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targets should be reflected in investment decisions, that any offsetting should be undertaken in-

country where possible, and entities should set separate targets for emission cuts and greenhouse 

gas removals.28 A wide stakeholder consultation for the Race to Zero identified support across 

academics and practitioners for criteria including transparency through regular reporting and tracking, 

consideration of equity in setting a target date (for example, richer nations setting dates earlier than 

2050), and coverage of all greenhouse gases (an updated set of Race to Zero criteria is expected in the 

coming months).29 Several similar studies exist.30,31,32,33

As a result, entrants to the Race to Zero have to reach a certain minimum standard, or ‘starting line’ 

criteria, by the time of COP26.

In addition, Race to Zero requires the networks and initiatives34 with which it collaborates to meet 

two substantive leadership practices on Scope and offsetting. The independent Expert Peer Review 

Group that reviews networks and initiatives seeking to join Race to Zero checks to make sure that the 

applicants’ approach to these substantive elements matches best practice.

Scope: cover all emissions, including Scope 335 for businesses and investors where they are material 

to total emissions and where data availability allows them to be reliably measured, and all territorial 

emissions for cities and regions.

Offsetting: alongside immediate abatement measures, potentially including external opportunities,36 

transition to limiting offsets to neutralise ‘residual’ emissions. Offsets portfolios should transition to 

permanent removals by the time net zero is achieved. Ensure that all offsets meet robust standards for 

additionality, permanence, accounting, etc.

Networks or initiatives that fail to meet baseline criteria can lose their accreditation. The criteria will be 

reviewed and upgraded every year to reflect evolving science and practice around net zero. The most 

recent review took place January-March 2021 and the upgraded criteria will be published soon.

Precedents for setting a target and then working out how to meet it abound: for example, a bank joining 

the UN’s Principles for Responsible Banking is not expected to have its portfolio immediately aligned 

with the Paris Agreement and Sustainable Development Goals, but is given a deadline by which to 

28 https://www.wri.org/publication/designing-and-communicating-net-zero-targets
29 https://4bafc222-18ee-4db3-b866-67628513159f.filesusr.com/ugd/6d11e7_347e267a4a794cd586b1420404e11a57.pdf
30 https://www.c40knowledgehub.org/s/article/Defining-carbon-neutrality-for-cities-and-managing-residual-emissions-Cities-
perspective-and-guidance?language=en_US
31 https://sciencebasedtargets.org/resources/legacy/2020/09/foundations-for-net-zero-full-paper.pdf
32 http://www.carbone4.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Carbone-4-NZI-Guidelines-april-2020-2.pdf
33 https://carbonneutral.com/pdfs/The_CarbonNeutral_Protocol_Jan_2020.pdf
34 For a full list of the networks and initiatives that the Race to Zero collates net zero commitments from, see https://unfccc.int/climate-
action/race-to-zero-campaign#eq-1
35 For more on emission scopes, refer to our methodology on page 15.
36 Such as immediate investments in nature-based solutions.
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bring them in line.37 More colloquially, President John F Kennedy set NASA the task of ‘landing a man on 

the Moon and returning him safely to the Earth’ within a decade without knowing how to do it, obliging 

engineers to work out the details.38

The value of the criteria lies in shining a light on the range of robustness across the net zero landscape. 

Identifying best practice sets a yardstick by which similar entities’ commitments can be judged: 

highlighting those that are mere words allows scrutineers from citizens to investors and campaigners to 

call out the worst. Analysis across the range also allows entities to learn from each other. 

But first, we have to analyse the spectrum and quantify existing commitments on the various criteria of 

robustness.

37 https://www.unepfi.org/banking/bankingprinciples/
38 https://www.nasa.gov/vision/space/features/jfk_speech_text.html

Showing up: Costa Rica 

Having advertised world leading climate ambition for at least a decade,1 Costa Rica’s plan for delivering on that ambition has caught up. 

For a middle-income country with little responsibility for causing global warming, Costa Rica is showing up many wealthier nations.

In its updated NDC submission delivered to the UN in December 2020, Costa Rica reaffirmed its 2019 pledge to achieve net zero 

greenhouse gas emissions by 2050.2 The country has enhanced its 2030 target via a new NDC (as set out in the Paris Agreement), and 

justifies how its short-term ambition is consistent with a 2050 net zero trajectory.3 Costa Rica’s NDC is bolstered by a new legal and 

institutional framework for delivering climate action, including a 2018 National Adaptation Policy and 2019 National Decarbonization 

Plan — the latter of which doubles as the country’s Long-Term Strategy.4 According to an independent analysis, if Costa Rica were to 

implement all the policies outlined in its Decarbonization Plan, the country would achieve net zero emissions around 2050.5

A number of policies have been launched to facilitate carbon-cutting, including a National Energy Plan, a carbon neutral certification 

scheme for businesses and regions, Nationally Appropriate Mitigation Actions (or NAMAs), including for different agricultural sectors and 

investments in green infrastructure.6,7

This analysis found that while Costa Rica could provide details around the planned use of international offsets, it displays robust net zero 

governance: the country has published a detailed net zero plan and it reports on progress annually. Notably, Costa Rica’s Decarbonization 

Plan references equity.8 

1 Costa Rica aims to win “carbon neutral” race, 2007, Reuters, https://www.reuters.com/article/ 
environment-climate-costarica-dc-idUSN2438974220070524
2 https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/ndcstaging/PublishedDocuments/Costa%20Rica%20First/Contribucio%CC%81n%20 
Nacionalmente%20Determinada%20de%20Costa%20Rica%202020%20-%20Versio%CC%81n%20Completa.pdf
3 https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/ndcstaging/PublishedDocuments/Costa%20Rica%20First/NDC%20Costa%20Rica 
%202020%20-%20Contribuci%C3%B3n%20Nacionalmente%20Determinada%20de%20Costa%20Rica%202020%20-%20 
Metas%20titulares.pdf
4 National Decarbonization Plan 2018-2050, https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/NationalDecarbonizationPlan.pdf
5 https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/costa-rica/pledges-and-targets/
6 http://www.namacafe.org/
7 https://www.globalconstructionreview.com/news/costa-rica-agrees-crucial-loan-13bn-san-jose-rail-/
8 National Decarbonization Plan 2018-2050
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