
 1 

 
 
Britain and ‘net-zero’         
 
 
Since reading law at Oxford, I’ve been particularly interested in 
international law and the interpretation of treaties and international 
agreements. It’s one reason why I’ve followed the UN-focused climate 
negotiations for several years and have read extensively about 
international climate and environmental negotiations and politics going 
back to the 1960s. My conclusion from this is that most major non-
Western countries – the source of 75% of CO2 emissions in 2020 and 
comprising 84% of the world's population and all its poorest people1 2 – 
are either unconcerned about climate change or don’t see it as a priority, 
focusing instead on economic growth, poverty eradication and energy 
security.3 4 5 As a result, although Western countries’ CO2 emissions 
have declined by 19% since international climate negotiations began in 
1990, non-Western countries’ emissions have grown by 123%.6 And it’s 
why few non-Western countries’ ‘Nationally Determined Contributions’ 
published in accordance with the 2015 Paris Climate Agreement say 
anything about plans to make absolute emission cuts.7 
 
 
Many Western climate scientists and commentators state that 
humanity’s emissions must be cut to ‘net-zero’ by around 2050 if we’re 
to avoid possible catastrophe.8 9 And the UN Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change’s 2018 Special Report said that, to achieve that, 
emissions should be reduced ‘by about 45% from 2010 levels by 
2030’.10 But that cannot happen unless non-Western countries change 
their energy and climate policies radically – and do so in time for 
massive cuts to be made by 2030 – i.e. within the next eight years. Yet 
for over two decades the West (essentially the US and EU) has made 
strenuous efforts to persuade them to change their climate policies and 
has totally failed to do so.11  12 Current evidence – e.g. the outcome of 
COP26 in Glasgow13 14 – demonstrates that there’s no realistic prospect 
of it succeeding now. Global net-zero is therefore unachievable. 
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That being so, it makes no sense for Britain, the source of less than 1% 
of global CO2  emissions and facing a potentially severe energy crisis15, 
to continue with its net-zero policy – a policy that would make energy 
increasingly expensive and unreliable16 17, further damage our already 
weakening economy, impoverish poorer people and endanger the most 
vulnerable.18 Moreover, it would mean a huge medium-term spike in our 
emissions, make us increasingly dependent on China for key products, 
components and materials19 20 and probably not be doable because of a 
serious lack of skilled workers.21 But, above all, it could not have the 
slightest practical impact on the continuing growth of global emissions.22 
In other words, the policy, as well as economically damaging and 
probably unachievable, is pointless. We need a new policy – one that 
takes full account of international political reality. 
 
 
I believe that the only rational approach now is for Britain to establish an 
optimum course in a world where we no longer have much influence, 
where emissions will continue to increase and where our trying to 
prevent that from happening would be futile. Instead, we should come to 
terms with international reality by prioritising a strong economy, 
underpinned by reliable and affordable energy and by focusing on the 
improvement of our local environment and on adaptation to whatever 
climate change may occur. 
 
 
 
Robin Guenier        27th November 2021 
 

 
Guenier, previously a general manager, writer, speaker and business 
consultant, is now retired. After reading law at Oxford and qualifying as a 
barrister, he was for twenty years chief executive of various high-tech 
companies. In 1995 he founded Guenier Ltd, an independent business 
consultancy, specialising most recently in project risk; an early 
assignment was as CEO of the Central Computing and 
Telecommunications Agency reporting at ministerial level to the UK 
Cabinet Office. He was Executive Director of Taskforce 2000, founder 
chair of the medical online research company, MedixGlobal, has been a 
regular contributor to TV and radio and has had speaking engagements 
throughout the world. He has various charitable interests and is a 
Freeman of the City of London.  
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Notes and references 
 
 

 
1 See https://ourworldindata.org/world-population-growth for useful population 
analyses.  
2 Likewise re extreme poverty:  https://ourworldindata.org/extreme-poverty.  
3 See Guenier essay, The West vs. the Rest – a review of international 
environment and climate politics since 1972: http://tiny.cc/quyluz  
4 For developing countries, the prioritisation of economic growth and poverty 
eradication is expressly authorised by Article 4.7 of the 1992 UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change: 
https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/convkp/conveng.pdf    
5 An extract from a recent statement by Chinese premier Li Keqiang: ‘Energy 
security should be the premise on which a modern energy system is built’ 
(http://tiny.cc/vpmkuz). 
6 European Commission emissions database: 
https://edgar.jrc.ec.europa.eu/report_2021 
7 All countries’ NDCs: 
https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/NDCStaging/Pages/All.aspx  
8 A statement from Chatham House: http://tiny.cc/3cxluz  
9 A Guardian article by the UK government’s chief scientific adviser: 
http://tiny.cc/kcrluz    
10 IPCC 2018 Special Report: https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/chapter/spm/ (go to 
para C1) 
11 Fossil fuel production continues to increase: 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-58971131  
12 LMDC Ministerial Statement: http://tiny.cc/hpmkuz. The LMDC (Like-Minded 
Developing Countries) includes China, Egypt, India, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, 
Kuwait, Malaysia, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and Vietnam and represents over 
50% of the world’s population. 
13 See the ‘Glasgow Climate Pact’. Despite being called a ‘pact’, it’s clear from 
this vague text that no one agreed to anything:   
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/cop26_auv_2f_cover_decision.pdf  
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14 As COP26 concluded India announced plans to build a huge coal mine in 
Botswana: http://tiny.cc/90zluz  
15 A recent Guardian report: http://tiny.cc/d5zluz  
16 This study finds that the unreliability of renewable energy makes electricity 
significantly more expensive: http://tiny.cc/g1zluz  
17 This paper argues that divestment from fossil fuels has caused the global 
energy crisis: 
https://threadreaderapp.com/thread/1453360927894552583.html  
18 ‘Needless deaths’ due to soaring energy prices: http://tiny.cc/szyluz  
19 A report on China & ‘rare earths’: http://tiny.cc/6pqkuz 
20 How net-zero means increased dependency on China and alignment with 
Chinese human rights abuse: http://tiny.cc/yzyluz  
21 Article on the UK’s skills shortage: http://tiny.cc/u5rluz. 
22 Nicholas (now Lord) Stern, in a letter to Gordon Brown on 19 June 2006, 
said: ‘Building international collective action is essential for an effective 
response. … This will necessitate early action by both developed and 
developing countries.’ http://tiny.cc/1vrluz  
 
 
 


