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Transition to a net zero- carbon economy 

The Great Challenge 

 

 

 

“We have failed to articulate a vision of the future that is both 
prosperous while remaining within planetary boundaries. Until it is 
safe to showcase a plausible paradigm shift, then no-one is going to 
feel safe letting go of the current system that is drawing us towards 
the edge of an environmental and social abyss.” Jo Confino 
Executive Editor Huffington Post.  
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CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND  

In 2015 world leaders agreed in Paris to limit global temperature rise by the end of the century to 

well below 2 degrees and they agreed to make an effort to limit the temperature increase even 

further to 1.5 degrees.  However, emissions have continued to increase resulting in an estimated 

reduction required of at least 6 degrees per annum between now and 2030 to limit global warming 

to 1.5-2 degrees. How are we going to achieve this?  

2020 was the hottest year on record along with 2016. In 2020 Arctic temperature rose twice the 

global rate. Floods affected more than ten million across China, India, Nepal, Japan and Bangladesh. 

We had twenty- nine tropical storms in the Atlantic, a record number and further wildfires in 

Australia and California; the Australian fires alone released about three quarters of the country’s 

industry CO2; 80% of the oceans suffered marine heat waves providing more energy for tropical 

storms as well as affecting sea life and spoiling fish harvests to those reliant on this food.  
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2020 was also the year of the COVID pandemic with the economic shut down, which resulted in huge 

social costs, but has revealed that while pollution and carbon emissions went down it barely dented 

the necessary reduction in carbon emissions. The International Energy Agency expects to see 

emissions down by 6-8% this year which will have no measurable effect on the world’s carbon 

concentration. The reality is emissions would have to fall by at least 7.6% every year to 2050 to keep 

global warming below 1.5 degrees. In August 2020 Bill Gates said: “What’s remarkable 
is not how much emissions will go down because of the pandemic, but how 
little.”  

By the end of 2020 the governments of 121 countries committed to be carbon neutral by 2050. 

However, even together they account for less than 25% of emissions. In addition, none of these 

countries are among the top five emitters and few have put in place policies that are robust enough 

to produce the required results. However, in 2021 the USA under President Jo Biden has now re-

joined the Paris Agreement, China are committed to net zero by 2060 and pressure is mounting on 

Australia to move away from its coal sector and also commit.  

In the corporate world, only a minority of companies disclose their emissions and even fewer have 

emission targets. Investors, meanwhile, have begun to recognise the importance of assessing 

climate – related risks, liabilities and opportunities and yet their day- to -day decisions are still 

dominated by short-term performance. Within this global inertia public pressure and activism has 

surged especially among the young. All this is starting to have an impact of business, communities 

and governments, especially parts of the financial sector. What is clear is that governments and 

corporations need to move unilaterally and collaboratively. The world requires swift global policy 

action not just words urgently and hope now rest on the COP 26 meeting of global leaders at the end 

of 2021.  The world needs to get to net zero fast yet emissions continue to rise. How does this 

impact the public most of whom, it was recently discovered, do not know what ‘net zero’ means.  



 

4 
 

The meaning of net zero. 

It is clear from the science that the amount of carbon dioxide (CO2) in the atmosphere as a result of 

human activity largely determines the extent of global warming that is already having an impact. 

This means that to prevent catastrophic climate change, CO2 emissions need to be reduced to zero.  

Net zero refers to achieving an overall balance between emissions produced and emissions taken 

out of the atmosphere. This is achieved by either reducing the emissions or removal of emissions 

from the atmosphere, including storage such as ‘carbon sinks’.  This is in contrast to a gross-zero 

target, which would reduce emissions from all sources uniformly to zero, whereas a ‘net zero’ 

emission target is more realistic because it allows for some residual emissions.  

As the UK has a history of being a high-emitting country, there is an argument that it should 

decarbonise as much as possible domestically. The Paris Agreement also made it clear that wealthier 

countries must act to decarbonise their economies more quickly than developing countries, which 

are still growing their economies. It was decided by the UK government that the target in the UK for 

net zero was 2050. Sweden and Norway have their target as 2045. The target for Extinction 

Rebellion is 2025 which many regard as unrealistic. However, even with a target of 2050 actions 

must be put in place NOW. In the UK the Climate Change Committee (CCC) have set out a route map 

with dates that include reducing 68% of carbon emissions by 2030. For this to happen, actions from 

all of us are required.  
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Where We Are Now  

Energy consumption and production contributes two thirds of global emissions and 81% of the 

global energy system is still based on fossil fuels which is the same percentage as thirty years ago. 

The biggest challenge has been in getting everyone to commit which has now 
moved forward in 2021 to include the largest emitters including USA, China and 
India. However, commitment is the easy bit. Now the world requires action.  

How Governments Have Responded 

 The world’s largest CO2 emitters are not doing enough to address the problem. China, which is 

responsible for a quarter of current global emissions, has reportedly resumed construction of the 

world’s largest pipeline of new coal power plants. In the USA, now under President Biden, new 

ambitious targets have been set but will still require actions. All governments could make a 

difference just by supporting companies and banks with conditions to include reducing carbon 

emissions and reinvest profits into innovation and upskilling.   

Of the 121 countries with net-zero goals, by 2020 only seven had actually broken this target down 

into intermediate sector-level targets and roadmaps and had policies in place to produce reductions. 

So there is much work to be done at COP 26. Those who have put actions into place have seen the 

rewards. Sweden’s climate act 2018 enforced annual reporting, set targets at 1.5C or below and 

called for forceful climate policy through its Climate Policy Council. Sweden also set the highest 

carbon tax in the world and set the target of 100% renewable electricity production by 2040 

transforming homes into efficient ‘prosumers’. In other words, buildings that both produce as well 

as consume the majority of their own energy. In 2020, 54% of Sweden’s power came from 

renewables which was far higher than anywhere else.  

By 2030 almost one third of all energy consumed in the EU must come from renewable sources as 

set out in 2018. This will not only impact EU countries. If Europe becomes carbon neutral by 2050, 

then one third of Russia’s GDP will disappear as it comes from exporting fossil fuels to the EU.  

