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 Foreword
Lord Deben

he impacts of climate change are becoming 
clear for all to see. Extreme weather events such 
as the recent �ooding in the UK have brought 

home the risks of the changing climate. Scientists say 
with certainty that human activity lies behind these 
changes. �e need to act couldn�t be clearer.

In June last year, the UK Parliament passed new 
legislation on the advice of the Committee on Climate 
Change, which I chair. It commits the UK to reduce 
its greenhouse gas emissions to net zero by 2050. �e 
pledges which have followed signal a clear ambition from 
local authorities, businesses and academic institutions to 
come together to help meet this vital goal.

Targets alone, however, are only an intention. �ey 
require policies, informed by the best available evidence, 
largely set by government, to deliver the UK�s net zero 
transition over the next 30 years. �e scale of action, and 
the level of coordination that entails across the public 
and private sectors, is challenging. Achieving net zero is 
a must for our planet, but the shi� away from fossil fuels 
will also modernise our economy, and bring cleaner air, 
more nutritious diets, new industries, and jobs. 

�ere is much work to do. Industries and businesses 
must have long-term signals that encourage them to 
invest in zero-carbon options. Partnerships will be 
needed across industry, academia, government and the 
third sector to ensure new skills are developed to create 
a net zero compatible workforce. Similar collaboration 
is needed to deliver innovative solutions to some of the 
thorniest challenges we face, such as how to capture and 
store large amounts of CO2.

Involving the public in the many changes ahead is 
critical. �e net zero transition will not go unnoticed as 
we shi� to lower-carbon forms of heating in our homes, 
as we opt for electric rather than petrol and diesel 
vehicles, as we choose to walk and cycle more. 

�at all begins this year, in the year of climate 
action. �e private sector, academia, NGOs and 
government must come together to ensure that the UK�s 
leadership on climate change is clear as we host the 
pivotal UN Climate Summit in November in Glasgow. 
�is is our chance to show the world that we are serious 
about righting the wrongs of the past. It�s an opportunity 
we must seize.

Lord Deben is Chairman of the Committee on Climate Change. He was the UK�s longest-serving Secretary of State for 
the Environment (1993 to 1997). He has held several other high-level ministerial posts, including Secretary of State for 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (1989 to 1993), and has consistently championed the strong links between environmental 
concerns and business interests.
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through international o�sets. Net zero intuitively 
sounds like a stronger commitment than the UK 
previously made. However, there are a number of risks 
and challenges that this new terminology presents 
that we must tackle head on to ensure a net zero target 
supports a more ambitious programme of climate 
action than the one it replaces. 

What should be prioritised? 
We must resist the urge to think only about the net 
zero target date. We need to focus not just on getting to 
zero, but our pathway of emissions reduction. To limit 
temperature increases in line with the Paris Agreement, 
signi�cant and rapid cuts in emissions are needed now. 
For example, our work setting local authority level 
energy-only carbon budgets has indicated the need for 
10-15% per annum reductions for Greater Manchester 
to be aligned with the Paris Agreement commitments. 
�e UK�s net zero 2050 goal refers to all greenhouse 
gases � but some sectors, for example, road transport 
and electricity, can and will need to move faster.

GGR and emissions reductions; a joined up approach 
Whilst some sectors will not be able to reach zero, 
we must remember that many sectors do have the 
potential to get to, or very close to, �absolute zero,� such 
as our energy system. A long-cited criticism of GGR 

and o�setting schemes is that their consideration may 
sti�e the changes to policy, regulation and investment 
required to get to absolute zero. �is is exacerbated 
if cheap, and potentially unveri�ed, o�set products 
are available on the market and if economic models 
assume that GGR can be delivered for a lower cost 
than emissions reductions. For example, the United 
States and Saudi Arabia arguing against the adoption 
of language stressing the need for removals to be 
additional rather than alternatives to emissions 
reduction at the UN Environmental Assembly. Here 
we have clear evidence at an international scale of 
GGR being used to justify continued investment and 
expansion of fossil fuels internationally.

Focusing on net zero could also be a potential 
deterrent to fully utilising our GGR or carbon 
sink capacity. For example, �e National Trust has 
recently announced ambitious tree planting and land 
management schemes to lock up carbon. However, (at 
least for now) they articulate this ambition in terms 
of balancing their own organisational emissions, 
hitting net zero in 2030 and committing to meeting 
the CCC goal of 17% of forest land cover nationally. 
To fully exploit the potential climate bene�t from our 
land, some organisations may have to be supported to 
become �net negative�.

