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Abstract

This review explains the science behind the drive for global net zero emis-
sions and why this is needed to halt the ongoing rise in global temperatures.
We document how the concept of net zero carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions
emerged from an earlier focus on stabilization of atmospheric greenhouse
gas concentrations.Using simple conceptual models of the coupled climate–
carbon cycle system, we explain why approximately net zero CO2 emissions
and declining net energy imbalance due to other climate drivers are required
to halt global warming on multidecadal timescales, introducing important
concepts, including the rate of adjustment to constant forcing and the rate
of adjustment to zero emissions. The concept of net zero was taken up
through the 5th Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change and the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) Structured Expert Dialogue, culminating in Article 4
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of the 2015 Paris Agreement. Increasing numbers of net zero targets have since been adopted by
countries, cities, corporations, and investors. The degree to which any entity can claim to have
achieved net zero while continuing to rely on distinct removals to compensate for ongoing emis-
sions is at the heart of current debates over carbon markets and offsetting both inside and outside
the UNFCCC.We argue that what matters here is not the precise makeup of a basket of emissions
and removals at any given point in time, but the sustainability of a net zero strategy as a whole and
its implications for global temperature over multidecadal timescales. Durable, climate-neutral net
zero strategies require like-for-like balancing of anthropogenic greenhouse gas sources and sinks
in terms of both origin (biogenic versus geological) and gas lifetime.
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1. NET ZERO EMISSIONS AND GLOBAL WARMING

Article 4 of the Paris Agreement, building on the 5th Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (1) and theUnitedNations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) Structured Expert Dialogue (2), states, “In order to achieve the long-term
temperature goal set out in Article 2 [Holding the increase in the global average temperature to
well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels and pursuing efforts to limit the temperature increase
to 1.5°C], Parties aim. . .to achieve a balance between anthropogenic emissions by sources and
removals by sinks of greenhouse gases in the second half of this century” (3, p. 4). Announcements
made in the buildup to the 26th UNClimate Change Conference of the Parties (COP26) meeting
in Glasgow in 2021, particularly India’s declaration for net zero emissions by 2070, China’s an-
nouncement in 2020 of carbon neutrality by 2060, and those of other major developing countries,
including Brazil, Nigeria, and South Africa, mean that more than 90% of the world economy is
now covered by some form of target aiming for net zero emissions between 2050 and 2070 (4).
Given that little more than a decade has passed since the first papers were published indicating
the need for net zero carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions to halt global warming (5) and introducing
the concept of an atemporal carbon budget (6–9), the adoption of these net zero goals represents
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remarkably rapid progress for an international environmental issue. This progress both reflects
real and growing concern about the impacts of global warming and is an example of effective trans-
lation of novel scientific findings into national and international policy, brokered by the IPCC.
Challenges remain, however, most obviously in the lack of detail regarding how these midcentury
net zero targets are defined and are to be achieved, what they mean in the context of the long-term
temperature goal of the Paris Agreement, whether all net zero declarations are collectively con-
sistent, and the extent to which they reflect a fair and differentiated approach to net zero. In this
article, we review the science behind net zero, taking a historical perspective to explain how the
concept emerged, how it was conveyed into policy, and some of the issues that remain unresolved.

As we discuss in Section 4, the term net zero is generally applied to all greenhouse gases
(GHGs) aggregated in some way but does not include non-GHG climate forcers such as aerosols,
although the scientific origins of the concept of net zero lie in the need for net zero CO2: To
avoid ambiguity, we refer to these two usages as net zero GHG and net zero CO2, respectively.
Climate neutrality1 was defined by the 2018 IPCC Special Report on 1.5°C (SR1.5) (10, 11) as a
state in which human activities result in no net effect on the climate system, although this term
was not used in the IPCC 6th Assessment Report (AR6) (12) because multiple definitions were
in use. In this review, we propose that climate neutrality could be used more specifically to de-
note a situation in which human activities cause no additional increase or decrease of the global
average surface temperature over multidecadal timescales. This definition is precisely analogous
to carbon neutrality, which corresponds in normal scientific usage to net zero CO2 emissions. In
the context of multiple GHGs discussed in Section 4, climate neutrality corresponds to sustained
net zero CO2-warming-equivalent emissions. We suggest that converging on this definition of
climate neutrality would be helpful in the context of policy focused on limiting warming, since
climate neutrality, by definition, is then achieved at the time of peak warming.

