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vExploring emerging norms of climate neutrality

We assess the rapidly emerging climate neutrality targets by countries world-wide and investigate how 

such an emerging international norm could advance international climate cooperation. Further, we 

discuss what implications arise for the design of international climate finance and support according 

to article 9 of the Paris Agreement, and inversely, analyze how climate finance and support can 

anchor such norms and stimulate related policy formulation for climate and development. In order 

to better understand the mechanisms behind international climate cooperation, we explore how the 

following factors may contribute to and mutually reinforce each other to achieve the Paris Agreement’s 

temperature targets: acceptance and internalization of the climate neutrality norm, trust, transparency 

and the provision of catalytic means such as international climate finance and support. We show how 

climate neutrality norms can guide domestic policy makers towards the establishment of forward-

looking climate and development policy frameworks during a phase of norm internalization. 

Our research design and methods combine global data sets on climate neutrality policies and targets, 

with case study analyses. The latter consists of five country case studies, including four emerging 

economies (Brazil, India, Indonesia and South Africa) and one industrialized country and contributor 

of climate finance and support (Germany). Through these five country case studies, we show how 

individual climate neutrality targets differ, and what differences exist in terms of developing national 

pathways for their achievements (norm internalization). We find that norm adoption is driven by a variety 

of actors, ranging from civil society groups (Germany, South Africa) to local governments (India) and 

national government institutions (Indonesia) as well as the corporate sector (Brazil, South Africa). In all 

countries, significant amounts of investments will be needed to transform sectoral development, calling 

for an ever more prominent role of international climate finance (ICF) and relatedly, for effective designs 

of ICF. 

The findings hint at a dual effect between an emerging norm of climate neutrality and the effectiveness 

of international climate finance: for one thing, climate neutrality targets might further foster national 

ownership and roadmaps for climate policy, which are important to attract ICF-related funding. For 

another, ICF can provide the means of implementation to develop and implement policy frameworks 

towards climate neutrality. 

Summary
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While the five countries have all established country-specific climate neutrality targets, there is a variety 

of unique timelines and sector related actions, which confirms the necessity for ICF to be designed in a 

country specific way. Global formulation of support needs by developing nations might need to remain 

on a general level, because of the bottom-up nature of the Paris agreement and associated needs for 

country specific approaches. For ICF to be designed specifically to support national climate neutrality 

targets, country-specific pathways are essential as guidance, though not yet available. In order to avoid 

delays of climate action due to the long-term nature of the climate neutrality targets, timelines and 

milestones should be established, including for short and mid-term action, which would allow to orient 

funders. Such pathways might be important as indicators of the success of international cooperation on 

multiple levels: to define ambition, and to test alignment of cooperation instruments with the objective of 

climate neutrality. 



Introduction

CHAPTER ONE

Ice surrounds the northern Canadian Spicer Islands 
by US Geological Survey
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An increasing number of countries, sub-national entities and companies are committing to transit to 

climate neutrality by specified timelines (UNFCCC, 2021). While some commitments reflect in depth 

analysis and a shared understanding of pathways, others are more aspirational. We argue that the 

widespread focus on ‘net zero’ constitutes a new norm for climate change mitigation, within the context 

of both the international climate change regime, as a further specification of the mitigation goals 

contained in Article 4 of the Paris Agreement, and the temperature goal contained in Article 2 (UNFCCC, 

2015). The net zero norm also operates extensively across different mitigation contexts, ranging from 

subnational entities such as cities, to corporations and financial institutions. The primary purpose of 

our study is to understand the implications of this new norm for international climate cooperation and 

finance. 

Within the scope of this paper, we understand cooperation to be facilitated by a set of factors that 

enable countries to realize their mitigation contributions under the Paris Agreement. More specifically, 

cooperation is guided by the 1.5-2 °C temperature goal of the Paris Agreement, and individual 

mitigation contributions by countries in a fair and equitable manner. Cooperation is further catalyzed 

by the availability of international climate finance according to Article 9 of the Paris Agreement (Hale, 

2020). Important auxiliary factors for cooperation can relate to emergent norms, trust, transparency, 

experimentation, and learning, as well as taking a multilevel and polycentric perspective on international 

cooperation (Aklin and Mildenberger, 2020; Hale, 2020; McGrath and Bernauer, 2017; Ostrom, 2010). 

In our definition, international climate finance is broadly understood as support provided to developing 

countries, which may include finance, capacity development and technology cooperation. While 

we focus mostly on article 9 (climate finance and support), our recommendations might inform the 

work program of international cooperation under article 6.8 for non-market mechanisms of the Paris 

Agreement. The article 6.4, referring to international offsets and emissions trading, is however outside 

the scope of our paper. 

The paper is structured as follows: 

First, we introduce the role of norms for cooperation under the Paris Agreement and assess the 

role of climate neutrality in the national discourse at sub-national, national level and among various 

stakeholders in our five partner countries. Building upon this, we analyze how climate neutrality as a 

norm can catalyze international climate cooperation.

In a second step, we discuss how international climate finance and support can be designed as to further 

enhance climate neutrality norms and associated factors of cooperation, and how this could support 

domestic climate policy implementation. 



Climate 
Neutrality as an 
emerging norm

CHAPTER TWO

COP26 sign
by chrisdorney
stock.adobe.com
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Elinor Ostrom won the Nobel prize for her work on commons and how people cooperate to create or 

protect them. She initially focused on local commons, but in her later years also explored questions akin 

to international environmental cooperation (Ostrom, 2010). 

A key principle she identified for successful cooperation is the existence of shared norms. While many 

worked hard to communicate and establish a shared understanding of the Paris agreements objectives, 

these objectives remained relatively abstract across the political systems. For many, the concept of 

climate neutrality seems far more tangible. It has not only become a requirement for reaching Paris, 

but is increasingly understood to be technologically, economically, and socially viable. It is now seen as 

necessary and required by more and more countries, organisations and people. 

But is climate neutrality becoming a new, and increasingly internationally shared norm?

2.1 International norm development 
and collective behavior

In this section, we seek to characterize both the concept and the implications of climate neutrality 

as an emerging norm underpinning international climate. In this context, the term norm is typically 

used “to describe collective expectations for the proper behavior of actors with a given identity” 

(Peter Katzenstein, 1996: 5). Norms are thus crucial in shaping human behavior and interactions. 

Kinzig et al (2013) argue that there is an intrinsic interplay between norms – needed to address global 

environmental problems and alter individual and social behavior towards protection of the commons – 

and policy making. On the complex terrain of climate change mitigation, norms have two functions: i) to 

orient action, and ii) to serve as a benchmark for the adequacy of action (Herz, 2019). Climate change is 

a “super-wicked” problem, and climate actions need to be measured against a complex set of tradeoffs 

(Saab, 2019). 