The Netherlands have a Climate Agenda and ambitious targets for renewables, reinforced with 

subsidies and biofuel mandates. They have regulations on new building energy performance and aim 

to phase out gas boilers by 2050.  

India is currently implementing the largest renewable power programme in the world by 2022, and 

Morocco has developed the world’s largest concentrated solar farm, with the objective of making 

more than 50% of its electricity generation renewable in just 10 years. Vietnam has installed solar 

energy worth the same production as six coal plants in a year.  

However, the vast majority of governments in 2020 held back from taking decisive action and that is 

why the COP 26 meeting will be so important. While there is a positive business case to act, nations 

have to overcome barriers such as vested interests, polarised electorates and the fear of damaging 

economic competitiveness. They believe that their economies will be hit rather than regard 

transformation as an opportunity to actually grow their economies. One of the best examples of 

turning net zero into a positive is the Netherlands.   
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In 2011, the Government of the Netherlands launched their Sustainability Agenda to examine how 

key sectors could help the country attain green growth, for example, it aimed to have near 85% of 

waste recycled and to have 15,000-20,000 electric cars on the road by 2015. By 2018, there were 

50,000 electric cars on the road. The private sector too is involved with the government in the 

Agenda working together to gain results across sectors. For example, the government set 

agreements with the Dutch Diary Organisation and the Dutch Agricultural and Horticultural 

organisation to have zero-carbon emissions in dairy chains by 2020.  

The Netherlands is also switching to a bio-based economy, moving away from fossil fuel 

dependency. To achieve this, it cooperates with sectors such as the chemical, energy and water 

industries and academics to develop the usage of biomass for the production of materials, chemical 

and biofuel products. This shows that with the right thinking, partnerships 
between government, academia and the private sector, there are huge 
opportunities for greener economies. China today pays for some of this technology from 

the Netherlands.  

Other countries have also taken actions. In 2015, the government of Pakistan set a target of planting 

more than a billion trees and have achieved it. They took unemployed people, trained them and paid 

them to do this. In doing so, they have given people a living, transformed barren land, protected it 

from further erosion, strengthened the river- banks from flooding, increased rain and improved the 

wild habitat. Showing that governments can achieve change.  

To compensate for the UKs contribution to global warming as well as cut emissions, we need to 

plant around 3 billion trees by 2050. This means planting 90 million trees a year, which the 

government will try to accomplish by paying landowners to create new forests. Worldwide, this 

would mean planting 1.2 trillion trees to compensate for a decade of emissions. However, this is not 

just about a target. 

 Alexandre Antonelli, Director of Science at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew in London says we need 

to be aware of the risks of this action to biodiversity. What is important, he argues is that 

governments and tree planting organisations need to make sure they are planting the right trees and 

for the right reasons. He suggests that to get tree planting right and the right scale for the 

environmental challenges we face, it requires bringing together researchers, policy makers and the 

private sector to produce clear, evidence -based recommendations for tree planting around the 

world. There are others who also have a role including farmers.  

Farming   

In August 2020 the World Economic Forum wrote an article called ‘Soil is the brain of the farm’. In it 

they argued that farming is capital intensive and at the same time farmers are at the mercy of 

volatile global commodity markets, trade disputes, regulatory changes, weather, pests and disease. 

Added to this they too are affected by climate change which means droughts, floods and shifts in 

temperatures. Therefore, protecting farmers has to be part of this transition. In addition, studies 

show that soil removes about 25% of the world’s fossil-fuel emissions each year through ‘carbon 

sequestration’ which is a natural way of removing co2 from the atmosphere through the soil with 

fewer impacts on land and water, less need for energy and lower costs. Soil can take in more co2 

from the atmosphere than it releases making it a carbon sink. The capacity to use more of this is 

vast. The carbon sink capacity of the world’s agricultural and degraded soils is 50-66% of what has 

been done in the past. Therefore, soil can hold 42-78 giga tonnes more carbon. In addition, 

increasing the amount of carbon in soil also makes it more productive for farmers.  
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Soil has other benefits too. It is a method of water retention, purification and returns oxygen to the 

atmosphere through plants. We also have to remember that soil is a living container for billions of 

micro-organisms and as such if we care for it on our farms soil will provide us with fibre, fuel and 

food that we need while removing co2 from the atmosphere. Therefore, it would pay to support 

farmers as their role in reducing carbon is important.  

A recent Report by the Food, Farming and Countryside Commission highlighted the limited funding 

available for farmers to convert to agroecological practices and sustainable farming. Agroecology 

advocates green tech, eliminating the need for synthetic fertilisers and pesticides. It also promotes 

increasing the amount of land dedicated for ponds, hedges and meadows. Chair of the Commission, 

Sir Ian Cheshire has asked the government to set up an agroecological bank to support this. While 

Sue Pritchard, Chief Executive of the Commission said: “The practical support that would help 

farmers make the transition is underdeveloped at present .” This is vital as farming in the UK 

accounts for more than one tenth of greenhouse gas emissions and 83% of ammonia emissions.  

The Natural World  

An outcome of our present world is also the impact we humans are 

having on the natural world. In 2010 leaders across the world met in 

Japan and agreed what is known as the 20 Aichi biodiversity targets. This 

included tackling pollution to protecting the coral reefs in the sea. Yet in 

the last decade, the world failed to meet a single target to stop the 

destruction of wildlife and ecosystems according to the UN. In fact, it is 

the second consecutive decade that governments have failed to meet 

targets. However, it’s not all failure, six targets have been partially 

achieved but much more action is required from leaders.  
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The Report from the UN in September 2020 was also joined by reports from WWF and the Zoological 

Society of London Living Planet Report. All showed that the global wildlife population was falling as 

much as two thirds because of human consumption, population growth and intensive agriculture. In 

addition, the RSPB said the UK had failed to reach seventeen of the targets showing a large gap 

between rhetoric and reality that has resulted in a decade of inaction for nature.  

What these reports show is that:  

•  Half a trillion of harmful government subsidies for agriculture, fossil fuels and fishing have 

resulted in over-fished marine stocks;  

• Damaged ecosystem function and biodiversity globally; 

•  260,000 tons of plastic particles in oceans; 

• Electric pollution and waste mounting.  

