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DECONSTRUCTING DECLARATIONS OF CARBON-NEUTRALITY 
India should not join this game as it has to stay focused on development  

as its immediate need and aspirational goal 
At the latest count by the non-profit Energy and Climate Intelligence Unit (ECIU), at the beginning of 

April, 32 countries had declared, in some documented form, their proposed intention to achieve carbon 
neutral status by mid-century or thereabouts. Of these, only eight have any firm status, the rest being in the 
form of proposed legislation or mentions in policy documents. Since some months ago, the UN Secretary 
General has taken the lead in sparking off an international chorus, led by global civil society organisations 
based in the developed countries and encouraged by their governments, that is urging all countries, especially 
India, to make explicit declarations. 
 

Temperature goal 
The impetus for such declarations arises from Article 4.1 of the Paris Agreement that states that “In 

order to achieve the long-term temperature goal set out in Article 2, Parties aim to reach global peaking of 
greenhouse gas emissions as soon as possible, recognizing that peaking will take longer for developing country 
Parties, and to undertake rapid reductions thereafter in accordance with best available science, so as to 
achieve a balance between anthropogenic emissions by sources and removals by sinks of greenhouse gases in 
the second half of this century, on the basis of equity, and in the context of sustainable development and 
efforts to eradicate poverty”. 

The temperature goal referred to is the much better known declaration of intent of the Paris 
Agreement, of limiting temperature rise to well below 2°C and further pursuing efforts to restrict it to 1.5°C 
above pre-industrial levels. 

It is evident that the balance of emissions and removal of greenhouse gases is not sought on a country-
wise basis but for the world as a whole. Though both developed country governments and civil society outfits 
commonly state this as an individual commitment by all countries, the text of the Paris Agreement clearly 
indicates, based on considerations of equity and differentiation, that this is a global goal. 

However, there are two, related and more critical, issues that are often ignored. The first is the 
compatibility of the intent of Article 4.1 and Article 2. Is the achievement of carbon neutrality compatible with 
achieving the 1.5°C or 2°C. goal? And whether the mid-century carbon neutrality goals of developed countries 
are compatible with Article 2.2 that declares that the Paris Agreement “will be implemented to reflect equity 
and the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities, in the light of 
different national circumstances”. 
 

Current pledges fall short 
The hard scientific reality is that such a three-way compatibility between temperature goals, carbon 

neutrality, and equity is not only not guaranteed, but cannot be achieved for the 1.5°C temperature goal at all. 
And even for the 2°C goal, the current pledges are highly inadequate. This harsh conclusion follows from 
straightforward scientific considerations, based on the global carbon budget, which indicates the limits on 
global cumulative emissions, from the pre-industrial era to the time when net emissions cease, that correspond 
to definite levels of global temperature rise. 

According to the The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Special Report on Global Warming 
of 1.5° warming, what remains of this global carbon budget from 2018 onwards, for a 50% probability of 
restricting temperature rise to less than 1.5°C, is 480 Giga-tonnes (billion tonnes) of carbon dioxide equivalent 
(GtCO2eq). At the current rate of emissions of about 42 GtCO2eq per year, this budget would be consumed in 
12 years. To keep within the 480 Gt budget, at a steady linear rate of decline, global carbon neutrality must be 
reached by 2039. While this is quite clearly infeasible, other pathways that either frontload or backload the 
period of most rapid decline have even greater barriers to realisation. 

For a 50% probability of restricting temperature rise to below 2°C, the budget is considerably more 
generous, amounting to about 1,400 GtCO2eq, that provides considerably greater room for manoeuvre. 

 

Emissions in the West 
But the hollowness of nation-level carbon neutrality declarations by developed countries is brought 

out more starkly when we consider the details, as in the case of the United States and the European Union. 
Emissions in the U.S. (not considering land use and land use change and forest related emissions) (LULUCF), 
peaked in 2005 and have declined at an average rate of 1.1% from then till 2017, with a maximum annual 
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reduction of 6.3% in 2009, at the height of a recession. Even if it did reach net-zero by 2050 at a steady linear 
rate of reduction, which is unprecedented, its cumulative emissions between 2018 and 2050 would be 106 
GtCO2, which is 22% of the total remaining carbon budget for the whole world — so high, that unless others 
reduced emissions at even faster rates, the world would most certainly cross 1.5°C warming. 