Norms constitute the foundation of the two main logics of action introduced by March and Olsen 

(1983): the logic of consequentiality and the logic of appropriateness. While the former seeks to explain 

human interactions on the basis of what actors expect to be the consequences of their actions, the 

latter postulates that actors act according to what they deem to be appropriate. The challenge lies 

in the combination of those two views, since “a theory of purposeful human behavior must take into 

account the diversity of human motivation and modes of behavior and account for the relationship and 

interaction between different logics in different institutional settings” (ibid.). Peters et al (2017) examine 

the logics of action in the context of policymaking responses to the problem of climate change, which 

can be proportionate or disproportionate to the perceived scale of the problem. They argue that these 

differences can be explained by the inherent values of an organization, path dependencies of developing 

certain policy responses, or altered perceptions of the magnitude of the problem – still, the response will 

be formulated within the boundaries of the institution ś structure (ibid). 
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In the context of climate policy, norms can refer to the establishment not only of shared expectations 

how an actor should behave (i.e., proactively engaging in climate mitigation with a specific goal in 

mind), but also of shared views and understandings of global climate change (Gach, 2019). This makes 

it important to consider the creation and diffusion of norms beyond national boundaries. According to 

Finnemore and Sikkink (1998), international norm development typically moves through three stages: 

1. Norm emergence, during which a new understanding of appropriate behavior and standards 

begins to take shape and is promoted by certain actors. 

2. In the next stage, the norm cascade, a critical mass of actors adopts the new standards, and 

issues national policies accordingly – Gach (2019) refers to a share of 25 to 33 percent of actors 

adopting the new standards, and thereby conforming to a new global identity or norm. 

3. In the last stage, internalization of the new norm, state and non-state actors adjust their 

behavior and decisions based on the new norm. 

It is important to recognize that several norms may emerge simultaneously and that these norms 

may compete among each other (Andre et al, 2021). For the purpose of this report, we focus on 

the role of national governments and the interplay of policies, behaviors and norms in the context 

of climate neutrality. We omit, for instance, that private actors play important roles as adopters of 

climate neutrality targets for the corporate sector (Hale et al, 2022), as well as being influential on 

policy decisions, which according to institutional theories can be over or under-reactions to the climate 

problem (Peters et al, 2017). 

Those theoretical foundations in mind, let us now take a closer look at climate neutrality and its potential 

to act as an international norm.

2.2 Overview on climate 
neutrality and net zero goals: 
status and dynamics

The development of systematic global cooperation on climate change began in the 1980s and was 

formalized by the negotiation of the UNFCCC in 1992. The UNFCCC contains an “ultimate objective”:

“The ultimate objective of this Convention and any related legal 
instruments that the Conference of the Parties may adopt is 
to achieve, in accordance with the relevant provisions of the 
Convention, stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations in the 
atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic 
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interference with the climate system. Such a level should be 
achieved within a time frame sufficient to allow ecosystems to 
adapt naturally to climate change, to ensure that food production 
is not threatened and to enable economic development to proceed 
in a sustainable manner.” 

UNFCCC, Article 2

This collective goal is matched by specifications for action of individual countries, in Article 4, which do 

not extend further than developing policy measures to address anthropogenic emissions (UNFCCC, 

2015).

Just over 20 years later, the Paris Agreement contains both a specific temperature goal (well below 2 

degrees with efforts to limit temperature rise to 1.5 degrees) and a mitigation goal of achieving net zero 

GHGs “in the second half of the century” (ibid.). The decision accompanying the Paris Agreement in 

2015 also contained a request to the IPCC to produce a special report on 1.5 degrees. The findings of the 

Special Report included a) a strong justification for keeping temperature increase to 1.5 degrees; and b) 

a description of what global emissions pathways would keep temperature rise to this limit (IPCC, 2018). 

These global emissions pathways reach net zero “around 2050” for CO2e (ibid.). 

These findings were made the centrepiece of the UN Secretary General’s Summit in 2019, which placed 

great emphasis on both 1.5 degrees as the only acceptable temperature target, and the achievement of 

net zero emissions by 2050. Both these elements were formally included in the outcome from COP 26 in 

Glasgow – there was a decisive shift of emphasis in favor of 1.5 degrees in the final decision, and a formal 

recognition of the science from the Special Report, both of which concretized the less precise language 

of the Agreement in Articles 2 and 4 (UN Climate Change Conference UK, 2021). 

While the Paris Agreement is built around short-term targets (Nationally Determined Contributions 

or NDCs), with a considerable amount of other institutional infrastructure, including a 5-year cycle 

for submission, transparency provisions for reporting on implementation and achievement, and a 

“ratcheting up” mechanism via the 5-yearly global stocktake, net zero targets are only specified in 

somewhat vaguer provisions for Parties to provide long-term low emissions development pathways in 

Article 4 (UNFCCC, 2015). In addition to the process and broader context for specifying NDC mitigation 

targets, there are a number of other key arrangements which accompany these, and also establish 

their legitimacy as part of the overall package agreed in Paris in 2015. These include the mitigation-

focused principles of differentiation referred to above, which include developed countries taking the 

lead, including in the peaking of their emissions, providing support to developing countries for the 

implementation of their NDCs, and also the addressing of adaptation and loss and damage (ibid.). 

Differing timelines and remaining equity-based carbon budgets towards climate neutrality may be used 

as benchmarks to define climate finance commitments.
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Long-term pathways have been more explicitly tied to net zero outcomes in the Glasgow Climate Pact, 

but still without any of the other institutional arrangements accompanying NDCs. A very limited number 

of countries have submitted long-term strategies to the UNFCCC so far. Of these, only a fraction leads 

to net zero (Climate Action Tracker, 2022). On the other hand, the last couple of years has seen a rapid 

growth of climate neutrality targets, in different contexts. To date, more than 135 countries have already 

set or are intending to set some form of climate neutrality or net zero commitment (Climate Action 

Tracker, 2021; Energy and Climate Intelligence Unit, 2021; UNEP, 2020; World Resources Institute, 2021). 

These include references to net-zero emissions, net-zero carbon, carbon neutrality, GHG neutrality, 

climate neutrality and a decarbonised economy or society. The term climate neutrality is often used 

interchangeably for net-zero CO2 or GHG emissions, however, the meaning of climate neutrality leaves 

room for interpretation depending on context and language. 

Along with national commitments, an increasing number of regions, cities and companies are setting net 

zero targets. Together, these cover not only the majority of GHG emissions, but also GDP and population 

(see Figure 1 below).

Whilst the net zero targets emerge as a common striving towards decarbonisation, they vary 

considerably in terms of scope, level of commitment and timeframe. Some targets include all sectors 

of domestic activity, others remain unclear or are undecided. Similarly, inclusion of non-CO2 emissions 

is not always clearly defined, whereas those from international aviation and shipping are either not 

specified or in some cases explicitly excluded (World Resources Institute, 2020). Additionally, there are 

large differences in accounting for the sum of national GHG emissions within the UNFCCC reporting 

system and global GHG emissions as modelled for global net zero pathways. 

FIGURE 1

Global Net Zero Coverage

Source: Net Zero Tracker. Energy and Climate Intelligence Unit, Data-Driven EnviroLab, NewClimate Institute, 
Oxford Net Zero. 2021.
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For corporate net zero targets, only 32% cover the entirety of Scope 3 emissions and 25% of targets 

only partially cover Scope 3 (Net zero tracker, 2021). The recently published Corporate Responsibility 

Monitor evaluates the transparency and integrity of company pledges and finds that headline pledges 

are often ambiguous and only lead to emission reductions of at best 40% instead of the 100% 

suggested by the net zero framing. (Day et al, 2022).