What can be done?
Our plans for net zero must be explicit on the balance 
between emissions reduction and GGR and how both 
of these elements will be sustainably delivered. Just 
as many organisations or sectors may have thought 
they were in the 20% remaining emissions of the 
previous 80% by 2050 target, there is now a risk that 
many sectors are planning to use GGR too. Can we 

Net Zero explained 
Professor Carly McLachlan

he Paris Agreement commits us to keeping 
the global temperature rise this century 
to ’well below’ 2°C above pre-industrial 

levels and to pursue e�orts to limit the increase to 
1.5°C. �e Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change Report on 1.5°C made clear that climate 
impacts are already being experienced as a result of 
the approximately 1°C of warming that has already 
occurred. �e di�erences in impacts between 
1.5°C and 2°C are stark, and yet so far, the speci�c 
commitments made globally on reducing emissions 
align with approximately 3°C of warming.

�e UK is widely seen as being at the vanguard 
of international climate policy and action. It was the 
�rst country to adopt legally binding climate change 
targets through the Climate Change Act in 2008. Based 
on emissions here in the UK (including international 
aviation and shipping), the UK has achieved a 40% 
reduction in greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
since 1990. However, when we look at consumption 
emissions (including the emissions embedded in goods 
and services that we buy from other countries) our total 
emissions are about 50% larger than the emissions here 
in the UK. �e data for these �consumption emissions� 
only starts in 1997, and since then we�ve only managed 
around a 10% reduction. 

�e vast majority of our emissions reductions 
have come from the power sector; food, mobility, 

heating and industry have proven much more stubborn 
to reduce. �e Committee on Climate Change (CCC) 
track 24 indicators to assess progress on climate action 
in the UK. In their latest progress report they found 
that only seven of these were on track and of these, 
only two were outside of the power sector. On a global 
scale emissions continue to rise, despite decades 
of international commitments, increasingly stark 
warnings about climate impacts, and announcements of 
ambitious plans and targets. 

Against this backdrop the UK has recently adopted 
a target of reaching net zero GHG emissions by 2050, 
replacing the previous target of an 80% reduction by 
2050 based on 1990 levels. �is change followed the 
CCC�s Net Zero Report which analysed the need for, 
and bene�ts of, targeting net zero emissions by 2050, as 
well as the challenges in meeting such a commitment. 

What does Net Zero mean?
�e �net� part of this term is vital because it combines 
into a single term goals of both reducing our emissions 
and providing emissions �removals� so that overall this 
balances to zero. �ere are a variety of technologies and 
practices proposed which have the potential to remove 
CO2 from the atmosphere. �e rationale for including 
GGR (Greenhouse Gas Removal) in a plan for net zero 
is that there are some sectors that prove very di�cult 
or even impossible to reduce completely to zero, as 
identi�ed by colleagues in the article �Rethinking 
o�setting for a Net Zero world.� 

�e CCC plan recommends that the UK should 
deliver these GGRs within national borders. Such an 
approach supports the UK taking responsibility and 
control over the contribution we make to climate 
change, rather than o�shoring these to other countries 

T Our plans for net zero must be 
explicit on the balance between 
emissions reduction and GGR and 
how both of these elements will be 
sustainably delivered.

�e UK�s net zero 2050 goal 
refers to all greenhouse gases � 
but some sectors can and will 
need to move faster.
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sustainably deliver the level of GGR planned? Policies 
that support signi�cant near-term emissions reductions 
are required to maximise our chances of meeting 
the Paris Agreement and limit the worst impacts of 
climate change. We must not allow the promise of a 
future global programme of GGR to be used to justify 
a failure to fundamentally challenge our existing 
unsustainable patterns of consumption and their 
associated infrastructure. Where our activities fall into 
the categories deemed to have persistent emissions 
(eg aviation and agriculture) we must look for demand 
reduction options �rst. As we agree and implement our 
agriculture and land use policy framework outside the 
EU, it is essential that farmers and land managers are 
charged with, and rewarded for, reducing emissions 
from their practices and locking up carbon on their 
land. As with delivering emissions reductions this 
requires a clear and stable policy environment to allow 
for e�ective planning and investment. 

