State of Greenhouse Gas Emissions in the EU
(09/06/2021)

As we come closer to the European Commission's launch of the (first part of the) Fit for 55 Package (still
announced for 14 July) which will include proposals to revise key EU key climate policies, it might be useful
to have a look at where we are in terms of actual emission reductions and removals in the EU.

1. EU greenhouse gas emissions have reduced by around 30% in 2020
Despite strong resistance against efforts to increase the EU's 2020 climate target from -20% to -30% in the
run up and shortly after the 2009 Copenhagen Climate Summit, actual emissions in 2020 will likely have
been 30% below 1990 emissions, partially due to the COVID-pandemic.
The below table gives an overview of emissions and removals in the EU27. For 2020, only numbers for
emissions covered by the Emissions Trading System (ETS) are available. The reference to overall EU
emissions for 2020 are based on the assumption of a year-on-year reduction of overall greenhouse gas
emissions of at least -8% (which is the lower end of an estimated 8-11% reduction as referred to by the
Commission in its latest Climate Progress Report). Emissions in the power and industry sectors in 2020 are
clearly below the 2020 ETS target of reducing emissions by 30% compared to 2005, and similarly emissions
in the road transport, buildings and agriculture sectors will likely meet the 2020 target under the Effort
Sharing Decision (ESD) which was originally set at -10% compared to 2005 but after Brexit has been
adjusted to -8%.

2. The situation is very different at Member State level
In the table below we provide actual emission changes for each Member State for:
• emission reductions excluding removals for 2018 and 2019;
• net emission reductions including removals (reflecting the new 2030 climate target) for 2018;
• emission reductions in the sectors covered by the Effort Sharing Directive (ESD) for 2019.

The colour codes used give an indication (without this being an assessment) of whether:
• actual overall emissions (columns 2 and 3) have been reduced (light green), reduced substantially
(+30%) (dark green) or have increased (orange);
• switching from gross to net accounting (column 4) would bring a country closer to net zero
emissions (orange), substantially closer (-5%) (red) or makes achieving net zero more challenging
(light green) or substantially more challenging (+5%) (dark green);
• 2019 emissions under the ESD (column 5) are below the 2019 target (light green), the 2020 target
(column 6) (dark green), or are above (orange) or substantially above (+10%) (red) the 2020 target.

3. Overachievement occurs in the ETS and in the non-ETS sectors
The Emissions Trading Scheme has been struggling for many years now with large amounts of surpluses
which have (very) negatively affected the price of pollution in the EU. The current surplus in the ETS is
estimated at 1.392 MtCO2-e, which is greater than total actual emissions in 2020. Surplus allowances can

be carried over from pre- to post-2020, and new surpluses will be further added every year as total annual
emission allocations in the ETS start from an unrealistic -32.4% in 2021 (while they are at -43% in 2020) .
Some measures have been taken to deal with these surplus allowances, through the Market Stability
Reserve, but more will need to be done.
And despite the fact that the 2020 target seems to be only just achieved in the ESD, also the ESD is flooded
by surplus allowances. This is in particular due to the fact that the ESD (similar to the ETS) is based on
annual emission budgets that reduce year by year till they reach the foreseen target in 2020. Countries can
carry over unused allowances from one year to the other (but luckily, as opposed to the ETS, there is no
carry over between the ESD and the ESR (Effort Sharing Regulation) which starts in 2021). Because the ESD
allowances in 2013 (the first year of the ESD) were well beyond actual emissions in that year, most countries
have been building up large amounts of surpluses which allow them to fulfil their obligations under the ESD,
even when they fail to reduce their emission to the level of their target in 2020. The two tables below give a
good indication of how this happens.
The table on the left shows whether countries are meeting their annual targets (green if they do). In the
first years almost all countries have met their targets (almost all are green), but coming closer to 2019
almost half (12 out of 27) of the Member States fail to meet their targets (which shows up in red). The table
on the right then indicates the accumulated total of surplus allowances, showing that despite all the red in
the table on the left, there are only three countries that are on track to miss their ESD commitments in 2019
(but might likely still meet them in 2020, partially thanks to COVID).

4. New surpluses will further undermine the ESR
The current ESR foresees to hand out a total of 2.226 Mt of emission allowances to the 27 Member States
in 2021. Based on the calculations above, emissions in 2020 will be at 2.095 Mt, and unless we see a
drastic increase of emissions in 2021, this would mean that already in the first year of the ESR a surplus of
over 130 Mt could be built up. This equals the total 2021 ESR allocations to Belgium, Denmark and Finland
combined. This will further undermine the value of this instrument and needs to be tackled in the revision.

5. Additional info: targets, accounting and sources
There are several sources that provide data on EU greenhouse gas emissions, which often provide different
numbers, which can be very confusing. This is because the EU has multiple targets and accounting
responsibilities. The table below gives an overview of these different approaches.

The following list contains links to the main sources for EU greenhouse gas data:
• The European Commission's EU climate action progress report;
• The European Environment Agency (EEA)'s Trends and Projections in Europe 2020 report;
• The EU's Annual GHG inventory report to the UNFCCC;
• The EEA greenhouse gas data viewer;
• The ETS data viewer;
• Eurostat's Climate change statistics.

