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In 2008, as politicians in Westminster contemplated the Climate
Change Bill, the climate naysayers warned of grim consequences.
They foretold of economic ruin for the UK, in the mistaken pursuit
of costly policies. The scientific mainstream was wrong, they
suggested, climate change wasn’t happening. Parliament ignored
their pleas. Instead, there was near-unanimous support for the
Climate Change Act, a world-first, binding governments to a
statutory programme to reduce emissions of climate-warming
greenhouse gases. Worse still for those naysayers, that programme
would be watched-over by a new technical body, the Committee
on Climate Change, tasked with the objective appraisal of progress,
with a formal role to guide Parliament and advise on the appropriate
limits for emissions. The Committee’s first action was to advise that
emissions must fall by a daunting 80% from their 1990 baseline by
2050. The world watched as Parliament agreed.
A decade later, we can evaluate whether this has really cost the
earth? As we review the evidence – a 43% fall in greenhouse gas
emissions since 1990, while the economy has grown by 70% we must conclude that it has not. Emissions have fallen as the UK
has set confident policies to reduce them. The economy has grown,
seemingly in defiance of the rule that ‘decarbonisation’ must act as
a drag on the economy. Governments of all the colours since
2008 have remained committed, some more than others, bound
by the statutory path established by the Climate Change Act.
The institutional continuum created by the Act has maintained

market-shaping policies for a decade that now permit us to
anticipate the end of coal-fired electricity generation in the
UK. We’ve seen astonishing falls in cost of the key renewable
technologies, all driven by UK policies.
This is exactly how the Act was envisaged to work.

It has been a triumph – a celebration of what
can be achieved by a confident, optimistic
Parliament, keen to demonstrate the UK’s global
leadership on the defining issue of our times.
The contrast with the tone of the political
debate a decade later is striking.
We must now move on to write a new set of stories on the UK’s
climate effort. The Act demands more. That is why the Committee
on Climate Change, which I chair, has urged government to
design new policies to continue the success of the last decade.
We must transform our car fleet; we must improve standards
of house building now to avoid locking-in high carbon activity;
we must make plans to wean ourselves off fossil-fuelled heat in
homes and industry; and we have an opportunity to reform farm
payments to change the way we use land and help farmers to
support emissions reduction.

This will not be easy, but we understand with each passing year
that it is necessary. Almost all of the hottest years in recorded
history have occurred since 2000. No one event can be attributed
to climate change but the pattern is unmistakable in the change
to growing seasons and mounting extreme weather events.
A decade on, those climate naysayers are fewer; they have become
climate ‘lukewarmers’, offering a convenient view that climate
change is happening, but denying that it is human-induced.
They are still wrong and the good news is that we have science
on our side and ample evidence of the benefits of action.
A decade after our first advice, my Committee has begun a review
of the latest evidence of global warming to consider whether we
should now go further still, considering if it is possible to eliminate
completely the UK’s net contribution to the warming climate. This is
a moment to celebrate all that has been achieved in the UK, but it is
also time to restate our commitment. We have the Act as our guide.
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Global policy context
The Climate Change Act when originally
conceived was seen as the global golden
standard, placing a legal requirement
on government, regardless of who is
in power, to tackle climate change and
established an independent science led
body to set emission targets. As a result,
the Act has been instrumental in driving
forward the UK’s climate change policies
over the past decade.
The Climate Change Act has enabled
the UK to show it is taking the lead on
tackling climate change. The Act was one
of the first examples of climate change
targets being enshrined in statute and has
led to many other countries formulating
their own climate change strategies and
introducing targets into legislation.
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However, ten years on from the Act, there
are increasing concerns about the UK’s
ability to meet its targets. The most recent
report from the UN Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change suggests that
globally we need to be more ambitious in
our emission targets. In December 2018
the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change signatories will meet
in Katowice, Poland, to discuss current
targets and whether the landmark 2015
Paris Agreement targets need to be
reviewed again.
The Government has now submitted a
request to the Committee on Climate
Change to consider a net zero emissions
target for the UK for 2050. If adopted,
the UK will need to increase the speed of
decarbonisation even further.