The SR1.5 (10, “Summary for Policymakers,” para.A.2.2) stated, “Reaching and sustaining net-
zero global anthropogenic CO2 emissions and declining net non-CO2 radiative forcing would halt
anthropogenic global warming on multi-decadal timescales (high confidence). The maximum tem-
perature reached is then determined by cumulative net global anthropogenic CO2 emissions up
to the time of net zero CO2 emissions (high confidence) and the level of non-CO2 radiative forc-
ing in the decades prior to the time that maximum temperatures are reached (medium confidence).”
The AR6 (12, “Summary for Policymakers,” para. D.1) went further: “[L]imiting human-induced
global warming to a specific level requires limiting cumulative CO2 emissions, reaching at least
net zero CO2 emissions, along with strong reductions in other greenhouse gas emissions.” Global
warming here refers to the human-induced change in global average surface temperature relative
to preindustrial conditions, and radiative forcing is the net energy imbalance in the climate system
caused by some external driver, such as an increase in GHG concentrations, before temperatures
adjust to that driver.

We can express these statements quantitatively in a simple equation relating human-induced
global warming�T over amultidecadal time interval�t to CO2 emissions and non-CO2 radiative
forcing:

�T ≈ κEEC�t + κF

(
�FN + ρFN�t

)
, 1.

1Climate neutrality is a state in which the net impact of a combination of anthropogenic climate forcing agents
causes no additional warming or cooling of the climate system. We suggest this as an intuitive definition of
climate neutrality, since it corresponds to the same climate impact as carbon neutrality in a CO2-only scenario.
Other definitions, such as net zero greenhouse gas emissions aggregated using a specific greenhouse gasmetric,
have also been proposed.
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Rate of adjustment
to constant forcing
(RACF): fractional
rate of change of
global average surface
temperature associated
with a multidecadal
period of constant
radiative forcing

where EC is the average rate of CO2 emissions over that time interval,�FN is the change in global
non-CO2 radiative forcing between the decade prior to the beginning and the decade prior to
the end of that time interval, and FN is the average non-CO2 radiative forcing over that time
interval. The origins of the various terms in Equation 1, including the use of decadal averages in
this definition of �FN , are explained in this review.

If non-CO2 radiative forcing is negligible, Equation 1 implies that warming over any time
interval, including from preindustrial to present or from now to the time of peak warming in
the future, is determined by cumulative CO2 emissions over that interval, EC�t. If CO2 emis-
sions are reduced to and held at net zero (EC = 0), studies using more comprehensive models of
the climate–carbon cycle system indicate that we can expect little if any additional CO2-induced
warming (13), at least over a multidecadal time interval (14), although further warming may occur
on longer timescales (15).

We explain in Section 2 why Equation 1 is expected to be approximately true, and the coeffi-
cients κE ,κF and ρ approximately constant, formitigation scenarios that limit warming to 1.5–3°C:
κE is the transient climate response to emissions (TCRE) (16, 17), formally assessed by the AR6
to be 0.45(±0.18)°C per trillion tonnes of CO2 (TtCO2) emitted; κF is the transient climate re-
sponse to forcing (TCRF), or the sum of the fast components (18, 19) of the climate response
to any forcing change; and ρ is the rate of adjustment to constant forcing (RACF), or the frac-
tional rate at which temperatures change in the decades after forcing stabilization (20, 21). The
RACF depends on past forcing as well as the climate response, but a representative maximum
value of (300 years)−1, or 0.3% per year, is consistent with best-estimate values of other climate
system properties when forcing has primarily increased in recent decades (22, 23). A TCRF of
κF = 0.42(±0.10)°C per W/m2 is consistent with this RACF and other climate system properties
assessed by the AR6. [The TCRE and TCRF values are similar because in these units the radia-
tive forcing due to a constant emission of CO2, or the CO2 absolute global warming potential
(AGWP) divided by the time horizon, is slightly less than unity, meaning a constant emission of
CO2 over a period of 50 to 100 years starting in year zero leads to a radiative forcing at the end
of this period of approximately 1 W/m2 per TtCO2 emitted, as we explain in Section 4.] As we
shall see in Section 2, the RACF also plays a key role in understanding the need for net zero CO2

emissions to limit CO2-induced warming, because it also represents the fractional rate at which
forcing has to decline over multidecadal timescales to maintain stable surface temperatures. De-
spite its simplicity, Equation 1 summarizes two decades of climate–carbon cycle research, so we
propose to structure our review around it.

