlight energy consumption by 82 
percent. The city also has a history of taking action against carbon emissions, 
having cut out more than 558,000 tons since 2012. 
 
*Carbon Positive: the removal of more carbon dioxide from the atmosphere than is 
emitted each year.  
	



What can you ask your MP to do? 

 
A cross-party group of MPs, led by Simon Clarke MP, the Conservative MP for 
Middlesborough, have written a letter to the Prime Minister, urging this Government to 
enshrine a net zero target into law before the end of this current Parliament (2022). 165 
MPs and 53 Members of the House of Lords have already signed the letter (as of 
November 2018) and new signatories continue to be added, including the former 
Conservative party leader Lord Howard, former Labour leader Ed Miliband and Green 
MP Caroline Lucas. 
 
Ask your MP to add their signature to the letter, asking the Prime Minister to 
enshrine a net zero target into UK law by 2050; this means that the UK would no 
longer be contributing to climate change when 2050 comes around.  
 
Some quotes from the letter: 
 
“Given the existing advice 
from the CCC, the likely 
conclusion of the upcoming 
Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change report, and 
that other countries have set 
net zero targets with dates 
between 2030 and 2050, 
including France, Norway, 
Sweden, Iceland and New 
Zealand, we believe this 
must be a target for zero 
greenhouse gases before 
2050.” 
 
“Setting ourselves the goal of net zero emissions will put us at the forefront of the race 
for investment in clean industries, creating jobs all around the UK and inspiring the next 
generation.” 
 
You can read the full letter and find out if your MP has already signed the letter here. If 
they have, what a great place to start your meeting with your MP! Thank them for 



signing the letter and use the meeting to talk about ways in which a net zero target can be 
met. See our other resources here for some ideas. 
 
Alternatively, The Climate Coalition have also provided template thank you letters to 
send to your MP, to thank them for signing the letter, which you can download here. 
 
If they haven’t already, ask your MP to show support for increased UK ambition on 
climate change by signing the cross party letter to the Prime Minister, backing a UK net 
zero emissions target ahead of 2050. Outline some of the benefits as outlined in this 
resource.  
 
Remember to make your conversation local 
 
Though you are asking your MP to back a national target, tell them why tackling climate 
change is important for you in your constituency. View our other resources here to find 
out more about sectors impacted by climate change, and what we can ask our MPs to do 
about each of them. 

 