Considering the embeddedness of national targets in national policy, some are enshrined in law and 

many included in policy documents. However, a significant number remain either declarations or 

proposals (see Figure 2). Similarly, most city-level net zero targets are not binding, with the majority of 

targets only existing as pledges, or being in discussion (UNEP, 2021). Even where targets are formalized 

in policy or law, independent analysis shows that these are not underpinned by sufficient policy action or 

reflected in sufficiently ambitious mid-term targets to ensure their achievement (CAT, 2021). 

The majority of net zero targets are for 2050, which coincides with the mid-century timescale for 

global CO2 emissions suggested by the IPCC in order to limit warming to 1.5°C. Some targets aim at 

earlier years (2030 to 2045) and others after 2050, although it is not clear that the same emissions are 

accounted for collectively. From an emissions perspective targets are split almost equally between 2050 

and post 2060 due to the pledges by the EU and US (2050) and China (2060), and at COP 26, India 

(2070) and Brazil (2060) (UNEP, 2021). 

FIGURE 2

Status of National Targets

Source: Net Zero Tracker. Energy and Climate Intelligence Unit, Data-Driven EnviroLab, NewClimate Institute, 
Oxford Net Zero. 2021.
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The difference in timescales is partly a reflection of the principle of “common but differentiated 

responsibilities” which stands at the heart of collective climate action in the context of the UNFCCC 

and its Paris Agreement. As mentioned earlier, it is thus crucial to consider climate neutrality within the 

context of other existing norms within the existing international climate change regime. The question of 

equity, with regard to the timing and detail of net zero targets, and also within the broader context of the 

international climate change regime, has not been adequately addressed yet in the literature.

A critical element of climate neutrality and net zero claims is the use of offsets, as this will define the 

achievement of global net zero. The vast majority of targets has not specified the use of offsets or, if 

included, has not specified conditions of use. This applies to 91% of country targets, 79% of city targets, 

78% of state and regional targets and 48% of public company targets (UNEP, 2021).

In short, significant momentum behind the concept of net zero and climate neutrality can be noted 

globally across all jurisdictions. One can thus confidently affirm that stage two of international norm 

diffusion has been reached. As Blondeel (2020) puts it, “climate neutrality […] is rapidly becoming the 

new ‘standard of appropriateness’”. With non-state actors also adjusting their behavior to the emergence 

of this new norm a step towards the achievement of stage three of the Finnemore and Sikkink model 

(1998) can even be noted. 

Yet, considering the ambiguities and uncertainties around the definition and degree of commitment 

behind the targets, it remains unclear to what extent the norm of climate neutrality really has been 

internalized. Insights from our case studies will be used to further analyze this question in the following 

section.



CHAPTER THREE

Climate neutrality 
in SNAPFI partner 
countries 

Bandra Worli Sea Link, Mumbai, India
by Sid Saxena
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In our partner countries too, climate neutrality has gained significance in the national discourse. A series 

of interviews allows us to sketch the current status of the climate neutrality targets as well as of the main 

perceived challenges and chances for these respective countries. Though the pictures which emerge 

from our case studies, diverge in terms of needs, ambition and scope, the climate neutrality debate 

raises several common aspects among the countries.

3.1 Case study: India

What triggered the definition of the climate neutrality target?

During the COP26, India pledged to become carbon neutral by 2070. This announcement, which is not 

backed by an action plan, came as a surprise to many, even more so as central stakeholders were not 

informed. 

What developments are outlined for key sectors to reach climate neutrality? 

As per the Science-Based Target Initiative, about 64 Indian companies have committed to reduce GHG 

emissions, with 24 committing to net zero by 2050 (Handa, 2021). At corporate level, service sector 

companies like Tata Consultancy Services (TCS), as well as the banking sector (HDFC Bank), are aiming 

to reduce emissions through renewable energy usage; hard to abate sectors like steel and cement are 

using internal carbon pricing as a starting point to reduce their emission intensity (Chandra, 2021). 

In general, committing to net zero targets is increasingly becoming advantageous from the perspective 

of financial sustainability. This can be seen in the latest CDP Report, in which partaking companies 

estimated the cost of climate-related opportunities at INR 2787 billion (CDP, 2021). Nevertheless, Indian 

companies must also mitigate climate risks in the next five years to avoid the losses, which, according to 

the Carbon Disclosure Project, could amount to more than INR 7138 billion collectively (ibid.).

Which levels of society (national level, subnational level, corporate level, civil society 
level, etc.) drive the debate on climate neutrality?

In India, the debate is mostly led at subnational levels. For subnational regions, the term net zero is an 

opportunity to mainstream climate action into development efforts by avoiding carbon intensive options 

and protecting natural resources. At this level, steps are being taken in at least five local governments 

to encourage economic growth by moving away from using carbon-intensive options and to establish 

carbon neutrality goals and models (Agarwal et al, 2021).

At corporate level, 24 of India’s biggest companies joined hands with the government in November 2020 

and pledged to become carbon neutral.  They committed to collectively take the country to the net zero 

emission goal through nine specific mitigation measures. This includes the promotion of renewable 

energy, enhanced energy efficiency, planned afforestation and waste management and recycling 

(Mohan, 2020).
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Due to the upward growth trajectory of India’s economy, India’s emissions are expected to grow 

(Karstensen et al, 2020). India’s reluctancy to committing to a more ambitious timeline can be explained 

when taking equity into account: the principle of Common but Differentiated Responsibilities (CBDR) 

postulates that developed countries must reduce emissions at a higher pace to provide the necessary 

“carbon space” to developing countries (Chauhan, 2021). India’s choice of timeline does not rule out the 

possibility of reaching net zero earlier than 2070; instead, it reflects India’s willingness to compromise 

under growing international pressure to commit. 

Where does climate neutrality clarify and strengthen actions – and where does it create 
confusion (definition/role of off-setting) or distraction from planned action?

India has only recently committed to climate neutrality and, hence, there are so far no declarations at 

the national level. At the subnational level, however, a memorandum of understanding focusing on clean 

energy and energy efficiency programmes has been signed between Convergence Energy Services 

Limited (CESL) and Ladakh to make the Union Territory carbon neutral (Ministry of Power, 2021). To 

reduce the carbon footprint of Ladakh, 7500 MW of solar power plants will be installed in on its territory 

in next five years (Mint, 2020).

In terms of mitigation in the electricity sector, India has also announced a National Hydrogen Mission 

(Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Gas, 2020). This mission looks at production and use of green 

hydrogen for renewable electricity, as well as for the transport sector. This becomes particularly 

important considering a cross-sectoral assessment published by TERI, which lays out pathways in which 

hydrogen technologies can help India transition to a net zero energy system (Hall et al, 2020).

What are expectations for ICF in supporting the transition to climate neutrality?

Since, in addition to still being on a pathway towards development, India is one of the most vulnerable 

countries to the impacts of climate change, international assistance will be required to achieve the 

target of net zero by 2070:

 › Technology transfer: This is essential in cases where carbon removal technologies are 

economically not viable for India at a large scale. 