2. CO2-INDUCED WARMING: FROM STABILIZING
CONCENTRATIONS TO NET ZERO EMISSIONS

The cumulative impact of CO2 emissions on global temperature and the consequent need for
net zero emissions to halt global warming are now so central to climate policy that it may seem
surprising that these concepts were relatively novel only a decade ago—and also that the scien-
tific community took a surprisingly long time to recognize their significance. It is an interesting
example of how overall framing determines the research agenda and how even a relatively minor
separation of disciplines can obscure results. The two disciplines in question were the physical
climate modeling community, investigating the global temperature response to changing atmo-
spheric concentrations of GHGs, and the carbon cycle modeling community, exploring the rela-
tionship between CO2 emissions and atmospheric CO2 concentrations.Understanding how these
two fields of research came together also helps illustrate the limitations of Equation 1.

Prior to the late 2000s, the overarching framing of research on climate change mitigation
was, in the words of the UNFCCC in 1992 (24, Article 2, p. 4), “stabilization of greenhouse
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gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic
interference with the climate system.” Scenario developers (25–28) and the carbon cycle modeling
community (29–32) understood their role to be identifying emission pathways consistent with
different concentration pathways and stabilization levels. Meanwhile, the physical climate mod-
eling community focused on characterizing the equilibrium response to indefinite stabilization
of GHG concentrations at some level, as characterized by the equilibrium climate sensitivity
(ECS), or the long-term warming response to a doubling of atmospheric CO2 concentrations
(33, 34). Relatively few early papers (35) explicitly combined these emissions-to-concentrations
and concentrations-to-warming steps.

A persistent challenge emerged with placing a robust and useful upper bound on the ECS
value (36–39): From the time of the Charney Report in 1979 (33) to the IPCC 3rd Assessment
in 2001 (40), the canonical uncertainty range for the ECS remained 1.5–4.5°C. The IPCC 4th
Assessment raised the lower bound to 2–4.5°C in 2007 (41), only for the IPCC 5th Assessment
to lower it again to 1.5–4.5°C in 2013 (1). The problem was not only that the ECS was uncertain
but also that the uncertainty itself was contestable, particularly the upper bound, because of the
nonlinear relationship between the ECS and the quantities that could be observed (42–44).

While these debates continued, two separate developments suggested a different way forward.
First, the transient climate response (TCR), a measure of the warming at the time of CO2 dou-
bling in response to exponentially increasing CO2 concentrations, was shown to be more robustly
constrained by both models and observations than was the ECS because it depended on better-
understood aspects of the climate response (45) and was more directly related to quantities that
could be observed, including the increase in global average surface temperature to date (46, 47). A
conceptual model emerged (48) representing the global temperature response to radiative forcing
by two components: a fast adjustment on a timescale of a few years, characterized by the TCR,
and a slow adjustment to equilibrium on a timescale of several centuries, characterized by the ECS
(18). Second, our understanding of the global carbon cycle was maturing: Although CO2 emis-
sions had long been recognized (49) to have an effectively permanent impact, CO2 did not simply
accumulate in the atmosphere, with the relationship between emissions and concentrations also
characterized by various adjustment rates, including centennial timescales (50).We illustrate these
points and their implications in the following sections, which also allow us to explain the origin
of the simple relationship between emissions, radiative forcing, and global temperature expressed
by Equation 1.