Indeed, if the U.S. has to stay within its fair share of the remaining carbon budget, it would have to 
reach net zero emissions (with linear reduction) by 2025. It would still owe a carbon debt of 470 GtCO2 to the 
rest of the world for having used more than its fair share of carbon space in the past. At a very moderate 
carbon price of $30 per tonne of CO2, this translates to a carbon debt of over $14 trillion, that the U.S. owes 
the world. 

Similarly, the European Union, to keep to its fair share of the remaining carbon budget would have to 
reach net zero by 2033, with a constant annual reduction in emissions. Individual countries will have different 
dates for a fair net zero — Germany’s is 2030. If the EU reaches net zero only by 2050 it would consume at 
least 71 GtCO2, well above its fair share. Either way, the EU owes the world a carbon debt of about $9.3 trillion 
(at the same price of $ 30/tCO2) for past emissions. 

Regrettably, a section of the climate policy modelling literature has promoted the illusion that this 
three-way compatibility is feasible through speculative “negative emissions”, ostensibly through dramatic 
expansion of carbon capture, primarily by the biosphere. They have also been promoting the other illusion that 
not resorting to any serious emissions increase at all is the means to guarantee the successful development of 
the Third World. 
 

India has no carbon debt 
India clearly should not join this game of carbon neutrality declarations, for a number of reasons. For 

one, India has to stay focused on development — both as its immediate need as well as its aspirational goal. 
While sustainability is desirable, the question of how low India’s future low-carbon development can be is 
highly uncertain. India’s current low carbon footprint is a consequence of the utter poverty and deprivation of 
a majority of its population, and not by virtue of sustainability. 

Second, India does not owe a carbon debt to the world. India’s emissions (non-LULUCF) are no more 
than 3.5% of global cumulative emissions prior to 1990 and about 5% since till 2018. Nor are India’s current 
annual emissions such as to seriously dent the emissions gap between what the world needs and the current 
level of mitigation effort, even as India’s mitigation efforts are quite compatible with a 2°C target. Any self-
sacrificial declaration of carbon neutrality today in the current international scenario would be a wasted 
gesture reducing the burden of the developed world and transferring it to the backs of the Indian people. 

Much of the argument for India declaring a target year for net-zero derives unfortunately from some 
form of climate hubris, accompanied by the hype that India risks being “left out” of some imagined global 
convergence in the climate arena. One variant of the hubris sees India taking the lead in some global ecological 
alternative driven by frugality, minimal consumption and little technological advance. Another imagines that 
India will somehow, in very short order, emerge as a global leader of green manufacturing and industry. While 
the latter is belied by the character of India’s overall growth trajectory, the former is clearly socio-politically 
infeasible and morally unacceptable. 

India’s twin burden of low-carbon development and adaptation to climate impacts, is onerous and no 
doubt requires serious, concerted action. 

India’s approach to eventual net-zero emissions is contingent on deep first world emissions reductions 
and an adequate and unambiguous global carbon budget. Meanwhile, India must reject any attempt to restrict 
its options and be led into a low-development trap, based on pseudo-scientific narratives. 

 

DEFINITIONS: 
 

 deconstruct (verb) – analyse, examine, study, 
inspect, scrutinize. 

 net zero emissions/carbon neutrality (noun) – it 
means annual zero net CO2 emissions; Carbon 
neutrality means every ton of anthropogenic 
(human-caused or influenced) CO2 emitted is 
compensated with an equivalent amount of CO2 
removed (e.g. via carbon sink or carbon 
sequestration). 

 Energy and Climate Intelligence Unit (ECIU) 
(noun) – a non-profit organisation that supports 
informed debate on energy and climate change 
issues in the UK. 

 thereabouts (adverb) – approximately. 
 legislation (noun) – a body of laws, rules, 

regulations, statutes. 
 spark off (verb) – bring about, stimulate, trigger, 

prompt, set off. 
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 chorus (noun) – (of voice) in unison, together, 
simultaneously/at the same time. 

 civil society (noun) – Civil society refers to the 
space for collective action around shared 
interests, purposes and values, generally distinct 
from government and commercial for-profit 
actors. 

 urge (verb) – advise, recommend, advocate, 
suggest. 

 explicit (adjective) – clear, straightforward, 
definite, specific, categorical. 

 impetus (noun) – motivation, encouragement; 
stimulus, boost. 

