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G Is the UK ‘going it alone’?

Many countries, rich and poor, are taking measures to restrict 
greenhouse gas emissions and protect against climate change 
impacts. 

Some of these laws and regulations grew out of commitments 
made in United Nations climate convention negotiations, but 
many others are unilateral. The sum total of legislation and policies 
around the world is not enough, though, to keep global warming 
below 2C, the target that governments adopted in 2010.
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Mozambique
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More than 500 countries have enacted laws on 
climate change. Image: Borkur Sigurbjornsson, 
Creative Commons licence

IEA scenarios: 'Current Policy'=business as usual, 'New 
Policy'=current commitments implemented. Citi Research 
scenarios: 'Transition'=growth shrinks to 5.5% by 2020, 'Deep 
Transition'=growth to 4% by 2020 - environmental policies 
and renewable cost trends continue in both



The European Dimension 
!
In 1997, the EU agreed as part of the Kyoto 
Protocol to reduce its greenhouse gas 
emissions by 8% from 1990 levels by the period 
2008-12. In 2008, the now enlarged bloc 
agreed a unilateral set of measures with a 
target date of 2020: 

 • to cut emissions by 20% from 1990 levels 

 • to supply 20% of energy from renewable 
sources, with each country taking on a 
specific national target according to its 
individual circumstances, ranging from Malta 
at 10% to Sweden at 49% – the UK’s is 15% 

 • to improve energy efficiency by 20% with 
respect to 2005. 

These targets are underpinned by a 
comprehensive set of laws, regulations and 
processes, to which the UK is a party. They 
include the Emission Trading Scheme (EU ETS), 
designed to reduce emissions from major 
sectors at the least possible cost by creating a 
carbon market under progressively tighter 
emission caps.  

The ETS now covers about 45% of the bloc’s 
greenhouse gas emissions. Another 
component is a set of regulations to increase 
energy efficiency in buildings, industry, 
transport and appliances such as washing 
machines. 

These measures now cover all 28 EU member 
states (and in the case of the ETS, Norway, 
Iceland and Liechtenstein as well). 

In 2012, emissions from the 28 EU nations had 
fallen by 19.2% since 1990. Emissions from the 
15 countries that were in the EU at the time the 
Kyoto Protocol was signed were 15.1% below 
the 1990 level, comfortably exceeding the 
Kyoto target. 

The EU will soon finalise a further unilateral 
package of measures with a target date of 
2030. Details of the final package are to be 
negotiated between the European 
Commission, Council of Ministers and 
European Parliament. 

Beyond Europe 
 
A 2014 survey of 66 countries accounting for 
88% of global emissions found that together 
they have enacted nearly 500 laws (or 
regulations with the same effect) that tackle 
combat climate change. 

Some laws limit greenhouse gas emissions, 
some deal with specific sectors such as 
forestry, while others focus on climate 
adaptation. 

As an illustration of what various countries are 
doing, here are summaries for five, ranging 
from the very rich to the very poor. 

The UN climate convention has as a central 
principle that richer countries should cut 
emissions earlier and faster, with poorer ones 
given more time in order to emerge from 
poverty. The priority for many poor nations is 
preparation for climate impacts. 

For reference, in 2011 the UK had a per-capita 
GDP of £25,600, and per-capita greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions equivalent to 8.55 tonnes 
of carbon dioxide (tCO2) per year. (All GDP 
and emissions figures below are from 2011.)  

Norway: per-capita GDP £64,413, per-capita 
GHG emissions 5.27 tCO2 

Norway has effectively pledged to eliminate 
its greenhouse gas emissions entirely by 2050 – 
‘effectively’, because it will achieve this partly 
by paying other nations to reduce their 
emissions rather than cutting its own. If 
governments of the world agree an ambitious 
global climate deal, it will aim to achieve this 
effective zero target much earlier, by 2030. 

Norway introduced a carbon tax in 1991, and 
recently doubled it for the oil industry, to 
around £40 (410 krone) per tonne of CO2 
released. Subsequent measures include 
increasing energy efficiency in transport and 
buildings (which have to be zero-emission by 
2020), strengthening forest conservation, and 
funding renewable energy, energy efficiency 
and forest conservation projects in developing 
countries. 

EU 2030 package - proposed targets: 
 
  • reduce emissions by 40% from 1990 levels 

 • increase renewable energy to at least 27% of the 
bloc’s total, but without setting national targets 

 • improve energy efficiency by 30% from 2005 levels. 