2.1. The Global Temperature Response to Radiative Forcing

The response of global average surface temperature Ts, relative to a preindustrial equilibrium, to
any externally imposed energy imbalance or effective radiative forcing F was found in the 2000s
to be well characterized by a simple two-layer energy balance model:

Cs
dTs
dt

= F − λTs − γ (Ts − Td ) − λ′ (Ts − Td ) 2.

and

Cd
dTd
dt

= γ (Ts − Td ), 3.

where Cs and Cd are the effective heat capacities of the land plus near-surface ocean and the deep
ocean, respectively, and Td is the effective deep-ocean temperature departure from preindustrial
equilibrium. F is the effective radiative forcing, meaning the global average planetary energy im-
balance that would give this surface temperature response on multiyear timescales (all these quan-
tities are effective because warming and forcing are nonuniform). For CO2, effective and actual
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radiative forcing are similar, but for spatially nonuniform drivers such as aerosols, they may be
different (51). Hence, the only variable in Equations 2 and 3 that represents a directly observable
quantity is Ts.

On the right-hand side of Equations 2 and 3 λ is the equilibrium sensitivity parameter, or the
additional rate of energy radiation to space per degree of global warming for a planet in equilib-
rium; γ represents ocean overturning processes that transport heat between the surface and deep
ocean; and λ′ represents the additional rate of energy radiation to space resulting from the fact
that the planet is not in equilibrium [λ′ was originally introduced (52) as an efficacy of ocean heat
uptake, but we feel this representation is clearer because this term does not actually correspond
to an ocean heat uptake].

This two-layer model was originally introduced (53) (with λ′ = 0) in 2000 as a simpler (and in
some respects more realistic) alternative to earlier diffusive models of ocean heat uptake (54). A
nonzero λ′ was added later to characterize the behavior of more complex models. This increase
in complexity explains the lack of progress in constraining the ECS, or F2x/λ, where F2x is the
radiative forcing resulting from a doubling of CO2. Because F2x is characterized to within approx-
imately ±10% by long-established (55, 56) radiative transfer calculations, most of the uncertainty
in the ECS, and hence uncertainty in the stabilization level of GHGs consistent with avoiding any
particular level of warming, arises from uncertainty in λ.

Early estimates of the ECS were based solely on the spread of results from atmosphere–ocean
general circulation models, but as models proliferated, it became clear that uncertainties in dif-
ferent processes contributing to the additional energy radiated to space per degree of warming
were approximately additive (39), yielding a symmetric distribution of uncertainty in λ and conse-
quently a weak upper bound on the ECS.This problem remains to this day, with some of the most
advanced and (in all other respects) physically realistic models in the latest Coupled Model Inter-
comparison Project phase 6 (CMIP6) displaying ECS values above the accepted current range
of uncertainty. It is still frequently cited as evidence of a substantial warming in the pipeline that
would occur if atmospheric concentrations of GHGs were stabilized at their current levels (57).
This constant concentration commitment is, however, not the same as the future warming under
no additional emissions (58), or zero emissions commitment (ZEC), although they are still often
(59) confused with each other.

Given the difficulty of constraining the ECS with climate models, interest turned to constrain-
ing it with observations, but problems arose here as well. The initial rate of warming (in degree
Celsius per year) in response to a steadily increasing forcing (in Watt per square meter per year),
which is more or less what has been observed over recent decades, is inversely proportional to
(λ + γ + λ′ ), so without knowledge of γ and λ′, this rate alone does not provide information on
λ. To address this problem, papers emerged in the early 2000s (37, 60) combining information on
observed rates of warming with new datasets (61) of ocean heat content change. If the rate of total
ocean heat content change is equated with the sum of the left-hand side of Equations 2 and 3, the
equations can be added together to eliminate the γ -dependent term, providing a constraint on the
effective climate sensitivity, F2x/(λ + λ′ ).

This constrains the ECS itself if, and only if, it is assumed that λ′ = 0, or that the strength of
atmospheric feedbacks does not change under global warming. Unfortunately, evidence emerged
(52, 62) in the mid- to late-2000s that feedbacks could be expected to change not only in the future
but consistently in the direction of the net feedback weakening as the climate system came back
into equilibrium (λ′ > 0). Given there was no realistic prospect of any observational constraint on
λ′, this was, in effect, the end of the road for efforts to provide a useful upper bound on the ECS and
hence determine a safe stabilization concentration of atmospheric GHGs.Throughout this period
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there were calls (63, 64) to pay more attention to the TCR, given the limited relevance of the ECS
to the temperature response to any scenario other than a hypothetical forcing stabilization.