 

However, conservation efforts have resulted in around forty- eight species being saved from 

extinction showing that we can turn things around when we try if the damage is caught in time.  

However, the damage to the Arctic Ocean is not reversable. Arctic ice is melting faster than climate 

computer models predicted. The melt is not just a seasonal process but is being amplified by human 

made global heating. The Arctic has heated up by 2C above pre-industrial levels, twice the global 

average. Today sea ice is melting earlier in the spring and freezing later in the autumn. Each summer 

it thins more and recedes further, leaving greater expanses of ocean exposed to 24-hour sunlight. 

This is driving back the frontiers of ice and fragmenting one of the planet’s most important climate 

regulators.  
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Greenpeace are calling for the central Arctic to be declared a protected marine area to stop the 

overexploitation of the area. Unfortunately, the US, China, Russia, Canada and Korea are more 

focused on the commercial and strategic opportunities emerging as the Arctic opens. Fishing, 

mining, tourism and cargo shipping could profit, but any gains will be far outweighed by the costs of 

a diminished Arctic. A recent study found that melting permafrost alone would cause $70 trillion of 

damage, ten times the expected revenue from resource extraction and new trade routes. The 

problem is governments focus on short term.  

On the other side of the world, the Amazon rainforest which was a natural carbon capture 

environment seems to now be contributing to warming the planet, releasing more carbon than 

storing. While deforestation in Brazil has exploded to its highest levels adding to the damage. 

Governments have to act fast across the world.  

 

 Actions for Governments Today in 2021  

Alok Sharman, UK Climate Secretary and President of COP 26 has said: “I am committed to 
increasing global climate ambitions so that we deliver on the Paris Agreement. 
The world must work together, as it has to deal with the Corona virus pandemic, 
to support a green and resilient recovery, which leaves no-one behind.”  

The actions governments take today are crucial. Governments need to implement a suite of sector 

regulations to manage the transition to ensure ambitious national efforts to the full scale and pace 

of decarbonisation that is needed. Policy makers need to factor in financial support for research and  

the expansion of innovative low-carbon technologies. They must also include incentives for the 

transition to renewables in the power sector while maintaining sufficient storage/back up capacity 

for periods of no wind and no sun. In addition, as long as the world as a whole is not moving in 

unison, ambitious national efforts will require measures to protect emission-intensive industries 

from high carbon, low-cost competition. The reality is ambition isn’t enough and it is very 

questionable if the world can act as one and not leave people behind.  

Sometimes to get action the best response is to show the cost of inaction. The fires in California cost 

the economy around $400 billion according to Accenture and that is more than half the annual US 

defence budget. Whereas Deloitte estimated that the economic cost to Australia of natural disasters 

would rise to A$39billion a year by 2050, equivalent to almost 2% of the country’s current gross 

domestic product.  

Where national governments are stalling, regional, city or town authorities can make a difference by 

pushing action locally and through alliances/partnerships. However, climate change is a global 

problem and ultimately demands a unified, global solution. This is difficult as a recent example of 

heated words spoken between the EU and USA on the EU’s intention of taxing carbon imports with 

the US threatening tariffs on EU products. Also, in Australia where the worst fires on record have 

destroyed land, homes and animals, public pressure has meant pension funds and asset managers 

have been pushed to shift to a low carbon economy. But Australia’s coalition government led by 

Prime Minister Scott Morrison has rejected calls for reform to its climate change policies. Trying to 

get all governments to work together on climate change is very difficult when they focus on short 

term gain for re-election. Yet, this should not stop other governments from making difficult choices.  
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The work of environmental organisations also has an important role. Greener UK is a group of 

thirteen larger environmental organisations who together have over 8 million members. They have 

developed a Risk Tracker focused on key policy areas such as air pollution, fishing and farming that 

impact nature and our natural resources including water. But it requires governments to take action 

and sometimes make unpopular decisions if we are to achieve the present goals.  

The more governments act and make visible progress instead of just committing to ambitious, long-

term targets without follow-through, the higher the pressure on others to follow. After the lack of 

progress at the COP25 negotiations in Madrid in 2019 because of the USA and Australia, COP26 in 

Glasgow now in 2021 will be an important test. Preparation for this has begun with the 

announcement by Chancellor of the Exchequer Rishi Sunak that by 2025 all UK companies 
will have to disclose the extent to which their operations are exposed to the 
risks of climate change. The largest companies, pension funds and banks 
will have to start disclosing this information as soon as 2021 with smaller 
businesses to follow.   

The UK government is also planning to outlaw the import of food and other goods from protected 

areas of the rainforest which is land that has been illegally logged. Sometimes we buy these products 

when shopping and don’t realise including cocoa, soya, palm oil, beef and leather, timber, rubber, 

pulp and paper. Therefore, we all need to be more aware of what we are buying and not be afraid to 

question the source.  

 Advising the UK government is the Climate Change Committee who have identified ‘intervention 

points’ that can make a real difference. These include: 

• Deepen public engagement as the biggest challenge in changing behaviours but to do this 

there needs to be more trust between government and citizens.  

• Deliver a transition that is about creating opportunities to level up society. This is vital as not 

only should we hear what we can’t do anymore, but also encourage new opportunities while 

not leaving many behind. 

• Reorganise government to lead on net zero from the centre which is a test of leadership. 

• Align incentives, through carbon pricing and a carbon take-back obligation to encourage 

faster action.  

• Leverage global dynamics which we are starting to do with higher ambition to include 

carbon border adjustments. 

• Increase business ambition with closer engagement with key firms. However. we must not 

neglect SMEs of which there are many in the UK.  

• Accelerate technological progress using ‘pathfinder’ cities and regions to test integrated 

approaches to achieving net zero.  

• Redirect capital flows to include accounting and interventions. 

• Harness the law by using a government legal team to drive through regulation.  

In other words, there is much that can be done to ensure targets are met and become a reality. The 

focus should now be on action.  
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Companies Today. 

Where failure of governments to act it increases the responsibility for companies to fill the void. 