 › Capacity Building of different stakeholders: Both the government and subnational players 

need capacity building to understand what interventions are required and to help developing 

them at large scale.

 › International finance: The scale of international finance has to be increased, as well as targeted 

at sectors beyond renewables/the 
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3.2 Case study: Indonesia

What triggered the definition of the climate neutrality target?

The setting of the 2060 Climate Neutrality target in Indonesia was driven both by national and 

international factors. In the national context, setting a target for climate neutrality is in line with the 

Indonesian constitution, namely Article 28H of the constitutional law of 1945 (Constitute, 2021). The 

article emphasizes the state's obligation to guarantee a decent life and a healthy environment for all 

citizens. Indonesia also bases its climate neutrality pledge and long-term strategy on low carbon and 

climate resilience (LTS-LCCR) on a broader legal framework, which includes the law for environmental 

protection and management (National Law No 32, 2009: Protection and Management of the 

Environment, 2009). Meanwhile, in the international context, setting a target for climate neutrality is 

driven by Indonesia's commitment to the Paris agreement. This is, amongst others, reflected by the 

determination of the Long-Term Strategy for Low Carbon and Climate Resilience 2050 (Government of 

Indonesia, 2021).

What developments are outlined for key sectors to reach climate neutrality? 

Indonesia has outlined pathways for several of its key sectors to move towards climate neutrality. 

In the AFOLU sector, for example, the Indonesian government has announced it would take a 

series of measures, such as the avoiding of deforestation, the enhancement of carbon sinks, or the 

implementation of biogas (Ministry of Environment and Forestry, 2021).

In the energy sector, the government has vowed to focus on the power sector (ibid.). The main objectives 

that have been formulated in this sector reflect a careful balance between economic development and 

climate mitigation. For example, energy demand is to be minimized without compromising economic 

welfare and development. In addition to this, fuel use in industry is to be shifted from coal to gas and 

renewable energy sources. This inserts itself in a broader strategy for the development of renewables 

(ibid.).

In terms of waste too, steps have been outlined for further mitigation. They include the enhancement of 

access to toilets by increasing the number of septic-tanks from 71% in 2020 to 85% in 2050 for people 

living in rural areas, and from 88% in 2020 to 99% in 2050 for people living in urban areas (Government 

of Indonesia, 2021).

Finally, the government has set a series of targets for the IPPU sector. In the cement industry, for 

example, the use of blended cement is to be implemented, while the aluminum processing technology is 

to be improved in the steel industry (ibid.).
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Which levels of society (national level, subnational level, corporate level, civil society 
level, etc.) drive the debate on climate neutrality?

At the national level, the debate on climate neutrality is mostly driven by the president, the House 

Representative (DPR), the Ministry of Energy and Mineral Resources (MEMR), and the Ministry of 

Environment and Forestry (MEF). The President supported carbon neutrality through the publication of 

the Presidential Regulation (Perpres) on the Economic Value of Carbon (NEK) (Indonesia Commodity 

& Derivatives Exchange, 2021). Meanwhile, the House of Representatives of Indonesia (DPR) urged the 

Minister of Energy and Mineral Resources (ESDM) to immediately realize a roadmap for the energy 

transition to net zero (Humas EBKTE, n.d.). This roadmap is currently being drafted (Humas EBTKE, 

n.d.). In addition to this, the Ministry of Environment and Forestry (MEF) gave the following statement at 

COP26, “the forestry sector [will not only be carbon neutral] by 2030, […], it [will even be able to] store 

140 million tons of carbon” (Yayasan Madani Berkelanjutan, n.d.).

Though the civil society and the subnational level as a whole are less prominent in pushing forward 

climate neutrality, there are nevertheless a few examples of actors doing so. The governor of DKI 

Jakarta, for example, is involved in the forum Dialogue Between C40 Mayors and the UN Secretary 

General, Advancing Carbon Neutrality and Resilient Recovery for Cities and Nations. In addition to this, 

the Institute for Essential Services Reform (IESR) is continuously monitoring the progress of Indonesia’s 

LTS-LCCR document and net zero emissions target. 

Where does climate neutrality clarify and strengthen actions – and where does it create 
confusion (definition/role of off-setting) or distraction from planned action?

In Indonesia, the terms of climate neutrality are stated in the MEMR Roadmap of Carbon Neutrality  

(Republic of Indonesia, 2021). In the long-term, climate neutrality can be achieved through five core 

principles: (1) the massive development of new renewable Energy (NRE) facilities, (2) the reduction 

of fossil energy use, (3) the use of electric vehicles in the transportation sector, (4) the increased use 

of electricity generated by solar and wind power by households and industries, (5) the use of Carbon 

Capture and Storage (CCS). Currently, the government of Indonesia is preparing a road map to energy 

neutrality from 2021 until 2060 with several key strategies related to, among others, the expansion 

of new and renewable energy, the retirement of coal power plants, the halting of gas imports, and the 

altering of the energy matrix towards 100 % NRE (ibid.). 

What are expectations for ICF in supporting the transition to climate neutrality?

To achieve the target of climate neutrality, it is necessary to have financial flows that facilitate the 

achievement of each sectoral target. Analysis carried out during the development of the net zero 

target indicates that additional investment is required to support mitigation actions. Amongst others, 

additional investments are critical for increasing productivity in the AFOLU sector (e.g., mechanization, 

agricultural inputs, land management, and research and development) and technology adoption in the 

energy sector (e.g., for increasing energy efficiency and adopting CCS technologies). In addition, there 

is a need for a better funding strategy through increased diversification of funding sources, increased 

capacity of funding institutions, and increased capacity of stakeholders in accessing finance.
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3.3 Case study: Brazil

What triggered the definition of the climate neutrality target?

On December 9th, 2020, the Brazilian government submitted its updated NDC, indicating a long-term 

objective of achieving carbon neutrality in 2060, and considering a more ambitious objective – “having a 

time horizon, for instance, the year 2050” – upon the functioning of the market mechanisms under the 

Paris Agreement (Government of Brazil, 2020).

What developments are outlined for key sectors to reach climate neutrality

At the Climate Summit, in April 2021, President Jair Bolsonaro committed that the country will achieve 

climate neutrality by 2050, a goal which was formally communicated to the UNFCCC in October of that 

year (UN Affairs, 2021; Watanabe, 2021). According to the Ministry of the Environment’s Guidelines for a 

National Strategy on Climate Neutrality, to reach the 2050 goal, the country intends to take the following 

sector-specific measures (Ministério do Meio Ambiente, 2021). In forestry, the goal is to eliminate illegal 

deforestation by 2028 and the restoration and reforestation of 18 million hectares of forests. The energy 

sector aims at an increase of the share of renewable energy in the energy matrix by 45%-50% by 2030, 

including an increase in the share of sustainable biofuels. In agriculture and livestock, the goal is to fully 

implement the Low-Carbon Agriculture Plan 2030-2030 (ABC+ Plan), while the industry sector sets the 

policy to stimulate measures to unlock barriers to the creation of new green businesses. Notably, the 

transport sector should undergo a transition to low-carbon infrastructure. The National Green Growth 

Plan, as well as carbon market mechanisms and adaptation form parts of the strategy as well (ibid.). 