 Paris Agreement/Accord/pact (noun) – The Paris 
Agreement builds upon the Convention 
(agreement) and for the first time brings all 
nations into a common cause to undertake 
ambitious efforts to combat climate change and 
adapt to its effects, with enhanced support to 
assist developing countries to do so. 

 set out (phrasal verb) – present, describe, set 
forth. 

 greenhouse gas (noun) – heat-trapping gas; a gas 
(such as water vapor, carbon dioxide, methane, 
nitrous oxide, etc) in the atmosphere that 
absorbs and emits radiation, causing the 
greenhouse effect and warming of Earth’s 
temperature. (Courtesy: VOA Learning English). 

 undertake (verb) – begin, start, launch into; 
engage in, become involved in, take part in. 

 in accordance with (phrase) –in agreement with, 
in conformity with, in line with, in compliance 
with. 

 so as to (phrase) – in order to. 
 anthropogenic (adjective) – referring to 

environmental change (like pollution) caused or 
influenced by people, either directly or indirectly. 

 carbon sink (noun) – also known as carbon 
sequestration; a natural environment (forest or 
reservoir) which absorbs and stores carbon 
(greenhouse gases) from the atmosphere and 
thereby maintains a balance. (carbon 
sequestration is the process by which the forest 
removes and stores carbon from the 
atmosphere). 

 equity (noun) – fairness/justness, neutrality, 
impartiality, lack of discrimination, egalitarianism. 

 context (noun) – circumstances, conditions, 
situation. 

 sustainable (adjective) – reasonable, sensible, 
well-founded (without disturbing the balance of 
nature and then without exhausting all of the 
natural resources). 

 eradicate (verb) – remove, get rid of, eliminate, 
discard, abolish. 

 pursue (verb) – engage in, conduct, follow. 

 pre-industrial levels (adjective) – referring to any 
period of time before the start of the industrial 
revolution. 

 as a whole (phrase) – all together, in general. 
 outfit (noun) – group. 
 consideration (noun) – a factor, point, aspect 

(taken into account). 
 differentiation (noun) – distinction, disparity, 

polarity, separation. 
 compatibility (noun) – similarity, agreement, 

togetherness. 
 compatible (adjective) – consistent. 
 differentiated (adjective) – distinguished, 

segregated, individualized 
 in the light of (phrase) – considering, taking into 

account, keeping in mind. 
 pledge (noun) – promise, undertaking, oath, 

agreement, assurance. 
 fall short of (phrase) – fail to meet/reach; be 

deficient/inadequate/insufficient. 
 cumulative (adjective) – total, collective, 

aggregate, amassed.   
 cease (verb) – stop, halt, end, wind up, terminate. 
 The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) (noun) – The Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) is the United Nations body 
for assessing the science related to climate 
change. 

 global warming (noun) – it is the unusually rapid 
increase in Earth’s average surface temperature 
over the past century primarily due to the 
greenhouse gases released as people burn fossil 
fuels. 

 probability (noun) – possibility, chance. 
 infeasible (adjective) – impracticable, 

unworkable, unreasonable. 
 frontload (verb) – allocate a major portion of 

(costs, effort, expenditures, etc.) at the beginning 
of the enterprise. 

 backload (noun) – allocate a major portion of 
(costs, effort, expenditures, etc.) at the later 
stage of the enterprise. 

 realisation (noun) – actualization, fulfilment, 
achievement, accomplishment, attainment. 

 considerably (adverb) – greatly, very much, a lot. 
 generous (adjective) – bountiful, large, huge. 
 amount to (verb) – add up to, be equal to, be 

equivalent to, represent. 
 room for manoeuvre (phrase) – opportunity to 

change your plans or to do things differently in 
order to achieve what you want. 

 hollowness (noun) – emptiness, worthlessness, 
uselessness. 

 bring out (phrasal verb) – disclose, reveal, 
expose, become known. 
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 starkly (adverb) – clearly, distinctly, strikingly; 
completely. 