Recognising the benefits of taking action early a number of companies have produced ambitious 

plans to decarbonise their operations and supply chains, preparing for more demanding regulation  

in the future.  More companies are disclosing their emissions and more are signing up to ambitious 

reduction targets. These are still a minority and frequently driven by the CEO’s personal convictions 

to secure a legacy or by an engaged workforce or investor group. Yet a third of businesses haven’t 

made any plans to go carbon neutral. Mark Carney has said: “We want every professional 
financial decision to take climate change into account.”  

For those companies who report targets, most still fall below those set in the Paris Agreement. On 

average, both short-term and long-term targets are about half of what is needed for a 1.5 degree 

world. The lack of common reporting standards makes it hard to compare targets. For this reason, 

the World Economic Forum have been in discussions with business leaders to address the issue of 

businesses being able to demonstrate long-term value creation for all stakeholders that is consistent 

across industries and countries. From the discussions, the ideas were put together by Deloitte, EY, 

KPMG and PwC for consultation. These metrics include a business’s value to the environment, 

society and governance. The result is a core set of global metrics for non-financial information to be 

included in mainstream reports with the financial information. These long- term values are based 

around Four Pillars: Principles of Governance; Planet; People; and Prosperity. From these pillars, 

twenty -two core metrics have been identified. Whether this will be agreed across businesses we will 

have to see.  

In the UK, a recent YouGov B2B poll showed that just under half (46%) of businesses in the UK have 

made plans to go carbon neutral by 2050 – with one in eight (14%) set to kick their carbon emissions 

in the next year. One in ten (8%) businesspeople say their company is already carbon neutral. 

However, a third (31%) of businesses say they have no plans to be net carbon neutral at all. Over half 

(59%) of businesspeople think that business and industry can be an effective force in combating 

climate change. In addition, 92% say they believe the climate is changing and that humans are at 

least somewhat responsible with just 2% responding that they do not believe the climate is changing 

at all.   

Then there are the powerful lobbies who will bend the ears of governments. The car industry 

recently argued against a ban of petrol, diesel and hybrid cars before 2040. They lobbied 

governments to delay the ban of petrol and diesel cars warning that jobs would be lost from the 

drop in sales. The UK government wanted the ban to be from 2030 and hybrid cars by 2035. BMW, 

Ford, Honda, Jaguar Land Rover all argued against this. The Climate Change Committee said that a 

total ban, including hybrids was needed by 2032 to meet the UK goals. The challenges are going to 

be difficult unless our whole economic views and obsession with growth also transforms. Business 

has to understand that the planet must come first and that they are responsible to upskill employees 

to ensure we don’t leave people behind.  
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Actions for business  

Acting on climate change is not only a responsibility, but also a source of competitive advantage in 

terms of reducing cost, fulfilling the needs of future customers and attracting the best talent 

especially amongst the young. By accelerating the switch to renewable energy, improving energy 

and process efficiency in their own operations and leveraging their buying power to ensure that their 

suppliers decarbonise, most companies can significantly reduce their own emissions and those of 

their partners.  

The Carbon Trust, a global organisation that helps businesses develop sustainable operating 

strategies, has found that among its partners, investments designed to save around 15% energy 

consumption yield on average internal rate of return of 48%. Companies should increasingly be 

prepared to track and disclose end to end emissions to consumers who increasingly demand greater 

transparency on the products they buy, and to governments that may impose stricter regulations on 

the carbon content of products sold in their jurisdiction. At the same time, companies should aim to 

de-risk their investments for the low-carbon transition.  

Unilever has been pricing emissions for its manufacturing operations since 2016 by deducting costs 

from business divisions’ capital budgets. Divisions in turn compete to use the funds (currently £50 

million annually) to install clean technology at operating sites.  

“To date, several of our sites have now achieved the feat of 100% renewable energy for both heat 

and power by investing funds from our internal carbon pricing in clean technologies, increasing our 

energy efficiency, and in switching to renewable energy sources. This future-proofs our business from 

future carbon taxes and regulation.” Alan Jope, CEO, Unilever. UK  

While many companies would not be able to realise a full transformation alone according to the 

Paris Agreement, most can accelerate progress by offering low carbon products and services and by 

involving willing consumers in their decarbonisation journey. An example is GSMA.  

“The revenue uplift from introducing new climate-friendly products and services represents a major 

opportunity for forward looking businesses, and investors and customers are showing a preference 

for innovative companies that are tackling climate change. The use of mobile technologies, such as 

machine-to-machine (M2M) and the Internet of Things, enabled a global reduction in GHG emissions 

of more than two billion tonnes last year.” Mats Granryd, Director-General, GSMA, UK.  

Growing a sustainable company is a positive strategy. Andre Hoffman, Vice Chairman of Roche spoke 

at Davos 2020 and was clear of this. “Drive companies with a purpose – making money is not the 

singular goal. Equally we need to be profitable and take care of society and planet. They must go 

hand in hand”. When asked the question – what makes you able to hold multiple perspectives 

Hoffman replied. “My history. My father was an ecologist so I grew up with nature, grew up with 

NGOs and then came into business with different perspectives”.  
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When reading through all the advice for businesses it is clear that the actions they need to take 

should be the following five key steps: 

1. Measure, disclose, target, act, adjust and be honest and transparent about how they plan to 

achieve net zero and take the appropriate actions.  

2. Adopt an ambitious strategy which may be easier for large organisations as they are more 

likely to have experts and the money to achieve this. 

3. Address all emissions to include supply chains, use low carbon electricity and electric 

vehicles rather than wait till the deadline. 

4. Ensure climate is addressed at board level to ensure the CEO and board take responsibility 

for actions.  

5. Minimise offsets rather than focus on them. Phase them out and ensure only permanent 

emission removals remain.  

Building sector 

The building sector has some of the greatest challenges. To achieve net zero, it requires radical 

transformation. Today, approximately 40% of the UK’s carbon emissions are attributed to the build 

environment according to the UK Green Building Council and about half of those emissions stem 

from energy usage within buildings. What is required is a large scale retrofit. Estimates suggest that 

as many as 60-80 per cent of the country’s two million commercial buildings and almost all of its 29 

million residential homes will require retrofitting to meet the net zero targets. For residential 

buildings alone, that will require just over one home being retrofitted every minute between now 

and 2050!  