Which levels of society (national level, subnational level, corporate level, civil society 
level, etc.) drive the debate on climate neutrality?

At the sub-national level, under the UN-backed global campaign Race to Zero, the states of Acre (one 

of the campaign’s founding signatories), Amapá, Amazonas, Mato Grosso, Pernambuco, Rondônia, São 

Paulo and Tocantins committed to pursuing an emissions reductions trajectory consistent with achieving 

net zero emissions by 2050 (Climate Group, 2021).

In the corporate sector, climate neutrality has also been debated. Between September 28th and October 

27th 2021, FGV surveyed 39 Brazilian companies that publish GHG inventories according to the GHG 

Protocol Program Brazil and that consider climate neutrality an important issue with regard to their 

mitigation strategies. Of the companies selected, 20 responded to the survey. Among the main findings 

is that nine of the 20 respondents have a carbon neutrality target or commitment, four of which have 

publicly disclosed them. However, the main challenge in setting a target mentioned by respondents 

includes the need for investments and setting a target for indirect (Scope 3) emissions. It showed that 

companies are involved in private sector working groups to discuss climate neutrality, whereas less 

debate takes place with the public sector.
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In sum, national, sub-national and corporate actors in Brazil are involved in discussions about climate 

neutrality, some of whom are already setting targets, whilst the challenge is focused on the “how” and 

what is required to reach these commitments. Guidelines and methodologies, such as the one recently 

launched by the Science Based Targets Initiative (2022), may help these actors to develop initiatives and 

find solutions to attain these targets, and international climate finance will have an important role to fund 

these actions.

Where does climate neutrality clarify and strengthen actions – and where does it create 
confusion (definition/role of off-setting) or distraction from planned action?

Several actions indicated as measures to reach carbon neutrality, such as the Low-Carbon Agriculture 

Plan and the expansion of low-carbon transport infrastructure, are existing programs headed by other 

Ministries1. Hence, climate neutrality appears to act more as an umbrella congregating these existing 

programs and initiatives than proposing new solutions to attain the target.

What are expectations for ICF in supporting the transition to climate neutrality?

With regard to international cooperation, the government states that both national and international 

financial resources will be required to accelerate sustainable projects and initiatives, and that the 

Interministerial Committee on Climate Change and Green Growth is tasked with attracting these funds 

(Ministério de Meio Ambiente, 2021). Moreover, the country intends to pursue technical cooperation 

and technological transfer to develop expertise in issues such as water desalinisation and ultra-efficient 

irrigation systems. Brazil also intends to promote technical cooperation with less developed countries 

(ibid.).

3.4 Case study: South Africa

What triggered the definition of the climate neutrality target?

South Africa first started considering a net zero target for 2050 in the context of a national dialogue 

undertaken by its National Planning Commission, which was aimed at defining a long-term pathway for a 

just transition to a low-emissions, resilient society (National Planning Commission, no date). This was on 

the back of other long-term scenario processes which have been run since 2005. The NPC process was 

not completed, and so South Africa communicated only an aspirational goal, as follows:

1 The first phase of the Low-Carbon Agriculture Plan was launched in 2010 with the goal of promoting the adoption of low-
carbon techniques in the agricultural sector, such as recovery of degraded pastures and the no-tillage system (Ministério da 
Agricultura, 2016). As for low-carbon transport infrastructure, since 2019, the Ministry of Infrastructure has put efforts to 
diversify the freight transportation matrix and change the regulatory framework so as to encourage the increase of private 
investments for railway and waterway infrastructure (Ministério da Infraestrutura, 2022).
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“We thus commit to ultimately moving towards a goal of net zero 
carbon emissions by 2050, which will require various interventions 
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. This goal, how it will be 
achieved to ensure a just transition, and how the economic 
advantages of the transition will be maximised, will be formally 
communicated in future iterations of this strategy”

SA LEDS 2020

This somewhat tentative commitment to “ultimately moving towards” a goal of net zero CO2 emissions 

was likewise placed in the context of a just transition. In South Africa, this is focused on the question 

of the transition from coal, which will involve large-scale shifts in employment over a multi-decade 

period. There is very high political sensitivity to this, given the immense challenges of a country with an 

unemployment rate of almost 40% and extreme inequality. 

The key institutional context for this long-term goal has shifted in the last two years from the National 

Planning Commission to a newly created Presidential Climate Commission (PCC) (SA News, 2020). The 

PCC has its roots in the 2018 National Jobs Summit, and was a key outcome of the Summit (Republic 

of South Africa, 2019). The goal of the PCC is to tackle head-on the complex trade-offs of the transition, 

and to ensure in the process that “no one is left behind” (Presidential Climate Commission, 2022). 

The PCC has several traits which uniquely equip it to take on these challenges (Winkler et al, 2021): i) 

it is chaired by the President, and situated in the Presidency, which provides it with a very high level of 

political authority within the executive; and ii) it consists of a wide range of Commissioners, including 

from government, business, labour and civil society, which provides the basis to broker these complex 

tradeoffs, and make policy recommendations with a high level of legitimacy.

The institutional authority of the PCC is not formally defined, and it is not an implementing agency, but 

so far, its policy recommendations (on the NDC update process) have proved very influential at Cabinet 

level, given the strong backing its recommendations receive from the Presidency (SA News, 2021). The 

PCC is currently undertaking two processes, focused on a long-term just transition strategy, and a long-

term net zero strategy, but both these processes are set to take another year or so before these result 

in policy recommendations (Heywood, 2021). While it is clear that the PCC “owns” the just transition 

strategy (Presidential Climate Commission, 2021b), the policy implications of a net zero pathway will 

affect many other policymaking processes in other domains, such as energy policy. This is likely to lead 

to more policy contestation, which will also be affected by broader national political issues.

South Africa’s formal policy on long-term emissions pathways is still defined by the 2011 National 

Climate Change Response White Paper, which lays out a “peak, plateau, decline” trajectory range to 

2050 (which does not reach net zero CO2 emissions) (Republic of South Africa, 2011). 
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This trajectory range has been superseded in practice by the aspirational net zero target in the South 

African LEDS (RSA Department of Environmental Affairs, 2018), and more importantly, in the NDC 

update communicated to the UNFCCC in terms of the Paris Agreement in 2021 (South Africa, 2021). The 

NDC target for 2030 clearly departs from the 2030 value for the trajectory range in the White Paper. 

At the same time, there is significant pressure on government from non-state actors to affirm and plan 

for a net zero target for 2050. Civil society have had a strong position on this for a number of years, 

and the National Business Initiative (NBI), a business-funded think tank which has as its members most 

large corporates in South Africa, has undertaken its own detailed sectoral analysis on a net zero target 

for South Africa (NBI, 2021a). The latter analysis, undertaken in 2020 and 2021, has been extremely 

influential in establishing a national net zero target for South Africa by 2050 as a new climate change 

mitigation norm. Concurrently, and partly in reaction to national and international pressure, a number of 

major South African corporations and parastatals have committed themselves to reaching “net zero by 

2050”, without clearly defining this goal. These include South Africa’s two largest emitters – Eskom and 

Sasol (Ramaphosa, 2021; Sasol, 2021). A number of South African cities have also signed up to net zero 

pledges, but without a great deal of policy coherence (Creamer, 2021).

