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work to be done.

This is the first quantitative analysis of the robustness of all types of net zero targets and provides a 

baseline against which progress can be assessed. And progress needs assessing. If nations, states & 

regions, cities and companies are serious about reaching their net zero targets it is entirely reasonable 

to expect them to enact measures that will help them get there; net zero is a land inaccessible to those 

without a plan.

Conceptually, three types of progress are needed – expanding, clarifying, and upgrading:

Expanding: Although net zero targets are now widespread, meeting the goals of the Paris Agreement 

requires all entities to align to mid-century decarbonisation (with those in more advanced states 

of development due to go earlier). Having signed the Paris Agreement and endorsed the IPCC 

Special Report which defined the target date, it logically follows that nations currently without a 

1.5°C-compatible net zero target should soon set one and work out how to meet it; and the logic is also 

compelling for for companies, whose business activities increasingly lie within net zero-committed 

countries.

Clarifying: Entities should be clear about what they are pledging – which greenhouse gases, on what 

timescale, with what use of offsets. An entity that has not published these essential details cannot reap 

any of the benefits of declaring a predictable path to net zero, such as sending an unequivocal signal to 

investors, nor can it expect every observer to take its commitment seriously.

Upgrading: Once it has made a clear commitment, an entity should welcome scrutiny from analysts, 

investors and civil society on whether its roadmap is adequate or needs upgrading.

The expectations on entities that have set net zero targets are likely to increase rapidly, with citizens, 

shareholders and other scrutineers demanding ever more clarity. Already, for example, criteria for 

membership of the Race to Zero are being tightened. It will be increasingly incumbent on entities to 

show they have a serious, credible plan; and in addition to looking at the existence of measures of 

robustness as we have done here, scrutiny will inevitably also focus on whether plans are compatible 

with a global path to 1.5°C. 

One logical first step for states & regions, cities and companies that have not yet done so would be 

to register for Race to Zero,53 meet the starting line criteria by COP26 and then progressively enhance 

robustness using, where applicable, the various technical assistance mechanisms on offer. Multilateral 

Development Banks, expert bodies such as the International Energy Agency and philanthropy all 

have a role to play in helping entities solidify their plans, while companies have much to gain through 

53 This will usually be via an established initiative such as the Net Zero Asset Owners’ Alliance, the C40 network of cities or the Science-
Based Targets Initiative. Full list at https://unfccc.int/climate-action/race-to-zero/who-s-in-race-to-zero#eq-3
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setting best-in-class examples within their sectors. The logical pathway for nations, meanwhile, lies 

in publishing both a Long-Term Strategy containing a mid-century net zero target and an NDC before 

COP26, and making the second consistent with the first.

As noted earlier, huge potential for reducing near-term emissions lies in putting flesh on the bones of 

these long-term ambitions, in addition to garnering new net zero pledges from more entities. Setting 

a long-term goal with rigour, milestones and a compliance mechanism built in gives businesses and 

investors certainty as to the direction and speed of travel, reducing the costs of decarbonisation. For 

nations, setting the target in national law carries obvious benefits. 

Some net zero targets are already accelerating short-term decarbonisation, and many more have the 

potential to do so as nations, states & regions, cities and companies develop and implement plans to 

reach those targets. If entities with net zero targets set robustness measures in place swiftly and those 

without come to the table equally quickly, net zero can be the window through which decarbonisation 

delivers the Paris Agreement.

The ‘golden triangle’: China, the US and the EU 

Together, China, the US and the EU account for over half of the world’s economy and 46% of its greenhouse gas emissions. Their leaders 

have all now pledged to reach net zero emissions around mid-century. The history of previous cooperation on climate change (including 

the 2014 US-China Joint Announcement which set the stage for the Paris summit), plus the very obvious economic benefits to be gained 

by moving in step, is leading to hopes that the world’s three largest economies will accelerate decarbonisation globally and lead an 

unstoppable journey to net zero. 

In late 2020, the EU confirmed it would upgrade its carbon-cutting NDC from 40% to 55% by 2030 en route to becoming ‘the world’s first 

carbon-neutral continent’ by 2050.1 The EU and China have several joint projects in the low-carbon arena, and leaders of the two blocs 

spoke shortly before President Xi’s September 2020 net zero announcement. In both the US and EU a discussion has started about 

border carbon adjustments - penalties levied on imports from nations without a credible decarbonisation plan - which is of obvious 

relevance to China as an exporter.

So the three biggest emitters’ prospects are beginning to be linked officially - and are profoundly linked anyway given the importance of 

international trade in products that have to move from being high-carbon to low-carbon if the world is to reach net zero emissions, such 

as steel, cars, chemicals and plastics. The combined capacity to hasten other nations’ decarbonisation via diplomacy and, especially, 

markets is huge.

The US-led high-emitting-nations’ climate ‘Leaders Summit’ on April 22, aimed at lifting the ambition of heavy emitters, provides the three 

greenhouse gas giants with an opportunity to align. The US is expected to announce its NDC at 

that point, setting a marker for all governments that have not done so or have submitted one that 

is clearly inadequate. US-China-EU agreement before COP26, whether explicit or tacit, would 

send an unequivocal message to the rest of the world that net zero emissions by mid-century is 

the unimpeachable new political and economic reality.

1 https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/strategies/2050_en
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