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At a glance.
• For long, the discussion around climate change was centred 

around reducing GHG emissions. Recently, the debate has 
moved away from just “reducing” to “cancelling” emissions.

• In 2018, the scientific community declared the need to reach 
a global state of “net-zero” emissions by 2050, in order to limit 
global warming to 1.5°C.

 
• “Net-zero” is achieved when global GHG emissions are 

counter-balanced, or neutralised, by GHG absorptions of the 
same volume.

 
• To be credible, a claim of “net-zero” has to be aligned with the 

ambition set by the Paris Agreement. This cannot be achieved 
solely through emission reduction and offsetting. Removal is 
thus a necessary step.

 
• "Net-zero” is now at the forefront of the climate discussion 

and represents an unprecedented opportunity for companies 
to set meaningful climate action in motion.
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Why is "net-zero" trending today? 

What does net-zero really mean?

Are you interested in “net-zero” but not sure what that means in practice? Are you wondering if 
this is an objective that your company should pursue? Read along to better understand what 
“net-zero” emissions are and why this concept is becoming increasingly relevant in fostering 
sustainable, resilient, and future-ready companies.

For a long time, the discussion about climate 
change mainly revolved around reducing 
Greenhouse Gases (GHG) emissions. But 
recently, the debate has moved away from just 
“reducing” to “cancelling”, or balancing out, 
emissions. In the past few years, the concept of 
“net-zero” has risen exponentially and is now at 
the forefront of the climate discussion. 

This shift took off in 2018, a couple of years 
after the signature of the now notorious Paris 
Agreement, when the scientific community 
declared the need to reach a global state 
of “net-zero” emissions by 2050, in order to 

limit global warming to 1.5°C. To achieve this 
ambition, companies are thus encouraged to 
strive for a balance between GHG emissions 
and removals, also known as net-zero. Although 
imperative, GHG reduction is indeed not 
sufficient to remain below the 1.5°C objective. 
Removal is thus necessary. 

“Net-zero” therefore represents an unpre-
cedented opportunity for corporations to set 
meaningful climate action in motion. Today, 
hundreds of companies, cities, and even 
countries have committed to this ambitious 
objective. 

The IPCC defines “net-zero emissions” as the 
“state in which anthropogenic GHG emissions 
no longer accumulate in the atmosphere, 
but instead are balanced by anthropogenic 
removals over a specified period.” 1  Put simply, 
this means that “net-zero” is achieved when 
global GHG emissions are counter-balanced, 
or neutralised, by GHG absorptions of the 
same volume. 

“Net-zero” therefore does not mean that GHG 
emissions stop occurring altogether. Instead, it 
recognises that, after efforts are made to reduce 
GHG emissions to a maximum extent, some 
residual emissions will unavoidably remain. 
These residual emissions then need to be 
balanced off with equivalent GHG absorption 

in order to obtain a final sum of zero emission 
in the atmosphere, hence the name “net-zero”.

One of the most common misconceptions is 
that balancing GHG emissions with removals 
is the same as emission offsetting. Indeed, 
many claims of “carbon neutrality” and 
“net-zero emissions” nowadays are based on 
the purchase of low-cost carbon credits and 
certificates only. To be credible, a claim of 
“neutrality” or “net-zero” has to be aligned with 
the ambition set by the Paris Agreement , which 
cannot be achieved solely through offsetting. It 
is thus imperative that companies implement 
emission reduction and removal throughout 
their value chain prior to offsetting, using 
offsetting only to tackle remaining emissions.

1 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. 2018. Annex I: Glossary [Matthews, J.B.R. (ed.)]. In: Global Warming of 1.5°C. An IPCC 
Special Report on the impacts of global warming of 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels and related global greenhouse gas emission 
pathways, in the context of strengthening the global response to the threat of climate change, sustainable development, and 
efforts to eradicate poverty. [Online].

2 Experts and academics started developing lists of criteria to assess the credibility of net-zero targets. These technical elements 
will be further explored in a follow-up article.

https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/chapter/glossary/
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Which term should be used? 
It is important to distinguish between “net-
zero” and other terms that are often thrown 
around and incorrectly used interchangeably 
with “net-zero”, such as “carbon-free”, 
“carbon negative” or “carbon neutral”. Indeed, 
“carbon-free” means no longer emitting GHG 
altogether while “carbon negative” refers to 
carbon removal without any prior reduction 
of emissions. “Carbon neutrality” refers to the 
effort of reducing and balancing CO2 emissions 
with CO2 emission removals over a given period. 

While very close to the concept of “net-zero”, 
these terms are only subsets of the wider 
“net-zero” objective, as they only focus on CO2 
and often omit reduction efforts.  
Whereas “net-zero” focuses on all GHG 
including CO2 and other gases such as 
methane or nitrous oxide, and advocates for 
ambitious reduction trajectories. By definition, 
“net-zero” is therefore a more comprehensive 
and thorough objective.

Interested in “net-zero”?
Contact Ludwig Carton to learn how Greenfish can help you kick off this ambitious journey.

The technique of emission offsetting has 
long been criticised for its over-simplistic 
nature. Indeed, it is now a common 
practice for companies to buy certified 
carbon credits at relatively low cost, to 
then subtract them from the company’s 
real emissions. 
This practice sends the message that 
offsetting is comparable to, or equivalent 
with, emission reduction, thereby further 
propagating the misinformed belief that 
minimal efforts and low-cost solutions 
will suffice to solve the climate crisis. 
However, offsetting is not tackling the 
issue of GHG emissions at its roots, but 
is merely focusing on damage control 
after GHG have already been emitted. 
For this reason, the practice of offsetting 
is denounced as a loophole that often 
indirectly enables more pollution, and 
is called out as a technique associated 
with greenwashing.
 
Moreover, based on the limited amount 
of credits, emission offsetting works on 
a “first come, first served” basis. Indeed, 
not enough credits and certificates are 
currently available in the world to cover 
the entirety of GHG emissions caused by 
humanity. Consequently, we are faced with 
the conclusion that emission offsetting 

is neither a universally applicable, nor 
inclusive, solution.
 
Lastly, avoided emissions generated 
by offsetting mostly occur in different 
geographical regions than where 
companies emit these GHG. While 
admissible from a scientific standpoint, 
moving the issue of emissions away from 
the company creates the false idea that 
companies can keep doing business as 
usual while the problem is being solved 
elsewhere. Offsetting is therefore unlikely 
to result in meaningful changes and 
reduction measures in the long run. This 
further disserves the case of emission 
offsetting, making it an inadequate 
solution. A more promising alternative 
would be for the company to invest in 
offsetting projects within its own supply 
chain, also called in-setting.

To conclude, emission offsetting is not a 
sufficient solution by itself, and should 
be coupled with more serious and 
rigorous emission reduction and removal 
techniques.
To pursue the discussion on offsetting, and 
the difference with the more meaningful 
practice of emissions in-setting, read our 
previous blog on the topic here.

The problem with carbon offsetting

mailto:lcarton%40greenfish.eu?subject=
https://www.greenfish.eu/meaningful-carbon-compensation-from-off-to-in-setting-emissions/
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