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ECONOMICS

Moving to net zero may not hurt as much as
we think
Martin Sandbu

In 1987, the world signed the Montreal protocol, agreeing to phase out the
chlorofluorocarbons and related chemicals depleting the ozone layer. At the
time, CFCs were essential components in everyday necessities, such as
refrigerants in fridges and propellants of aerosols. But the chemicals are now
largely a thing of the past, and the ozone layer is on the mend.

The carbon transition is an incomparably larger challenge. Since the
industrial revolution, our societies have been shaped by fossil energy. Our
economic geography and even social relations have developed around the
extraction, processing and combustion of hydrocarbons. Emitting CO2 can

seem as inevitable a consequence of economic and social life as breathing. The politics of climate
change, too, are harder than the Montreal process, which produced results in record time from the
scientific discovery of ozone depletion and with virtually unanimous international support. Even so,
global leaders’ resolve to shift the world to net zero carbon is strengthening.

US president Joe Biden’s climate summit last week brought forth more ambitious national targets,
including from the US itself. These targets need to be tighter still, and are only as good as the laws,
regulations and tax reforms governments put in place to force economies off their carbon habit. But the
direction of travel is unmistakable.

Governments increasingly take the view that economies which fail to take climate action condemn
themselves to being technological and business laggards once the transition takes hold. “We are
convinced that there is an extraordinary benefit that awaits us,” as US climate envoy John Kerry told the
Financial Times. The message is to prepare for a fundamental transformation of our societies and our
lifestyles.

This is where we can learn from Montreal. Its most striking success is something we never think about:
we still have fridges, air conditioners and spray cans. There is no consumer convenience we had to give
up to save the ozone layer. Once CFCs were banned, alternatives were found quickly. Perhaps the cost
increased temporarily, but today’s products are if anything superior to those of the 1980s. The honest
answer to what we had to sacrifice is: nothing.

Could the same be true for the carbon transition?
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We know how to generate electricity from carbon-free sources, so everything electrically powered is
compatible with a net-zero economy. The technology exists for zero-emissions road transport. The right
financial incentives can trigger very quick take-up, as shown by Norway where the majority of new cars
sold are emissions-free. While more progress is needed for hydrogen-powered goods freight, it is clear
that a carbon-neutral world is compatible with car habits practically indistinguishable from today (but
with cleaner air in cities). In time, shipping, too, can be powered by carbon-free energy.

What about flying? Short-haul flights can be replaced by train travel or eventually zero-emissions planes.
Such solutions currently seem impossible for long haul. That need not mean an end to intercontinental
travel — just an end to frequent, mass intercontinental flights. It may cost a lot more to travel across the
globe, but fewer such trips will be taken and when they are, travellers will stay away for longer. That is
not a radically different world. It is what long-distance travel was like until the 1980s.

In construction, cement and steel are highly carbon-intensive. But they are not the only possible building
materials. Timber buildings with over 20 storeys have already been erected. Allow for the development
of green steel production, and there is little reason to think that we cannot build and live emissions-free in
ways that feel quite similar to today.

Finally, the existence of negative net emissions technologies means some activities can be maintained in
a net-zero world, even if it proves impossible to make them entirely carbon neutral.

The point is not to underplay the challenge ahead of us, which is gargantuan. The carbon transition
requires bold steps in politics and policy, and for people and businesses to change their behaviour from
fossil-powered to carbon-neutral options. The cost of doing so must be reduced for the poorest, ideally by
redistributing carbon taxes as “carbon dividends”.

But if — hopefully when — we do this, the result need not feel like a revolution. It is failure that could
upend catastrophically the normality most people aspire to. Unlike in a war, victory in the climate fight
would amount to our day-to-day-living going on much as it did before. That is a message it would help to
hear more often.
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