What developments are outlined for key sectors to reach climate neutrality? 

As above, there is as yet not a commitment to net zero in South Africa’s national climate policy, 

although it is likely that there will be in the next few years. As a result, there is not a formal strategy 

for reaching such a target. However, there have been a number of economy-wide analyses of South 

African long-term mitigation potential and strategy since 2005  (e.g., Winkler, 2007; Winkler et al, 2011; 

Department of Environmental Affairs, 2013; Altieri et al, 2015). The most recent analyses, including 

tentative work for the PCC emphasize (consistent) a number of key factors. First, decarbonization of 

the electricity sector is key, both on account of its impact in terms of GHG emissions (being responsible 

for around 45% of South African GHG emissions), and in terms of its linkage to the decarbonization of 

other sectors, including transport and industry, and to a lesser extent the building sector (Presidential 

Climate Commission, 2021a). Second, the sequence of emissions reductions over the next few decades, 

determined by technology availability and its cost, also involves an initial emphasis on the electricity 

sector, followed by transport (from the mid 2020s on), and industry following from the 2030s and 2040s 

(ibid.). 

The key challenge currently lies in defining and implementing a long-term pathway, which not only 

reaches net zero CO2 emissions in 2050 while meeting South Africa’s development challenges, but 

which is also consistent with a 1.5-degree pathway as per the Paris Agreement. Recent modelling and 

analysis of South Africa’s “fair share” indicates that merely meeting a net zero target is not sufficient, 

as there are plausible pathways which significantly exceed a reasonably cumulative GHG emissions 

budget to 2050, and also exceed any quantitative assessment of South Africa’s “fair share” in 2030 

relative to global emissions pathways identified by the IPCC in SR1.5 (Marquard et al, 2021). The other 

key characteristic of net zero pathways which are consistent with the Paris Agreement is that these 

would require consistently higher levels of investment in low-carbon technologies, and specifically in the 

electricity sector, and an accelerated timeline for transitioning out of coal, which would include measures 

to address the socio-economic implications of this.
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Current net zero analyses also depend on a number of factors which are subject to high levels of 

uncertainty. The first key factor is the assumed size of the natural carbon sink by 2050. Projections 

range from 10-45 Mt, which makes a very big difference to the cost of mitigation in the energy sector 

by 2050; the second factor is the availability and cost of currently unavailable technology options for 

“hard to abate” sectors such as cement and ferroalloys. These are assumed to be available by 2050, 

and include large-scale use of carbon capture and storage, but may not be available, and/or not at the 

assumed scale and cost (ibid.).

Which levels of society (national level, subnational level, corporate level, civil society 
level, etc.) drive the debate on climate neutrality?

So far, the key drivers for this debate have come from civil society, and latterly from some parts of 

business and government. There is still considerable contestation within government, business and 

labour regarding the accelerated transition which would be required for a net zero pathway.

Where does climate neutrality clarify and strengthen actions – and where does it create 
confusion (definition/role of off-setting) or distraction from planned action?

Consideration of 2030 climate mitigation targets has not yet been well integrated with consideration 

of long-term pathways to 2050, and there is no significant debate in the country concerning the role 

of international offsets in 2050 (civil society have expressed concerns about this, but there have not 

been any proposals concerning this). The detailed sectoral work which has recently been undertaken 

by the NBI / business has created much stronger expectations for a net zero outcome for each sector, 

which did not exist previously (NBI, 2021a; NBI, 2021b; NBI, 2021c; NBI, 2021d). This has not yet been 

translated into policy. One major shift is that a number of sectors, particularly “hard to abate” sectors, 

in which mitigation actions were not previously considered, have now begun to consider reducing 

emissions to zero by 2050 (Hobley, 2020).

So far, there is not a significant analytical or policy basis for a proposed net zero target to create 

confusion or distraction from shorter-term targets.

What are expectations for ICF in supporting the transition to climate neutrality?

There are no definite technology pathways which have been put forward. The key expectations in South 

Africa at the moment regarding ICF are all focused on the updated NDC, submitted in 2021 (South 

Africa, 2021). This lays out mitigation actions to 2030, and defines the key 2030 mitigation target as a 

GHG emissions range. Although the South African NDC is not defined conditionally, the position within 

the target range will depend on the availability of ICF, and particularly for the electricity sector. A net 

zero pathway would require additional ICF beyond this on a large scale, in particular for accelerated 

decarbonization of the electricity sector, the transport sector and the industrial sector. 
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3.5 Case study: Germany

What triggered the definition of the climate neutrality target?

The reduction of emissions started playing a major role in German politics no later than 2013, 

when a target of 80-95% of reduction by 2050 was formally included in the coalition agreement 

(Bundesministerium für Umwelt, Naturschutz und nukleare Sicherheit, 2016). On the basis of this target, 

building upon scientific evidence as well as the Paris Agreement’s ambition to make the planet climate 

neutral during the second half of this century, the German government elaborated the Climate Action 

Plan 2050. It was adopted in 2016, making Germany one of the first countries to present a long-term 

strategy for climate action to the United Nations, thereby standing by its responsibility as a leading 

industrial nation (ibid.).

However, the Climate Action Plan 2050 still implied that future generations would carry a bigger share of 

the burden than current generations. In response to this, two major steps were taken at the federal level. 

First, the German government strengthened its targets for 2030, defining early measures to address 

climate change, as well as sectoral targets and pathways. This was anchored into law in 2019 via the 

Federal Climate Change Act (Bundesverfassungsgericht, 2021).

Second, made official by a ruling of the federal Constitutional Court last year, Germany has now legally 

enshrined its commitment to becoming carbon neutral by 20452. Though many say this is as far as the 

government can go in terms of credibly committing itself to reducing its emissions, the lack of certainty 

on how this translates into policies necessary for the achievement of the targets still represents a major 

hurdle for players from the corporate sector and from civil society. 

What developments are outlined for key sectors to reach climate neutrality? 

As the government initially proved reluctant to outline specific measures for sectors, the Climate Change 

Law only defines emission pathways for the main sectors, (i.e., power, industry, transport, buildings 

and agriculture/forestry). With an ever-growing number of official and academic studies outlining the 

transition pathway, there is an increasing alignment on the main developments necessary for a transition 

to climate neutrality. These developments are for example reflected in the narrative of the coalition 

agreement – the work program of the newly elected government. They comprise among others3: 

 › Accelerated deployment of renewable energy to reach 310 GW or 80% of power generation by 

2030

 › An increase in transmission capacity for electricity and development of hydrogen infrastructure

 › A transition from fossil fuel to electric cars with a target of 15 million electric cars by 2030

2 German Federal Government, 2021
3 ibid.
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 › A modal shift away from cars and intra-European aviation, supported by funding of rail 

infrastructure

 › Deployment of clean production processes for basic materials to be supported with Carbon 

Contracts for Differences for incremental costs from government at sufficient scale

 › A program to accelerate the retrofitting of buildings for improved thermal insulation

The coalition agreement also committed towards a further reform of the climate change law. The 

discussions during 2022 will show if this can result in the definition of indicators and targets/pathways 

for the key developments outlined above, as well as cover additional key developments like enhanced 

material efficiency or recycling.