UK policy context
The UK has had remarkable success in
decarbonising its power supplies. In large
part this is a result of the Feed-in-Tariff
introduced in 2010 and the Electricity
Market Reform put into place through
the Energy Act of 2013 which set the
framework for the first Contracts for
Difference auctions. As the Committee
on Climate Change outlined in their most
recent report to parliament, “decarbonising
electricity generation is the clear
achievement of the last decade”.
However, some of the trickiest sectors
to decarbonise still pose challenges
including transport, industry, buildings
and agriculture. In all of these sectors,
emission reductions over the last ten
years have remained relatively flat.
75% of emissions reductions since 2012
have come from the power sector.

Change in the transport sector appears
to be on its way, with a much-anticipated
spike in the uptake of electric vehicles.
However this will bring its own challenges
including new strain on the grid which,
in the absence of increased generation
capacity and utility scale battery storage,
could risk the UK falling back on fossil
fuel generation to meet peak demand.
Questions also linger over current car
tax regimes and whether they will act
as a barrier to widespread roll out. It is
important to think about transport broadly:
sectors like shipping and aviation still have
a long way to go.
Heating remains one of the most critical
challenges in the UK with 85% of UK
houses currently reliant on natural gas,
equating to almost a fifth of the UK’s entire
emissions in 2017. One simple and cheap
step to drastically reduce emissions from
buildings is to improve building energy
efficiency, cutting the net amount of
energy required in the first place.

The next question is what is the best
source of heating? A range of options
exist, all with their own strengths and
weaknesses. Heat pumps remove gas
altogether, but along with electric
vehicles may place an added strain on
the power grid. Heat Networks are very
efficient,but are only effective in populated
areas. Hydrogen based solutions are
able to utilise the existing gas network
that touches almost every home, but
creating the hydrogen efficiently, as well
as retrofitting home appliances, poses a
major challenge.
In short, as the UK Government consults
on a net zero target for 2050, there are
many questions that still exist for UK
policymakers. These are questions that
need answering sooner rather than later.
The longer we leave them unanswered,
the harder it will be to properly
decarbonise.

Ten events
over the last
ten years

The Climate
Change Act
ten years on:
the global
gold standard

26 November 2008

April 2010

The Climate Change Act is passed in
parliament, setting a 2050 target that
emissions are 80% lower than preindustrial levels, as well as establishing the
Committee on Climate Change.

The first Feed in Tariffs come online,
providing generators with a tariff for
the next 20-25 years for the energy
they export to the grid.

19 December 2009

18 December 2013

192 governments convene for the UN
climate summit in Copenhagen with
high expectations of a new global
agreement; but they leave only with a
controversial political declaration,
the Copenhagen Accord.

The Energy Act receives Royal Assent
in parliament, legislating for Electricity
Market Reform introducing Contracts for
Difference and the Capacity Market.

22 April 2016
12 October 2017

The Paris Agreement under the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change is signed, setting goals to keep the
increase in global average temperature
to well below 2°C above pre-industrial
levels, with an ambition to ensure
global temperatures remain 1.5°C
below pre-industrial levels.

1 June 2017

20 April 2017

26 September 2017

8 October 2018

The UK goes its first full day without
burning coal to generate electricity for the
first time since the Industrial Revolution.

Clayhill Solar Farm, the UK’s first subsidy
free solar farm opens, a co-located project
with 10MW of solar PV and five battery
storage units totalling 6MW.

The United Nation’s Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change publishes a
report outlining how limiting warming to
1.5°C above pre-industrial levels will enable
us to avoid a range of climate change
impacts, but notes that to meet this target
we need to drastically increase the rate of
decarbonisation.

US President Donald Trump announces
that the US would cease all participation in
the 2016 Paris Agreement.

Government publishes the Clean
Growth Strategy, an ambitious
set of commitments outlining
how it intends to meet its longterm 2050 emission targets.
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and Environment team.
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