A solution put forward by Robin Nicholson of Cullinan Studio is to begin with retrofit in schools and 

develop apprenticeships and reskill people for this huge challenge. This could be achieved during the 

school Summer holidays. Meanwhile, UK 100, a cross party taskforce of 24 mayors and local 

government leaders, calculate that more than 455,000 jobs could be created through 
the construction and retrofitting sector, that would provide what it calls a 
‘retrofit army’  to both work to achieve net zero  and kickstart the economy 
following COVID. In addition, this ‘army’ could save an estimated £4.5bn on 
energy bills between now and 2030.  

What is clear is that to enable and enhance all actions, companies should engage with policy makers. 

It is by working together – business, citizens and government that real progress will be made. For 

example, the UK has highly skilled oil and gas workers including its supply chain so the government 

has ensured they won’ t be left behind by developing the North Sea Transition Deal that was agreed 

in March 2021 to upskill and reskill people. For broader and bolder climate action, and to overcome 

barriers, business leaders will need to work with their peers, suppliers, customers and governments. 

We have to learn the facts for at present there is a big gap between intention and action.  

Finally, the transition to net zero will offer huge opportunities for 
entrepreneurs and businesses to address societal needs in new, improved 
ways.  
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Investors and Banking  

Investors have started to put pressure on companies to better understand and disclose their carbon 

related risks and develop resilience strategies. Climate Action 100+ has brought together a 

consortium of over 200 managing a total of $35 trillion to push for disclosure and emission 

reductions in their portfolio companies. Private equity firms are beginning to screen corporations for 

climate related risks that could lower their value to potential buyers. In addition, The Net Zero Asset 

Owners Alliance which represents $5 trillion in assets, is another grouping pushing for investors to 

place net zero carbon in their portfolios. All this is a great start but more is required. Alok Sharmon, 

COP 26 President spoke at the build- up of the event saying: “To remain in line with the Paris 

Agreement, we must reduce our emissions up to five times quicker over the next ten years than we 

have the last twenty.” This is why this decade is the most challenging for the planet as a whole.  

This year the world’s largest asset manager, BlackRock is pushing companies to commit to achieving 

net zero emissions by 2050 and even suggested that they would drop companies that fail to do so. 

BlackRock is also pushing companies to increase their efforts to protect the environment from 

deforestation and burning due to the expansion in palm oil production, biodiversity loss, and 

pollution of the oceans and freshwater resources. Chief Executive, Larry Fink sent out his annual 

letter to business leaders saying that investors are reallocating capital towards companies with 

robust environmental, social and governance practices. He is also challenging board renumeration 

packages and how they relate to all stakeholders including employees, suppliers and communities in 

which the companies operate. With almost $8.7 trillion in assets under management, BlackRock is a 

major shareholder in most large companies around the world so has clout to do this. Mr Fink has 

asked them to disclose their plans and actions meeting this target explaining that ESG considerations 

were already affecting share prices in addition to the fact that companies with better ESG profiles 

were performing better than their peers and so benefiting from a sustainability premium.  

There has been considerable growth in the appetite for green finance products. However, CEOs say 

the pressure to deliver short-term returns by far exceeds any demands for long-term 

decarbonisation. Unless this changes, CEOs will have little incentive to take decisive action. Prince 

Charles has made a plea for greater subsidies for green industries and more punitive taxes on 

pollution to slash carbon emissions and re-engineer parts of the economy.  

Financing for coal projects is drying up as more big international banks and government backed 

agencies and insurance companies have backed out at an accelerated rate in the last year. However, 

there is a long way to go. In a recent report from Greenpeace, it showed that 24 bankers had 

invested $1.4 trillion in fossil fuel yet they say they support the Paris Agreement. With more visibility 

to actions like this, if there is no quick change, they will be vilified. A study by Ceres in the USA 

during 2020 showed the banks who supported fossil fuels the highest. These included Citigroup , JP 

Morgan Chase and Bank of America. They also argue that the emphasis should not only be on 

financing fossils fuels but also agriculture, construction, transportation and manufacturing as all rely 

heavily on oil, gas and electricity. However, In March 2021 three days after the new CEO Jane Fraser 

at Citigroup outlined a net zero emissions target, Goldman Sachs Group CEO David Solomon 

followed. While this is great news, it is still the case that US Banks are the biggest financiers of fossil 

fuel companies and lagging behind.  
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Every bank should assess its resilience against climate transition scenarios as the future could mean 

heavy losses for them. The largest banks, in particular, face above average risk when it includes all  

fossil fuel consumption and therefore should build in climate risk into their daily decision- making 

tools. Sarah Breeden is responsible for the supervision of the UK banks, Building societies and credit 

unions and oversees the Bank of England’s work on its resilience to climate change. She believes that 

central banks should cease the ‘doctrine of market neutrality’ when making policy decisions because 

of the overriding need to align monetary policies reaching net zero by 2050. The costs of climate 

change related disasters threaten to be far deeper than their pockets and so they must adapt 

quickly. For example, if a country has to switch from coal and gas as major export industries, then 

banks need to stop undercutting them and providing loans. Breeden says there are 3 challenges: 

1. The need to liaise with government policy makers on setting out the path to net zero.  

2. The need to update data and models with multiple scenarios looking decades ahead that are 

coherent and modelled from the bottom up. 

3. The need to work together internationally and focus on the financial system to support the 

transition.  

There are actions that investors can take and in doing so, make a substantial 
difference to our transformation to a zero-carbon economy. 

Actions 

Investors and banks have a pivotal role to play in triggering and facilitating the adaptation of 

corporate strategies, given their interest to ‘de-risk’ the terminal value of their investments.  

Growing investor scrutiny has motivated a number of companies to accelerate climate action. 

However, too many companies lack awareness of their economic efficiency potential as well as their 

climate related risks to their business model. Rigorous disclosure demands would force companies 

to create this awareness and to develop resilience strategies for a 1.5 C or 2 degree C world. It also 

makes assessing these risks more straightforward for investors and creates better comparability 

across companies within an industry, and so increase efficiency of capital markets.  