In a set of explorative interviews4 with the private sector and civil society, pursued prior to the publication 

of the coalition agreement, concerns were raised about insufficient mid-term planning and agenda-

setting, e.g., in terms of detailed roadmaps, and of political structures to facilitate the transition, which 

results in uncertainty. This is reinforced by the fact that crucial investments have yet to be triggered. 

Interestingly, this picture is reflected on the international scene. In interviews with government officials, it 

came forward that a comparable lack of certainty at the international level (e.g., about ambitions of other 

countries) holds the government back from putting forward more ambitious targets.

Which levels of society (national level, subnational level, corporate level, civil society 
level, etc.) drive the debate on climate neutrality?

Yet, it is undeniable that climate neutrality has taken its roots in Germany. More than the costs of 

transitioning to climate neutrality, many highlight the chances, and in most cases even the necessity, 

of doing so. Next to the potential for innovation and the creation of markets for green products, many 

companies see carbon neutrality as an unavoidable step in to remain attractive for customers, staff and 

investors.

This can be traced back to the increasing societal pressure, which has also been critical in mobilising 

the government. Indeed, the Fridays for Future movement has gained huge traction in recent years and 

mobilised hundreds of thousands of people across all of Germany (Sommer et al, 2019). This societal 

pressure was well reflected in the federal elections which took place last September. During the election 

campaign, all four major parties set climate protection as one of their main priorities, confirming the 

cross-party interest in climate and implying that no party could afford not addressing the issue (German 

Federal Government, 2021).

4 A total of 10 interviews were conducted with representatives of the German government (Ministry of Finance and Ministry 
for Economic Affairs), think thanks and NGOs, the financial sector and the academic sector.
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Where does climate neutrality clarify and strengthen actions – and where does it create 
confusion (definition/role of off-setting) or distraction from planed action?

An added value of the climate neutrality debate is the fact that it has put all the sectors on the table, 

including the hard-to-abate sectors from which politics otherwise tend to shy away. There is no longer a 

debate on prioritising some sectors and ‘allowing’ other sectors to delay action. However, the different 

levels of society are yet to come together in designing common solutions. The debates on governmental, 

corporate, and societal levels are still very distinct, which, as mentioned above, materialises itself in the 

lack of a commonly accepted definition.

What are expectations for ICF in supporting the transition to climate neutrality?

Germany does not anticipate obtaining international financial support for the transition to climate 

neutrality, but is closely interacting in many of the dimensions with European and international partners. 

For the transition of the power sector, the integration into the EU power system offers the opportunity 

to balance electricity demand and supply in a larger power system and thus save costs. This requires an 

alignment of perspectives and further development of power market rules to meet the needs of a system 

with high shares of wind- and solar power. The combination of vested interests of stakeholders, technical 

and economic complexity, and weak governance structures is creating major challenges. 

For the industrial and power sector, the European Emission Trading system in principle allows to apply 

a common carbon price to all actors in the common market (Neuhoff et al, 2016). In practice, concerns 

about carbon leakage have resulted in large scale free allowance allocation to basic material production 

(Tiche et al, 2014) – largely muting the incentives for climate neutral production, material efficiency and 

recycling required for a transition to climate neutrality. In response to this, the EU commission proposed 

a carbon border adjustment on imports based on specific carbon intensities and carbon prices in third 

countries to address these concerns, while also creating incentives for emission reductions and carbon 

pricing in third countries (European Commission, 2021). The coalition agreement also emphasises the 

role of international climate alliances, possibly as carbon pricing club with border adjustments towards 

third countries (German Federal Government, 2021). 

Alternatively, a carbon border adjustment mechanism could avoid such international implications, 

and merely apply standardised values using an internationally established structure of excise fees. 

Thus, it would be focused on supporting an inclusive transition to climate neutrality at EU level. It 

would create revenues from European consumers, which could also help to support such transitions in 

emerging economies. While these aspects are being debated, it seems important for policy makers to 

better understand whether such use of international public climate finance could achieve the climate 

objectives. 

This more widely reflects the discourse on international climate finance – which is largely focused on the 

contribution to the collective 100 billion commitment – rather than on the climate action to be realized 

with this funding. 
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3.6 Summary of country cases
We have compiled the essential information of the five country case studies into a comparative table 

(table 1).

Aspect of 
climate 
neutrality →

Country:

What triggered 
the setting of a 
climate neutrality 
target?

What sectors 
are targeted?

Who drives the 
climate neutrality 
debate?

Does climate 
neutrality drive 
further mitigation 
action?

What are 
expectations 
for international 
climate finance? 

India: Carbon 
neutrality 
until 2070

Top-level political 
decision due to 
international 
pressure.

No systemic 
planning yet. 
Isolated action in 
corporate. Local 
government and 
finance sectors.

Subnational level, 
non-state actors.

No national 
pathway yet, but 
triggered sectoral 
(Hydrogen mission) 
and state-level 
initiatives.

Expectations for 
technology transfer 
and capacity building, 
as well as for a more 
general scaling up of 
climate finance.

Indonesia: 
Climate 
neutrality 
until 2060

National planning 
and regulations as 
well as international 
processes (i.e., 
UNFCCC).

AFOLU, 
energy, waste 
management 
and industrial 
processes.

National 
government 
institutions 
(ministry of energy 
and mineral 
resources, Ministry 
of Environment and 
Forestry, as well as 
parliament).

Supported the 
development of 
sectoral planning 
and legislation.

Expectations for 
investments in the 
energy and land use 
sectors, as well as for 
capacity building and 
improved access to 
finance.

Brazil: Carbon 
neutrality 
until 2050

Update-process of 
NDC.

AFOLU, energy, 
industry, and 
transport.

Corporate sector. Helped 
congregating 
existing policies 
and measures.

Expectations 
for more climate 
finance, but also for 
technology transfer. 

Aim to also support 
poorer countries. 

South Africa: 
Committed 
to ultimately 
moving 
towards a 
goal of net 
zero carbon 
emissions by 
2050

National political 
discourses around 
just transitions, 
and institutional 
developments (e.g., 
presidential climate 
commission).

No formal 
planning. Focus 
on energy, 
industry, 
transport, and 
buildings.

Non-state 
actors (e.g., civil 
society groups), 
corporate sector, 
and subnational 
governments 
(cities).

Helped triggering 
discussions around 
sectoral actions, 
including hard to 
abate sectors.

Expectations for 
investments in 
energy, industry, and 
transport.

Germany: 
carbon 
neutrality by 
2045

Institutional 
developments 
(i.e., federal court 
ruling).

No formal 
planning. Focus 
on energy, 
industry, and 
transport (2021 
government 
coalition 
agreement).

Non-state actors, 
as well as the 
corporate sector 
and academia.