European Commission proposals

http://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol/items/2830.php
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/;ELX_SESSIONID=PnRGT4yZ0CLLTrQQ0GqG11PLZ2l8vzXLW205hpGWhCZx24hr9J7W!1648652952?uri=CELEX:32009L0028
http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/brief/eu/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/ets/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/g-gas/index_en.htm
http://www.globeinternational.org/studies/legislation/climate
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/snaama/selbasicFast.asp
http://cait2.wri.org/wri/Country%20GHG%20Emissions?indicator%5B%5D=Total%20GHG%20Emissions%20Excluding%20Land-Use%20Change%20and%20Forestry&indicator%5B%5D=Total%20GHG%20Emissions%20Including%20Land-Use%20Change%20and%20Forestry&year%5B%5D=2011&chartType=geo
http://www.environment.no/Goals-and-indicators/Goals-and-indicators/Climate-change/
http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dokumentarkiv/stoltenberg-ii/md/Nyheter-og-pressemeldinger/pressemeldinger/2012/the-government-is-following-up-on-the-cl.html?id=704137
http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/2030/index_en.htm
http://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol/items/2830.php
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/;ELX_SESSIONID=PnRGT4yZ0CLLTrQQ0GqG11PLZ2l8vzXLW205hpGWhCZx24hr9J7W!1648652952?uri=CELEX:32009L0028
http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/brief/eu/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/ets/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/g-gas/index_en.htm
http://www.globeinternational.org/studies/legislation/climate
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/snaama/selbasicFast.asp
http://cait2.wri.org/wri/Country%20GHG%20Emissions?indicator%5B%5D=Total%20GHG%20Emissions%20Excluding%20Land-Use%20Change%20and%20Forestry&indicator%5B%5D=Total%20GHG%20Emissions%20Including%20Land-Use%20Change%20and%20Forestry&year%5B%5D=2011&chartType=geo
http://www.environment.no/Goals-and-indicators/Goals-and-indicators/Climate-change/
http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dokumentarkiv/stoltenberg-ii/md/Nyheter-og-pressemeldinger/pressemeldinger/2012/the-government-is-following-up-on-the-cl.html?id=704137
http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/2030/index_en.htm


USA: per-capita GDP £32,013, per-capita GHG 
emissions 19.69 tCO2 
In November 2014, in a joint announcement with 
China, President Obama announced a new 
target to cut net emissions 26-28% below 2005 
levels by 2025. This aims to keep the US on the 
right trajectory to achieve deep economy-wide 
reductions of around 80% by 2050. !
Following failed attempts to introduce national 
climate legislation, Obama’s administration is 
increasingly regulating emissions under laws such 
as the Clean Air Act.  In 2013 Obama introduced 
a Climate Action Plan covering many sectors, 
including a proposal to reduce power plant 
emissions by 30%, cutting waste and thus bills. The 
Climate Action Plan largely builds on actions, 
targets and legislation already put in place by 
individual states. California’s target is to reduce 
emissions by 80% from 1990 levels by 2050 – the 
same as the UK. In the northeast, the nine states 
involved in the Regional Greenhouse Gas 
Initiative are reducing emissions from the 
electricity sector by 2.5%,year. 
Renewable electricity generation doubled 
nationally from 2009 to 2013, and is projected to 
double again by 2020. Energy efficiency is being 
increased for homes, building and transport. 
Operating lifetimes for nuclear reactors are 
expected to be extended. The military is adopting 
renewable technologies where possible. 

China: per-capita GDP £3,469, per-capita GHG 
emissions 7.63 tCO2 

In a major announcement in November 
2014, President Xi Jinping announced a target 
of peaking carbon dioxide emissions around 
2030.  China also aims to increase the non-fossil 
fuel share of all energy to around 20% by 
2030, which means doubling current levels of 
zero-emission energy.  To meet this target, China 
will have to deploy an additional 800-1,000GW 
zero-emission generation by 2030 - equivalent to 
the entire US grid.  This means China will be 
installing 1,300MW of clean energy - equivalent of 
a coal-fired power station - each week. 

In terms of energy efficiency, China has pledged 
to reduce CO2 emissions per unit of GDP by 
40-45% between 2005 and 2020. 
Low-carbon technologies (renewables and 
nuclear) account for about a quarter of 
electricity generation. China installed 3.3 
gigawatts (GW) of solar power capacity in the 
first half of 2014, and plans a total of 10GW this 
year. (Total UK capacity has just reached 5GW.) It 

has 75 gigawatts (GW) of wind power installed 
(the UK has 12GW), and plans to increase that to 
200GW by 2020. A nuclear reactor building 
programme aims to increase capacity almost 10-
fold by 2030. 

Due principally to air pollution concerns, coal use 
is being progressively restricted. Although the 
International Energy Agency (IEA)  projects a 
continuing rise in demand, ratings agency 
Standard and Poor’s estimates that China’s coal 
use will peak by 2020; Citi Research believes [pdf] 
it could peak even sooner. 

Emission trading is being piloted in seven 
provinces and municipalities, with a national 
scheme due for introduction in 2020. Low-carbon 
transportation schemes are being piloted in 26 
cities, while 29 cities and provinces are trialling 
low-carbon green development models. 

India: per-capita GDP £1022, per-capita GHG 
emissions 1.93 tCO2 
India’s overall target is to reduce emissions 
intensity (the emissions per unit of energy used) by 
20-25% between 2005 and 2020. This is to be 
achieved by improving energy efficiency and 
switching to low-carbon energy sources. 

A levy on coal raises revenue for investing in 
renewables through the National Clean Energy 
Plan. The government plans to build 10GW of 
wind power each year (the UK has 12GW in total), 
and has ramped up its solar target, aiming to 
attain 100GW of solar capacity by 2022. It aims to 
supply 25% of its electricity from nuclear stations 
by 2050. India has also doubled its tax on coal 
and is using the money to promote clean energy. 

Sixty ‘solar city’ projects have been established, 
while some city ‘master plans’ aim to reduce fossil 
fuel consumption by 10% in five years. 20% of 
transport fuels are due to come from biofuels. 
Adaptation to the wide range of climate impacts 
projected for India concentrates on vulnerable 
regions such as the Himalayas. 

Mozambique: per-capita GDP £332, per-capita 
GHG emissions 2.31 tCO2 

The priority for the national plan is to reduce 
vulnerability to disasters that can be enhanced 
by climate change, such as flooding, while 
enhancing living conditions. Low-carbon 
development is also to be fostered, including 
development of a biofuels sector. Forests are to 
be protected and sustainably used, with local 
communities involved.
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