Brunel Pension Partnership, which manages £30bn on behalf of 700,000 members of ten 

government bodies, threatened to vote against directors of the companies it invests in and divest if 

they did not demonstrate significant progress on managing climate risk by 2022. Mark Mansley, 

chief investment officer said: “We found that the finance sector is part of the problem, when it could 

and should be part of the solution for addressing climate change. How the sector prices assets, 

manages risk and benchmarks performance all need to be challenged.” Brunel now have a new 

climate policy, which includes a five-point plan aimed at building a financial system that is fit for a 

zero-carbon future.  

Investors have also challenged the world’s largest tour operator Tui for not doing enough to cut its 

cruise ship emissions and meet standards set out in the Paris Climate Agreement. The shareholders 

have threatened to withdraw their investment if Tui do not observe climate and environment 

protection.  

Many of the biggest European investors have been increasingly willing to use their vote to bring 

about change. BNP Paribas AM, Legal & General IM, DWS and Natixis IM have backed at least 70% of 

climate resolutions so others can follow too. The best- selling fund for January 2020 
was BlackRock’s £1.6bn World Low Carbon Equity Tracker fund which took 
£702m in the first few weeks of the year. Aimed at companies with a low carbon 

footprint it demonstrates the popularity of environmental, social and governance (ESG) investing. 
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Much of the investment for the BlackRock low carbon fund came from the Greater Gwent pension 

scheme following Swansea’s council pension scheme to commit to the fund in 2019.  

ESG investing has grown hugely in the last few years and is attractive to young investors who are 

concerned about climate change. In 2019, European investors put twice as much cash into 

sustainable funds compared to 2018 in response to the threats posed by climate change to the 

global economy. In 2020, six out of ten sustainable funds delivered higher returns than equivalent 

conventional funds over the past decade thus showing these do not hamper performance.  

However, efforts by large investors to tackle climate change have not been easy because of a lack of 

consensus on what is the best way to limit the increase in temperature to 1.5c above pre-industrial 

levels which was agreed in Paris. To address this, a coalition of more than 70 pension funds and 

investment managers that represent assets of $16 trillion have developed a ‘net zero’ framework to 

help take out damaging carbon emissions across their portfolio by 2050.  

The blueprint has been published by the Institutional Investors Group on Climate Change which 

provides pension funds with a set of tools to help them decarbonise their portfolios. It also 

encourages greater investment in renewable energy, low carbon buildings and energy efficient 

technologies.  

The framework proposes that institutional investors set rigorous top down and bottom up targets to 

limit emissions at an overall portfolio level as well as for their holdings by asset class in equities, 

bonds and real estate. Private equity and infrastructure will be added at a later date. The Net Zero 

Investment Framework should enable asset owners and asset managers to align their portfolios with 

the goals of the Paris Agreement and maximise their contribution to achieving net zero emissions 

globally by 2050.  

Banks are also being scrutinised. Nest, the largest pension fund told Barclays to phase out financing 

fossil fuel companies and supported a climate change resolution vote at Barclays’ annual meeting in 

May 2020. Some of the large shareholders of Barclays supported the resolution. The outcome was 

that Barclays, as well as JP Morgan Chase, Morgan Stanley and HSBC have now made climate 

commitments that include their financing activities. Critics have added that banks have set out aims 

rather than commitments but they are under pressure to turn this into action.  

Lending by banks is exposed to climate transition risk if they are inadequately prepared for emission 

reduction in line with the Paris Agreement. There are also other risks from climate change including 

extreme weather such as the fires and floods we have seen, sea level rises and droughts. However, if 

banks improve the selection of their clients and engage with them, they could have an important 

role to move the transition to a net zero carbon economy. In addition, banks should set emission 

targets that are aligned to the Paris Agreement before the end of 2021 with timelines.   

Investors themselves should recalibrate their risk assessments to be sure they understand the 

impact of warming scenarios on their assets, from operational disruption to health and safety or site 

closure risks. In addition, they should assess the long tail risks of climate change and climate action 

in the valuations they assign to companies. For example, an estimate by Citigroup shows that under 

a 2 C degree path, fossil fuel reserves valued today at around $100 trillion would need to remain in 

the ground. Similarly, ambitious de-carbonisation investments may not contribute much to a 

company’s short-term returns but may significantly de-risk long-term earnings.  

Finally, investors can direct investments into net zero with low-carbon technologies and offerings 

that sends a powerful signal that there is support for decarbonisation initiatives.  
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The Public  

While climate change has been discussed for the last thirty years, a growing frustration among 

citizens has grown throughout the world in the last few years. This has triggered protest and climate 

activism such as Fridays for Future, Insulate Britain and groups such as Extinction Rebellion. Such 

movements and protests are likely to persist and multiply.  

Surprisingly, only 16% of adults globally consider climate change to be one of their top three societal 

concerns, ranking below unemployment, crime and corruption according to a survey in 2019 by 

Ipsos Mori. Moreover, air pollution, waste generation and deforestation were larger worries, 

especially in emerging economies. However, after the Covid-19 pandemic and the lockdown that has 

made people more aware of the environment, these figures are likely to rise.  

The Problem of Waste 
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Sir David Attenborough made people aware of plastic waste on Blue Planet 2.  The charity Tearfund 

brought out a report in 2019 that showed mismanaged waste causes hundreds of thousands of 

people a year to die in the developing countries from what are preventable causes, and plastic waste 

has added a new and dangerous aspect to the problem. The report argues that urban waste which 

goes uncollected for around 2 billion people globally, spreads disease. They argue that between 

400,000 and 1 million people are dying from waste. This includes plastic which blocks waterways 

causing flooding, spreading waterborne diseases. When people burn waste to get rid of it, harmful 

toxins are released. The report found that every second a double decker busload of plastic waste is 

burned or dumped in developing countries. Among other harmful effects of plastic pollution are the 

loss of fishing as marine animals ingest plastic; damage to agriculture as a third of cattle and 50% of 

goats in developing countries have eaten plastic; and deterring tourists on whom many countries 

rely. The report concludes that while there are signs of some companies tackling the problem, the 

efforts are still a long way from resolving the issue.  

While this is a global issue the challenge can be explained nationally too. Around 13.6 million tons of 

food is wasted in the UK every year contributing an estimated 22 million tons of emissions annually. 