Helped in 
expanding 
mitigation to all 
sectors, including 
hard to abate 
sectors.

Promotion of 
international 
climate alliances 
and climate clubs. 
Ongoing debates 
about mobilization of 
international climate 
finance.

TABLE 1

Aspects of climate neutrality targets in Brazil, India, 
Indonesia, South Africa and Germany
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Having investigated national specifications of the climate neutrality norm, we can come back to 

assessing the third stage of international norm development i.e., norm internalization (Finnemore and 

Sikkink, 1998). It becomes clear that while both state and non-state actors have begun adapting their 

behaviour, concrete agenda-setting and short- and medium-term mitigation measures lag. At least in 

the five observed countries, one cannot yet speak of true internalization of climate neutrality. In the 

country case studies, we see that governments react to external dynamics such as pressure by non-

state groups, the corporate sector and international events. Furthermore, they also act upon internal 

issues, for example reacting to court orders or linking climate neutrality with other political priorities 

such as just transitions, employment and accelerating infrastructure investments. It appears as if norms 

of climate neutrality are heavily transported to governments by agents such as non-state actors, civil 

society groups and the corporate sector. Interestingly, in some cases, local governments seem to act 

more strongly as norm entrepreneurs than national governments. In such cases, local governments 

appear to influence national governments to adopt climate neutrality targets. In all cases, the UNFCCC 

process acts as an important venue and institution for norm diffusion, influencing governments to adopt 

climate neutrality targets. The internalization of climate neutrality as a norm on national levels currently 

halts (as of 2022) at sectoral planning and developing national technology and policy pathways, but 

triggers respective debates. 

Climate neutrality will require significant investments, associated climate finance and technology 

transfers, and capacity building, but costs are not quantified yet. There is no clarity on the use of market 

mechanisms (article 6 of the Paris Agreement) as of 2022, but governments indicated intentions of using 

them (e.g., Brazil, Indonesia).

Despite currently halting at norm internalization stages in the case studies, the three-stage model by 

Finnemore and Sikkink (1998) may hold true, and accordingly we may expect an increasing number 

of actors to adjust individual and collective behavior according to climate neutrality standards. The 

question that thus remains is, which factors can induce an internalization of the rapidly emerging norm 

and how these factors can be reinforced by international climate finance and support. This will be 

explored in the concluding sections of the report.
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In this section we want to connect back to the presentation of the analytical framework (section 1), 

the description of climate neutrality targets globally and cases of climate neutrality in five countries, 

and discuss, if indications for enhanced international cooperation can be identified. Furthermore, we 

present some of the main questions which result from this situation. We conclude by outlining some 

recommendations, how international climate finance could foster cooperation in a catalytic manner.

The theory that the global climate change problem could be characterized as a collective action 

challenge, in which states only take action to address climate change, if other states transform their 

economies as well, is increasingly criticized by current scholarship. The emerging understanding is that 

governments undertake steps towards reforming sectors for climate neutrality based on a mix of factors 

related to perceived urgency to act, personal motives and beliefs, assessment of costs and distributional 

conflicts, among others. This challenges an international economics perspective of reciprocity as guiding 

principle for collective action and ensuing understandings of triggers for international cooperation in the 

form of economic incentives and penalties. In other words, a rethinking is needed on the conditionality of 

climate action as a built-in feature of many international climate finance and support packages till date. 

Alternatively, new design principles could apply to international climate finance with the expectation that 

they impact the efforts by countries to decarbonize their economies in catalytic ways, among these, 

international norm diffusion. Such conclusions are presented in the following part. 

 › We find that climate neutrality is indeed emerging as a new international norm, and that, 

according to norm cascade theory, the international community is reaching a critical mass in 

terms of number of announcements by governments world-wide. Across the partner countries, 

we also find that the norm is being taken up by civil society, business and domestic policy 

discourses. It remains to be seen how the internalization of a climate neutrality norm will be 

reflected in policies. 

 › Whilst many actors, at national, subnational and corporate level, have taken up climate neutrality 

we also see that the transparency, robustness and integrity of such claims and targets differs 

considerably. There is a need to provide more clarity on the definition of climate neutrality and 

associated aspects of scope, timeline (associated with remaining carbon budget),use of offsets 

etc. Climate neutrality targets also need to be underpinned by robust and credible action plans. 

In the absence of such definition, transparency and planning the concept may deflect from much 

needed near term transformative action and assuming responsibility. 

 › While the five countries have all established country-specific climate neutrality targets, there 

is a variety of unique timelines and sector related actions, which confirms the necessity for 

international climate finance (ICF) to be designed in a country specific way. Global formulation 

of support needs by developing nations might need to stay on a general level, because of the 

polycentric nature of the Paris agreement architecture and associated needs for country specific 

approaches. At the same time, it is critical to understand country specific technology and 

sector pathways towards zero in order to articulate support needs and to facilitate targeted, 

transformative support.
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 › There is possibly an intricate relationship between an emerging norm of climate neutrality and 

effectiveness of international climate finance: climate neutrality targets might further foster 

national ownership and roadmaps for climate policy, which are important to attract ICF-related 

funding. ICF can provide the means of implementation to develop and implement policy 

frameworks towards climate neutrality. 

 › For ICF to be designed specifically to support national climate neutrality targets, country-specific 

pathways may be critical as guidance, but not yet available. Such pathways might be important 

as indicator of success of international cooperation on multiple levels (to define ambition, to test 

alignment of cooperation instruments with the objective of climate neutrality)

 › All case studies show how domestic developments had been closely linked, to different degrees, 

to global cooperation of civil society, a strong scientific basis (IPCC), international linkages of 

corporate and financial sector, and the emphasis given at the highest political level. This raises 

the question how the success of such a multi-level cooperation can be replicated in cooperation 

for effective climate action. 

A number of open questions remain for follow-up work:

 → What are the exact mechanisms, through which politicians on national levels respond to climate 

neutrality norms, and how can internalization of such norms on all sectors and levels of society 

be supported?

 → How did international cooperation contribute to progress on acceptance of the norm? what does 

this imply for further strengthening the anchoring of the norm and compliance mechanisms?  

 → What are the implications for the UNFCCC reporting regime:  how to reflect the agreement 

on climate neutrality which goes beyond the current focus on 5-year horizons, i.e., how to 

translate the implications for the 2025 or 2030 horizon? Furthermore, how to link also to the 

LTS processes and formalizing these in terms of commonly agreed principles, definitions and 

progress reporting? 

 → What does climate neutrality imply for the focus of ICF: to guide and define the substantive 

developments of a just transition rather than focus on marginal emissions?

 → Shared climate neutrality targets provide a common objective for the definition of climate 

cooperation, and may thus help to replicate the success of the development of institutions 

like the WTO or EU accession, that were successful despite the very ambitious and long-term 

objectives. Perhaps analogous, the Glasgow break through alliances can use the jointly agreed 

long-term outcome of climate neutrality to define, motivate and agree on milestones for 

pathways. A sense of shared objectives may help to strengthen solidarity towards the provision 

of mutual support including through climate finance anchored in the overall commitments in the 

Paris agreement. 
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