What does this mean for those trying to deliver on 
Net Zero?

� Each actor that sets a target for climate action, from 
organisations, to local and national governments, 
should clearly articulate their plan for getting emissions 
as close to absolute zero as possible. Any �limits� to 
emissions reductions must be regularly reviewed.

� Clear policies are needed to support GGR. �e 
extent to which we rely on these should re�ect our 
con�dence in the existence of proven technologies, 
robust monitoring approaches and sustainable 
supply chains.

� At a national level we need to be clear that 
substantial emissions reductions are expected from 
the vast majority of sectors and that the limited 
removals we can deliver within the UK are likely to 
be needed for speci�c sectors. 

� We should evaluate and justify the equity 
implications of which emissions are deemed to 
too di�cult to reduce. As we develop plans for 
expansion of GGR we should seek to maximise co-
bene�ts on health, well-being and prosperity.

Professor Carly McLachlan is the Director of Tyndall Manchester, one of the founding partners of the Tyndall Centre for 
Climate Change Research established in 2000 to provide interdisciplinary and policy relevant research.

We must fundamentally challenge 
our existing unsustainable 
patterns of consumption and 
their associated infrastructure.

6



� Environmental governance and accountability 
needs to be established, with clear economic 
incentives for retailers to minimise their 
environmental impact. �e introduction of an 
extended producer responsibility scheme for 
textiles which incentivises companies to take 
positive action should be considered, with 
regulatory incentives for transparency over the 
entire supply chain.

Business strategy, sustainability goals and purchasing 
practices are o�en disconnected in fashion and 
textiles. �e rise of fast fashion, with dual pressures of 
cost and speed alongside the growth of cross border 
e-commerce and consumer expectations for fast 
delivery necessitate the use of air freight with demand 
increasing year on year. �e International Transport 
Forum estimated an increase of 411% in carbon 
emissions from airfreight by 2050, assuming business 
as usual. Most textile and garment production takes 
place in Asian countries such as China, India and 
Bangladesh, which run on coal-�red power, a key 
contributor to carbon emissions. �e reality of price 
pressure to achieve margin targets presents another 
obstacle to achieving net zero. Polyester is a highly 
versatile and lower cost option for designers and 
buyers, and has overtaken cotton as the most popular 
global �bre for fashion. But in terms of the product 
lifecycle, WRAP�s (Waste and Resources Action 

Programme) report highlighted that production 
of polyester �bres by polymer extrusion makes the 
greatest contribution to fashion�s carbon footprint, 
while other research has calculated that a woven 
polyester garment�s carbon footprint is double that of 
a cotton one. 

WRAP developed a Sustainable Clothing Action 
Plan (SCAP) which calls for a 15% reduction in 
emissions by 2020, and the UN�s Fashion Industry 
Charter for Climate Action calls for a 30% reduction 
in emissions by 2030. Both of these targets fall short of 
what is needed to stay within 1.5°C of global warming. 
(�e SCAP was launched in 2012, but in 2018, the IPCC 
called for a 45% reduction in emissions by 2030 to keep 
within the 1.5°C limit worldwide.) �e SCAP targets are 
per tonne of clothing so are based on the eco-e�ciency 
of production, not the net growth of the industry. 
However, there are very few, if any, fashion or textile 
companies whose business strategy is based on de-
growth, as this is perhaps the most inherent challenge 
of all, requiring a complete rede�nition of consumer 
behaviour, business model and strategy. 

� Given the increase in the carbon footprint of 
clothing in the UK and predictions of further 
growth globally, it is imperative that those involved 
in the fashion and textiles industry understand that 
policy and technological advances cannot and will 
not transcend the growth challenge of reducing 
carbon emissions. 

What we can do? 
Although sustainability seems to be in fashion, the 
industry must embrace a much deeper and systemic 
change to enable the scaling of low-carbon solutions 

�e true price of fashion 
Dr Patsy Perry

ashion and textiles face increasing criticism 
as environmentally damaging industries, 
due to their global reach in manufacturing 

and retailing, high use of water, energy and toxic 
chemicals, and increasing levels of textile waste. 
According to the Ellen McArthur Foundation, textile 
manufacturing is responsible for more carbon 
emissions than all international �ights and maritime 
shipping combined. If the current rate of production 
and consumption continues, the industry�s emissions 
will increase by over 50% by 2030. �e industry�s 
relative impact is forecast to signi�cantly increase; 
at current rates, it could account for over 25% of the 
global carbon budget by 2050 (based on the IPCC�s 
2°C scenario). 

