
World Bank lays out steps to a zero-carbon future

A new World Bank Group report lays out 
three steps countries can follow to reduce net 
emissions of greenhouse gases to zero and 
stabilize climate change by 2100. The actions 
necessary to make this  transition are 
affordable if governments start today, but the 
report warns that the costs will grow if action 
is delayed. Waiting until 2030 would increase 
the global cost by 50 percent. 
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The steps presented by the report 'Decarbonizing Development: Three Steps to a Zero Carbon 
Future' include plan for the end goal, not just the short-term; get prices right as part of a broad 
policy package that triggers changes in investment and behavior; and smooth the transition for those 
most affected.

“As science has indicated, the global economy needs to be overhauled to reach zero net emissions 
before the end of this century so we at the World Bank Group are increasing our focus on the policy 
options governments and businesses have now," said Rachel Kyte, World Bank Group Vice 
President and Special Envoy for Climate Change. 

"Our role is to help our country clients and others to make the shift to low-emissions development. 
Choices made today can lock in emissions trajectories for years to come and leave communities 
vulnerable to climate impacts. We will help support robust decisions when we can.” 

Broad principles must guide low-carbon efforts
The message of the report is that to decarbonize development by 2100 three broad principles must 
guide countries’ low-carbon efforts. 

* Plan for the end goal, not just the short-term 
The appropriate way to achieve a given reduction in emissions by, say, 2030 depends on whether 
that is the final target or a step along the way to zero net emissions. If the latter, early action will 
need to be a mix of cheap, quick fixes and costlier long-term measures to promote 
technology development, investment in long-lived infrastructure, and changes 
in how cities are built. 

So every country needs to define a long-term target - say for 2050 - that is consistent with 
decarbonization and to build short-term, sector-specific plans that contribute to that target and are 
adapted to the country’s wealth, endowments, and capacity. 

The good news is that many options with high potential offer immediate local co-benefits, 
especially in low-income countries, so that early action need not represent a trade-off with short-
term development goals.

* Getting carbon prices and policies right 
Go beyond prices with a policy package that triggers changes in investment patterns, technologies, 
and behaviors. Carbon pricing is necessary for an efficient transition toward decarbonization. 



It is also an efficient way to raise revenue, which can be used to support poverty reduction and 
development or to reduce other taxes. And a carbon tax can be designed to be administratively 
simple yet harder to evade than taxes on income or capital. But carbon pricing alone cannot solve 
the climate change problem, given the many market failures and behavioral 

* Smooth the transition for those most affected
Success in stabilizing climate change will be determined largely by the ability of policies to ensure 
that the decarbonization of the economic system contributes to economic development and the 
sustainable eradication of poverty.

Understandably, analyses of climate policy packages typically focus on the design of the climate 
side of the package—the pricing instruments, the role of regulation and norms, and the support to 
innovation and green technology. However, a large share of the challenge lies in the political 
economy.
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