Observed climate change provided a much more robust constraint on the transient response to
a relatively rapidly increasing forcing, since this was actually being observed (42). Hence, in 2006,
peak warming in response to a scenario in which the CO2 concentration (or radiative forcing in
general) peaks and subsequently declines was proposed as a more robust focus for climate policy
than equilibrium warming in response to atmospheric stabilization (65). The reason for this result
is clear from an alternative way of presenting the two-layer model, which clarifies some more
general properties of the climate response to any radiative forcing. Equations 2 and 3 can be
rewritten (66, 67) as

dT
dt

= JT + F
Cs

≡
(

− (λ + γ + λ′ ) /Cs (γ + λ′ ) /Cs
γ /Cd −γ /Cd

)(
Ts
Td

)
+
(
F/Cs
0

)
. 4.

If the matrix E consists of the eigenvectors of the Jacobian J, arranged column-wise, E−1 is
its inverse, σ j is the jth eigenvalue, and c j = E−1

j0 E0 j/(σ jCs ), then the response to any radiative
forcing F (t ) can be decomposed (68) intoM = 2 components, each associated with an adjustment
timescale s j = σ−1

j (assuming effective heat capacities are expressed inWatt-years per squaremeter
per degree Celsius and a 1-year time interval):

Ts (t ) =
M∑
j=1

c j
s j

t∫
t ′=0

F (t ′ ) exp
(

− t − t ′

s j

)
dt ′. 5.

To a good approximation, with M = 2, the fast timescale s1 ≈ Cs/(λ + λ′ + γ ) and the slow
timescale s2 ≈ Cd (λ + λ′ + γ )/(λγ ), as may be verified by considering the initial response to any
forcing (assuming a large Cd ) and the slow adjustment to equilibrium with a constant forcing
(assuming a small Cs), respectively. Crucially, both adjustment timescales, s1 and s2, depend on
climate system properties (radiative feedbacks to space and their dependence on disequilibrium)
that are unrelated to ocean mixing timescales.

The coefficients c j represent components of the equilibrium warming response to a 1 W/m2

radiative forcing associated with each adjustment timescale, so their sum
∑
c j = λ−1. Algebraic

derivation of c j in terms of coefficients of Equations 2 and 3 (67, 68) is rather involved, but they
are straightforward to calculate numerically from the Jacobian J and readily generalized (69) to
a multilayer model,M > 2. It has been recently argued (19) that the behavior of more complex
models to sudden forcing changes is better reproduced by three response timescales, although we
focus here on M = 2 for simplicity because it captures the response (70) on decadal and longer
timescales. For any value ofM and reasonable choices of parameters, notablyCd � Cs, the effec-
tive deep-ocean temperature anomaly is dominated by the slowest timescale, sM , so

Td (t ) =
∑
c j

sM

t∫
t ′=0

F (t ′ ) exp
(

− t − t ′

sM

)
dt ′. 6.

This is useful for calculating λ′(Ts − Td ) and hence net heat uptake to interpret ocean heat
content changes given a range of values for λ′.

The advantage of reformulating the layer model (Equations 2 and 3) in terms of response
timescales is that ifM = 2 and we focus on timescales much longer than s1 and much shorter than
s2, Ts(t ) in Equation 5 is well approximated (67) by one component proportional to the forcing,
subject to a few years’ delay, and a second component proportional to the time-integrated forcing:

Ts (t ) ≈ κF

⎡
⎣F (t − s1) + ρ

t∫
t ′=0

F (t ′ ) dt ′

⎤
⎦, 7.
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where κF = c1 is the TCRF and ρ is the RACF [ρ = c2/(c1s2) in this limit], as may be verified by
considering the response to a ramp forcing increase (21). Total warming is proportional to a rapid
adjustment to recent forcing, averaged over the past 2s1 years (to give an average delay of s1 years),
plus a component proportional to integrated forcing since forcing anomalies began.