Internationalisation of manufacturing and retail 
activities is led by the constant search for cheaper and 
faster sources of production, the opportunities o�ered 
by increasing market demand for fashion in emerging 
economies, and the increasing popularity of �fast fashion.�

Numerous fashion brands and retailers, including 
luxury groups, fast fashion and e-commerce giants, 
are pledging carbon neutrality in response to the call 
for net zero. Although the industry is making changes, 
these initiatives are not drastic enough to meet the net 
zero target, since many pledges are based on o�setting 
emissions, not reducing them. But how viable is net 
zero in a highly globalised industry sector which faces 

dual pressures of cost and speed, and where growth is 
predicated on selling more items? 

Challenges
Fashion supply chains are geographically long and 
complex, spanning developed and developing countries 
and encompassing a multitude of �rms as a result 
of the industry�s structural shi� to outsourcing of 
production. Most carbon emissions emanate from 
these. Businesses must �rst map their carbon emissions 
before setting targets for mitigation measures, but 
given the complexity of fashion supply chains and 
the lack of transparency of end to end manufacturing 
and distribution operations, this is challenging. Most 
fashion items sold in the UK are imported and very few 
fashion companies are vertically integrated. Research 
has shown that even in luxury silk supply chains, Italian 
textile manufacturers no longer have visibility of raw 
material cultivation as it had been outsourced to China 
for cost e�ciency several decades ago. Brands and 
retailers need a holistic understanding of the whole 
supply chain to understand the carbon footprint of the 
business, as far back as the carbon emissions of the 
land used to grow cotton or the process of extruding 
polyester �bres from petrochemicals � but these stages 
are mostly unknown due to the extent of outsourcing in 
the industry. �e challenge of supply chain traceability 
is exacerbated for retailers who sell third-party brands. 
For example, e-commerce giant Zalando�s recent 
carbon neutral pledge only covers its own o�ce, 
warehouse and transport operations, not those of the 
third-party brands it sells. With greater consumer 
awareness of sustainability issues, there could be a risk 
of reputational damage or boycott if consumers perceive 
such pledges as ’greenwashing’. 

F Although sustainability seems 
to be in fashion, the industry 
must embrace a much deeper and 
systemic change.

Textile manufacturing is responsible 
for more carbon emissions than all 
international �ights and maritime 
shipping combined. 
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needed to remain on track for net zero by 2050. 
O�setting will become increasingly insu�cient given 
industry growth predictions and as such there must 
be a focus on reducing emissions as much as possible, 
taking a long term focus to investment to reach carbon 
neutrality. Policymakers must create the conditions to 
incentivise and accelerate industry-wide transition to net 
zero emissions and bring along those who are lagging 
behind. �is will involve support in the development and 
sharing of best practice in work programmes, low-carbon 
production technologies, or new business models which 
are not predicated on producing and selling more items. 

� Any UK policy initiative in the race to net zero 
must take into account the highly globalised nature 
of the industry. �e UK must move responsibility 
for action beyond national borders and encourage 
political support internationally.

� Policymakers should recognise that voluntary 
compliance cannot be relied upon and implement 
enforcement measures such as proportional 
�nes for non-compliance � as noted by the 
Environmental Audit Committee in 2019, only 11 
UK fashion retailers were signatories of the SCAP. 
�e new O�ce for Environmental Protection has a 
signi�cant role to play in ensuring manufacturers 
and retailers are held accountable for the social and 
environmental consequences of their practices.

Dr Patsy Perry is Senior Lecturer in Fashion Marketing in the Department of Materials and teaches students on 
BSc and MSc fashion business programmes in subjects relating to fashion marketing, supply chain management and 
sustainability. Her expertise includes the environmental and social impacts of fashion and her work has been published 
in academic journals and books, as well as featured in the press and broadcast media. 

Any UK policy initiative in the 
race to net zero must take into 
account the highly globalised 
nature of the industry.
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