This is largely from landfill sites emitting methane. The Committee for Climate Change recommend 

setting a reduction target of 20% freeing up land to produce food instead. Another step would be to 

reduce portion sizes (which would also help with obesity) and having more effective best -by 

labelling. Food still safe to eat but past its use-by date is one of the single biggest sources of waste.  

A reduction of one fifth of meat consumption could free up 7 million hectares of land for other uses 

that would reduce carbon as well as limit methane emissions from cows which is twenty- eight times 

more potent than CO2. The government has been advised to carry out awareness campaigns to 

encourage eating less meat and ensure hospitals, schools and prisons offer at least one vegan meal a 

day. In Portugal it has been illegal not to offer vegan options in public sector buildings since 2017.  

However, the Committee on Climate Change states that the consumption of British meat and diary 

should not be replaced with import as UK farming practices result in much lower carbon footprint 

than the global average.  

People are realising that almost everything we do has a carbon footprint from sending emails or 

having zoom meetings to drinking a latte and eating bananas. In fact the average annual carbon 

footprint in the UK is 12.7 tonnes of CO2. This can be broken down to: 

• 25% food 

• 25% homes and hotels 

• 27% travel  

• 23% everything else such as water, health, education and so on.  

To help people make better choices Mike Berners-Lee has broken everything down in his latest book 

How Bad Are Bananas? It shows that while during lockdown we travelled less but we increased using 

technology which also has a footprint. The challenge we face is not easy. 

Housing  

A big challenge is the housing stock in the UK where poor design and inefficiencies result in many 

trying to keep warm in Winter. About 10,000 people a year die in the UK because of cold homes 

while others, particularly in flats, find homes stiflingly hot in Summer with no ventilation. UK housing 

is amongst the most inefficient in Europe, making it the most expensive to heat in Winter and hard 

to cut emissions.  Heating is a particular problem with more than 90% of central heating using fossil 

fuels, mainly gas boilers. New builds are equally a challenge as a result of policy failings.  
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In 2015, David Cameron’s government axed a reform that would have required all new-build 

properties to be carbon neutral. This reversal has resulted in around a million properties built since 

then having to be retrofitted. That same year, ministers also scrapped the Green Deal, a separate 

policy designed to improve the energy efficiency of existing homes. Ministers promised another 

‘green housing revolution’ at the end of 2019 to put standards in place by 2025 to cut emissions by 

75-80% but replacing gas boilers is going to be a challenge so this may not be achieved. The bigger 

challenge is retrofitting the UKs 29 million homes.  

Nonetheless, many governments are gradually increasing their long-term ambitions and setting out 

policies. Companies are starting to disclose emissions and set ambitious targets and see climate as a 

driver for innovation. Some have introduced low-carbon business models to provide consumers with 

sustainable alternatives. Public awareness around the urgency of the issue is increasing thanks to 

young Greta Thunberg, and with it, support for policy measures and changing customer behaviour 

The question that remains is: Is it enough and in time?  

Actions For Us  

Individuals can impact their own emissions through lifestyle choices 

and reward companies that provide ‘green choices’ through their 

consumption decisions. Everyone can: 

• Develop low-carbon homes with better insulation, more 

efficient appliances, switch to  renewable power. 

• Fly less, especially long haul, use public transport or bicycles.  

• Change consumer behaviour in product purchasing  

• Reduce red meat consumption and eat more plant- based 

products. 

Despite media coverage a significant share of the global population remain under-informed or 

misinformed on the subject of climate change. While awareness is increasing, access to information 

is fragmented. At the same time a great deal of misleading information casts doubt on the 

established science behind it. However, there are signs that this is diminishing and people can now 

see what is happening across the world because of human behaviour – and that is the crux. 

Changing human behaviour is going to be the greatest challenge and this is in 

part because of our how brains work. This is a topic I am familiar with through my teaching and 

mentoring work, and though it is not what you usually see in documents on climate change, it is 

important to understand if we are going to achieve net zero. Laws and policies are not enough -  the 

Equal Pay Act (1970) and Sex Discrimination Act (1975) did not bring about change in themselves. 

There has to be a cognitive change in our thinking before our behaviour changes. We can apply it to 

how people change their behaviour to make a green economy real.  

Changing how we all behave - the challenge and solution   

What happens when we need to change what we do and why is it so difficult? Today we are 
bombarded with thousands of bits of data at any time. For our brains to cope they are programmed 
to process information as efficiently as possible, with minimum thought and attention. But this has 
the side effect of making change difficult. Most of the time behaviour, including thinking, is on 
automatic pilot. Have you experienced driving home from work and realise you’ve been unaware of 
part of the journey? Our brains quickly move actions or thought patterns that are frequently 
repeated to non-consciousness. The brain seizes incoming data it recognises and classifies it, 
activating the most relevant category.  
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This ‘automatic’ brain processing area, the basil ganglia, requires little energy, has vast capacity, runs 
under our radar and allows us to be very efficient. Humans are ‘cognitive misers,’ neurally 
programmed to maximise routine responses and operate mostly from our assumptions and 
expectations. Most of the time this is very effective – until we have to deal with something new. 
Then the prefrontal cortex, or working memory, is involved in processing new or complex 
information. It has limited capacity, is energy- intensive, is easily depleted and requires focuses 
attention. Using the prefrontal cortex feels like hard work, makes us feel hungry and can make us 
feel our head hurts to think. This is because when we are utilising the prefrontal cortex, focussing 
our attention, we are actually forging new neural circuits. Focusing our attention actually changes 
our brain structures and processes, making new ways of thinking and behaving more likely. 
However, attention must be focused and sustained for a period of time to create those brain 
changes and we are tempted to just slide back and not change. That is why we hear people say it’s 
not until we feel pain we will change but change our thinking we must to survive;  
 
We have evolved to survive and that means our constantly changing environment enables our brains 
to adapt – some easier than others. Think how we have all adapted during the last eighteen months  
of the pandemic. In adapting, our brains physically change and so our environment shapes our 
brains. Also active is our ability to change how we think when we question our assumptions. The 
stories we imagine change us- from stories we create perceptions that alter our future perceptual-
based behaviours. We may act in the moment with a reflexive response, but we can change the 
meaning of past events if not the events themselves. Having free will to re-mean past history 
changes our future history and so future perceptions. In other words, many are now aware of the 
cost of having a material, high consumption world without putting something back.  
 
