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Evidence 
 
I have been asked by Steve Melia to address three questions in my evidence, which I will address in 
turn: 

• (In April 2019) was the UK on course to meet its future carbon budgets under the Climate 
Change Act? 

• Broadly, what changes would be needed to enable compliance with the Act? 
• (In April 2019) was the government taking the necessary steps to ensure future compliance? 

 
(In April 2019) was the UK on course to meet its future carbon budgets under the Climate Change 
Act? 
 
No. 
 
Under the terms of the Climate Change Act, as it applied in April 2019, to Government has to reduce 
its greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 80% from 1990 levels by 20501. To facilitate compliance with 
the Act, the Committee on Climate Change (CCC), the Government’s statutory climate change 
advisers, recommends five-yearly carbon budgets to chart the emissions reductions to 2050. A 
carbon budget is the maximum quantity of emissions that can be emitted over the five-year period, 
a quantity that is reduced in each five-year period such that the 2050 emissions target is attained. 
The carbon budgets reflect the CCC’s estimate of the cost-effective path by which the Government 
can reach the 2050 target. The fourth and fifth carbon budgets relate to the years 2023-2027 and 
2028-2032 respectively. The Government is required under the Act either to accept the carbon 
budgets and put their achievement into legislation, or give scientific reasons for not doing so. The 
Government has in fact accepted these carbon budgets and passed the fifth carbon budget into 
legislation in June 2016. Achievement of these carbon budgets is therefore a statutory requirement. 
The CCC publishes an annual progress report to assess how the Government is doing in respect of 
achieving the carbon budgets and 2050 target. Figure 1 from the CCC’s most recent progress report2, 
published in June 2018, clearly shows the CCC’s assessment that even if all of the Government’s 
‘medium-risk’ policies deliver, the Government would need all its ‘high-risk- policies to deliver as 
well, to meet the targets, but these are currently only expressed as ‘high-level intentions’. 
Worryingly, a full year after this report, none of these ‘high-level intentions’ have yet been 
translated into firm policy – and the fourth carbon budget period begins in 2023. 
 

                                                           
1 In June 2019 the target was amended to be ‘net zero’ GHG emissions by 2050, following a recommendation 
from the Committee on Climate Change. 
2 CCC 2018 Reducing UK Emissions: 2018 Progress Report to Parliament, 
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/reducing-uk-emissions-2018-progress-report-to-parliament/ 

https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/reducing-uk-emissions-2018-progress-report-to-parliament/
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/reducing-uk-emissions-2018-progress-report-to-parliament/


 
Source: CCC 2018 Reducing Carbon Emissions: 2018 Progress Report to Parliament, p.18  
NB The figures shows the 2nd, 3rd 4th and 5th carbon budgets. 
 
Broadly, what changes would be needed to enable compliance with the Act? 
 
GHGs are emitted from the following sectors: power generation, industry, transport, buildings 
(commercial and residential) and agriculture. There is a wide range of measures in each sector 
through which the Government could reduce these GHG emissions. While the CCC does not 
prescribe policies, it does suggest how Government could meet the carbon budgets which the CCC 
recommends (and which the Government has accepted, as noted above). So far the Government has 
either not introduced these policies with the necessary (and recommended) stringency, or has not 
introduced them at all, and has not introduced other policies which could substitute for them. In 
some cases it has actually cancelled emission-reduction policies introduced by previous 
governments. It is therefore not surprising that the Government is not on track to meet the targets. 
 
Figure 2 shows some examples of the kinds of policies the CCC has suggested, the policies the 
government has cancelled, and the cost-effective policy opportunities that the CCC considers that 
the Government has missed. 
 
 



 
 
Source: CCC 2018 Reducing Carbon Emissions: 2018 Progress Report to Parliament, p.12  
 
 



(In April 2019) was the government taking the necessary steps to ensure future compliance? 
 
No. 
 
Despite the very clear advice from the CCC in its 2018 Progress Report, summarised in Figure 2, the 
Government has conspicuously failed to put in place the measures required to put it back on track 
for the fourth and fifth carbon budgets, so that the 2019 CCC Progress Report, due imminently, is 
very likely to carry the same message as in 2018, but probably more urgently, as a whole year has 
been effectively wasted. This is not a new situation. In its Progress Report in June 20173, the CCC 

opened the Executive Summary with the words: “The UK urgently needs new policies to cut 
greenhouse gas emissions. Parliament has made commitments and the Government has a legal 
duty to propose policies to meet them. Despite this, no significant new policy plans have been 
published in the 11 months since the fifth carbon budget was set.” (p.8) Effectively, as at April 
2019, there had been a standstill in government policy on climate change for nearly three years, 
despite the fact that the Government’s statutory advisers on the subject had called ‘urgently’ for 
new policies. 
 
GHG emissions reduction is a long-term process requiring long-term commitment. It is both difficult 
and expensive to reduce emissions very quickly. Policies to do so require long lead times to be 
introduced and implemented, and tend to take effect relatively slowly. It is therefore extremely 
concerning that the Government is not even on track to achieve the fourth carbon budget, the 
commitment period for which begins in a little more than three years. Given the fact that it is 
unlikely that the Government will wish to implement drastic and expensive measures in order to 
reduce the emissions quickly, each year that passes without the required policy measures make it 
less and less likely that the Government will actually meet the fourth carbon budget to which it is 
legally committed. 
 
Conclusions 
 
The evidence suggests strongly that the Government is currently set to miss the fourth and fifth 
carbon budgets which have been legislated into law. This will make more difficult and expensive the 
task of a future Government, which will require even steeper emissions reductions to meet the sixth 
and subsequent carbon budgets on the path to an 80% reduction in 2050. This becomes even more 
serious in the new context of the Government’s commitment to net zero emissions in 2050, which 
itself requires enhanced mitigation ambition and even steeper emissions reduction. The failure to 
get on track for the fourth and fifth carbon budgets is a highly reprehensible situation given the 
increasingly urgent messages from scientists about the potentially catastrophic effects of climate 
change on human lives, livelihood and civilisation4 unless emissions are very substantially reduced. 

 
 
 

                                                           
3 CCC 2017 Meeting Carbon Budgets: Closing the Policy Gap, 2017 Progress Report to Parliament, 
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/2017-report-to-parliament-meeting-carbon-budgets-closing-the-
policy-gap/ 
4 The risks of climate change are well laid out for a lay audience in the book: Wagner, G and 

Weitzman, M. 2015 Climate Shock: the Economic Consequence of a Hotter Planet, Princeton 

University Press, New Jersey 
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