Hence, the temperature change in response to a slowly varying forcing over amultidecadal time
interval consists of one component proportional to the forcing change (calculating �F between
the decade prior to the beginning and the decade prior to the end of the time interval accounts
for the delay s1 given that this is typically of the order of 5 years) and a second component pro-
portional to the average forcing multiplied by the length of the time interval, F̄�t, or the change
in time-integrated forcing over that time interval:

�T = κF
(
�F + ρF̄�t

)
. 8.

The second and third terms on the right-hand side of Equation 1 have emerged.
TheTCRF, κF , is simply the sum of the fast (subdecadal) components of the climate response to

any forcing.With units of degree Celsius perWatt per square meter, κF is a more general property
of the climate system than is the TCR, which is defined (71) as the warming observed at the time
of CO2 doubling (i.e., after 70 years) in a scenario in which CO2 increases at 1% per year starting
from equilibrium. The TCRF is approximately the TCR divided by F2x, but not identically so
because 70 years is not negligible relative to the centennial adjustment timescale. Most papers
ignore this small difference and estimate TCR from any multidecadal transient forcing change
(43, 47).

The RACF, ρ, is the fractional rate at which temperatures increase in the decades after forc-
ing is stabilized, or the fractional rate at which forcing needs to decline to stabilize tempera-
tures [halt global warming (10)] over a multidecadal timescale, giving �T = 0 in Equation 1. The
RACF is clearly an important quantity for net zero policy but is only determined directly by cli-
mate system properties in the limiting case that forcing has increased from zero much faster than
the RACF itself, so the deep ocean has yet to begin to adjust. In this case, ρ = ρmax ≡ c2/(c1s2).
This expression also applies for M > 2 provided there is only one centennial response time, all
other response times are subdecadal, and c1 is replaced by κF , the sum of the subdecadal compo-
nents. If some component of the forcing has increased on a timescale comparable to the RACF,
then ρ < ρmax because the deep ocean will have begun to equilibrate. Despite this dependence of
ρ itself on the forcing scenario, the maximum RACF, ρmax, is useful because it represents the rate
of forcing decline that guarantees stable or declining temperatures whatever the past forcing his-
tory. For a forcing that has increased recently, as is the case for both aggregate and most individual
components of non-CO2 forcing, the RACF will be close to ρmax.

Figure 1a shows the response of this simple two-component system to a linear increase in
forcing to F2x over 70 years, after which forcing is held constant. In Figure 1b, forcing declines
exponentially at a fractional rate ρmax after year 70, yielding approximately stable surface temper-
atures. Consistent with Equation 7, the fast component of the response (orange dashed line) is
well characterized by the forcing times the TCRF (orange dotted line) subject to a small delay,
T1 = c1F (t − s1), while the slow component, or the product of the TCRF, RACF, and integrated
forcing, T2 = c1ρmax ∫F (t )dt, is identical to the purple dashed line.

While the maximum RACF is related to the ECS (22), ρmax = (ECS − TCR)/(TCR × s2), it
also depends on the TCR and centennial response time, s2. More specifically, it depends on the
realized warming fraction (RWF), or TCR/ECS ratio (72, 73): ρmax = (1 − RWF)/(RWF×s2).
Hence, a temporary forcing stabilization does not constrain the ECS, nor does the ECS fully
constrain the RACF. Given its policy significance, there is a clear need for research directly con-
straining the RACF: The SR1.5 (10, Section 1.2.4) remarked that the RACF was “less than 1%
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Figure 1

(a) Response of a two-component climate model to a linear increase in forcing to F2x over 70 years, after which forcing is held constant.
(b) As in panel a, except forcing declines exponentially at the rate of adjustment to constant forcing (RACF) after year 70, showing how
the decline in T1 and continued increase in T2 combine to give approximately constant surface temperatures. Solid red and blue lines
show surface and effective deep-ocean temperatures, Ts and Td . Dashed orange and dashed purple lines show the two components of
the response, T1 and T2, where T1 + T2 ≡ Ts. The blue dotted line shows the approximation to Td in terms of T2 in Equation 6, the red
dotted line shows the transient climate response to forcing (TCRF) times the forcing, and the black dotted line shows Ts implied by
Equation 1. See the Python code used to generate Figure 1 in the Supplemental Material.

per year,” but lack of specific research prevented a stronger statement in either the SR1.5 or the
AR6.