We begin by asking ‘why?’ Why do people have to travel at the same time every morning to work to 
get stuck in traffic? Why do I have to comply to new regulations in running my business? This is how 
to create new perceptions. However, the most important why asks what we assume to be true i.e. 
our assumptions. Speaking with leaders over the last few years it is clear that one of the triggers for 
them to awaken and act is information about the challenges we face and the fragmented world.  
 
However, facts and data alone do not by themselves result in greater insights. Data can show 
patterns, but it is through our understanding of those patterns that we reduce complexity and know 
what actions to take. You can actually feel the cognitive pressure in the brain decrease and with it, 
anxiety. In the same way as when you can’t sleep with a problem on your mind so you write down 
what is the worst thing that can happen, followed with what actions you can take to make sure 
those things don’t occur. You find you can then sleep. The act of writing down the information and 
understanding the problem in black and white enables you to see what you need to do. You feel so 
much better.  
 
We all make sense of things in the same fundamental way, but each of us brings to this common 
capability an additional individual interpretation. Two great scientists who understood this were 
Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela who claimed that cognition is not merely a passive 
process of seeing the world, but rather an active process of creating our world of experience. From 
their work on the brain’s nervous system, they observed that we use only a small part of the 
available information and create the remainder from our minds.  
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The brain makes no distinction between the image seen by the eye and the various details it has 
filled in. We are all unaware of the significant blind spot in our eye at the point where the optical 
nerve enters. The brain makes a guess at what should be there, fills in the missing gap and to us it 

looks consistent. Reality then, is a story that the brain and the world create for 
us together. By understanding how complex the brain is the challenge is to change people’s 

thinking including the thinking inside the heads of our present leaders. This is the greatest challenge 
we are to resolve to ensure everyone participates in transforming the world to net zero by 2050.  
 
Many young people are already there. Some educated voters and consumers are crucial enablers of 
the low-carbon transition. We have to keep showing the stories of what CAN be done. 
Communication should not just focus on the problem and its complexity but also focus on solutions 
and the positive outcomes of change. At the same time, governments will not succeed without 
gaining far more trust from people and engaging at local levels. The transition to a net-zero economy 
will be a transformational shift for all of society. Individuals have to take the lead in inciting 
governments, businesses and every part of society to move and act. 
 
Conclusion 

The costs of natural disasters are on the rise. More frequent droughts, fires and floods are hurting 

people, animals and agriculture. Ice shields in West Antarctica and Greenland are starting to collapse 

and extreme weather events are increasing at unprecedented rates. If unchecked warming 
continues, the consequences for human civilisation will be severe. Rising sea 

levels will diminish coastal regions. Extended heat waves could threaten food security for a growing 

world population, while longer droughts could put access to water at risk. We will see ‘climate 

refugees’ across the world and if no action is taken it is estimated that the global GDP would reduce 

per capita by 30% for just 1.5 degrees C warming. Following the pandemic, this would be a global 

disaster.  

Ours is the last generation that can prevent this global disaster. The need for action is immediate 

and action is possible as set out here. It therefore falls upon this generation of business, government 

and society leaders to accelerate action individually and through collaboration. Young people are 

saying they are not going to wait but will take action and we will no doubt see more of this.   
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The world is at a crossroads- we must fast-forward to decisive and cohesive action. This decade will 

determine whether humanity retains a fighting chance to limit warming and individuals to 1.5 

degrees C or even 2.0 degrees C. However, the difference between 1.5 and 2 degrees is huge. At 

present we are heading for 3 degrees or more. We are set to lose all the coral in the seas, have to 

move millions of people away from the coasts and continue having natural disasters. The later action 

is taken, the more dire our position will become. We have to get to net zero by 2050 by moving fast 

NOW. With population growth continuing we have to cut even more. At this very moment, we are 

close to the point of no return. Carry on as usual is not an option.  

The technologies for a low-carbon transformation are largely available, the barriers to action are 

vastly overstated and the consequences of inaction are well known. Climate action should be viewed 

as an opportunity for businesses, countries and individuals to create an advantage in building a 

better, more sustainable world. The call is not for more promises from politicians but to work with 

business and communities to put actions into place.  

In August 2020, over 100 economists from around the world wrote a public letter saying that we 

need to rebuild our world and end the carbon economy.  They write: 

“From deep-seated racism to the COVID 19 pandemic, from extreme inequality to ecological collapse, 

our world is facing dire and deeply interconnected emergencies. But as much as the present moment 

painfully underscores the weaknesses of our economic system, it also gives us the rare opportunity to 

re-imagine it. As we seek to rebuild our world, we can and must end the carbon economy.” 

An example of what can be achieved comes from the following story.  The place is Borneo, Indonesia 

where a project began over ten years ago with the financial and technical resources from wealthier 

countries to implement locally designed solutions, developed by the people themselves for 

rainforest communities to stop logging and destroying the forest.  

The community needed access to affordable, quality healthcare and training in organic farming and 

small business management. People were given an alternative way to earn a living while also 

eliminating the need to pay for costly chemical soil fertiliser and expensive transport to low standard 

health clinics far away.  

A decade later, those carrying out illegal logging dropped by 90% and forest loss stabilised. At the 

same time, 52,000 acres of forest was regenerated and infant mortality was reduced by 67% within a 

population of 120,000 people. These actions have so far kept approximately 53million USD worth of 

forest carbon out of the earth’s atmosphere and so contribute to aiding the climate challenge. This 

shows how the benefits of action far outweigh inaction. Here the actions addressed poverty, health 

and saving an important eco-system. Another action we should take is to incorporate ecology into 

education in schools as George Monbiot recently suggested in The Guardian (12th March2020).  

However, to achieve any of this we must transform our economic system that is obsessed with 

growth and GDP. It was business that shaped the Industrial Revolution and business can also drive a 

green economy that creates jobs and improves the lives of many. The reality is we all, each one of 

us, has a role to play.  
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	In 2015 world leaders agreed in Paris to limit global temperature rise by the end of the century to well below 2 degrees and they agreed to make an effort to limit the temperature increase even further to 1.5 degrees.  However, emissions have continue...