 Land use and land-use change and forestry 
(LULUCF) (noun) – is defined by the United 
Nations Climate Change Secretariat as a 
“greenhouse gas inventory sector that covers 
emissions and removals of greenhouse gases 
resulting from direct human-induced land use 
such as settlements and commercial uses, land-
use change, and forestry activities. Activities in 
the LULUCF sector can provide a relatively cost-
effective way of offsetting emissions, either by 
increasing the removals of greenhouse gases 
from the atmosphere (e.g. by planting trees or 
managing forests), or by reducing emissions (e.g. 
by curbing deforestation). 

 at the height of (phrase) – at the most extreme 
part/point of something. 

 recession (noun) – economic decline, slowdown, 
downturn, depression, slump. 

 linear (adjective) – sequential, straight; following 
in a logical order. 

 unprecedented (adjective) – not done or 
experienced before. 

 indeed (adverb) – in fact, actually, undeniably. 
 owe (verb) – be indebted, be under an obligation, 

be obligated. 
 carbon debt (noun) – the difference between the 

amount of carbon dioxide produced by a country, 
company, etc., and the amount that it balances 
out/cancels. 

 regrettably (adverb) – unluckily, sadly, unhappily. 
 illusion (noun) – misconception, deception, false 

impression, false idea. 
 feasible (adjective) – practicable, viable, realistic. 
 speculative (adjective) – suppositional, 

conjectural, alleged, supposed. 
 ostensibly (adverb) – apparently, seemingly, 

supposedly. 
 biosphere (noun) – The part of the Earth system 

comprising all ecosystems and living organisms, in 
the atmosphere, on land (terrestrial biosphere), 
or in the oceans (marine biosphere). 

 resort to (verb) – use, utilize, turn to, have 
recourse to. 

 means (noun) – way, method, mode. 
 Third World (noun) – a class of economically 

developing nations (in Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America. 

 for one (phrase) – used for highlighting that 
someone is thinking in a particular way, even if 
other people are not. 

 sustainability (noun) – the ability to exist 
constantly; it refers generally to the capacity for 
the biosphere and human civilization to co-exist. 

 carbon footprint (noun) – the total amount of 
greenhouse gases produced to directly and 
indirectly support human activities, usually 
expressed in equivalent tons of carbon dioxide 
(CO2). 

 consequence (noun) – outcome, ramification, 
repercussion. 

 deprivation (noun) – hardship, destitution, 
neediness, distress. 

 by virtue of (phrase) – because of, on account of, 
as a result of. 

 dent (verb) – weaken, undermine, diminish, 
reduce, lessen. 

 mitigation (noun) – alleviation, reduction; 
lessening. 

 self-sacrificial (adjective) – self-denial, unselfish, 
selfless. 

 scenario (noun) – situation, background, context. 
 gesture (noun) – action, deed, move. 
 back (noun) – a person’s back considered as 

carrying a load or bearing an imposition. 
 hubris (noun) – excessive pride, vanity, self-

importance, feeling of superiority/arrogance, self-
confidence. 

 leave out (phrasal verb) – exclude, omit, miss 
out. 

 convergence (noun) – coming together, 
intersection, confluence (a process of merging). 

 variant (noun) – different or form or version or 
mutant of something (virus). 

 ecological (adjective) – relating to the branch of 
biology which studies the interactions among 
organisms and their environment. 

 frugality (noun) – carefulness, caution, 
conservation. 

 green (adjective) – environmentally friendly, non-
polluting, ozone-friendly, energy-efficient, fuel-
saving, low-carbon. 

 belie (verb) – contradict, be at odds with, call into 
question, prove to be false, disprove. 

 trajectory (noun) – track/course, route, path, 
direction, approach. 

 onerous (adjective) – burdensome, difficult, 
tough, troublesome, stressful. 

 concerted (adjective) – united, collective, 
combined, cooperative; forcible, strong, intense. 

 eventual (adjective) – final, ultimate. 
 contingent on (adjective) – dependent, 

conditional. 
 unambiguous (adjective) – unarguable, 

incontrovertible, unquestionable. 
 pseudo- (prefix) – false. 
 narrative (noun) – a representation of a 

particular situation; portrayal/account. 

 