2.2. The Radiative Forcing Response to CO2 Emissions

While the physical climate research community was busy failing to constrain the ECS, our
understanding of the carbon cycle response to CO2 emissions was maturing, although still
focused almost exclusively on quantifying emissions consistent with different “stabilization
scenarios” (26; 41, Section 3.1.2). Stabilization referred to concentrations, not temperature, such
was the prevalence of the UNFCCC (24), Article 2, framing. In particular, it was recognized
that a sizeable fraction of CO2 emitted through the burning of fossil fuels effectively persisted
in the active carbon cycle (combined atmosphere, oceans, and terrestrial biosphere) indefinitely,
holding up atmospheric concentrations for centuries to millennia (49, 74, 75). This finding had
long been recognized as an inevitable consequence (76) of the Revelle buffer factor: Solution of
additional CO2 into the oceans necessarily results in conversion of carbonate (CO2−

3 ) ions into
bicarbonate (HCO−

3 ) ions to conserve alkalinity. Because only approximately 10% of oceanic
dissolved inorganic carbon is in the form of carbonate, the effective size of the oceanic carbon
reservoir is approximately 10 times smaller than what might be inferred from the total amount
of dissolved inorganic carbon in the oceans, so fossil CO2 emissions have a substantial and
irreversible impact on atmospheric concentrations (77).

The implications of this millennial-timescale airborne fraction (AF) (defined as the addi-
tional CO2 loading in the atmosphere over any time interval as a fraction of total cumulative
emissions over that time interval) were that stabilizing temperature (5) and precipitation (13) on
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multicentury to millennial timescales would eventually require near-zero CO2 emissions and that
the more CO2 is released in total, the higher this eventual equilibrium warming would become
(78). As far back as 1978, Siegenthaler & Oeschger (49) observed, with considerable prescience,
that “if a maximum CO2 increase of 50% above the preindustrial concentration is tolerable. . .we
may burn in total over the next centuries not much more than 10% of the known fossil fuel
reserves” (p. 394). Their paper focused, however, on the impact of emissions on the long-term
steady-state concentration of CO2, noting that unless fossil fuels were burned gradually, much
higher concentrations of CO2 would occur before this level was reached. It was not immediately
obvious whether and how the requirement for net zero emissions also applied to halting global
warming on multidecadal timescales. As we show below (Equation 15), halting warming requires a
dynamic balance between declining CO2 concentrations and ongoing oceanic thermal adjustment
that may occur at a temperature different from the long-term static equilibrium.

To explain why this is so, we use the standard impulse response model of atmospheric CO2

concentrations,Ca(t ), responding to CO2 emissions, EC (t ):

Ca(t ) = C0 +
N∑
i=1

ai

t∫
t ′=0

EC (t ′ ) exp
(

− t − t ′

ατi

)
dt ′, 9.

whereC0 is the preindustrial concentration (generally taken as 278 ppm), and the ai are empirically
determined partition coefficients representing the fraction of an emitted pulse of CO2 that leaves
the atmosphere on timescales τi. These also include the conversion from tonnes of CO2 to parts
per million, so

∑
i ai = 0.13 ppm per one billion tonnes of CO2 (GtCO2). The τi range from

a few years, representing the rapid mixing of atmospheric CO2 into the near-surface ocean, to
effectively infinite, corresponding to the millennial-timescale AF. The coefficient α is a state-
dependent factor (79) that can be used to capture nonlinearity in the response.When this type of
model was originally introduced in the 1990s (35), it was intended only as a linearization, so α was
set to unity. Such a linear impulse response model, however, necessarily predicts a monotonically
declining AF under constant emissions, whereas more complex models have long been known
(80) to show a constant or increasing AF. A declining AF combined with the long-established
logarithmic dependence of CO2-induced radiative forcing on CO2 concentrations,

F = F2x
ln (2)

ln
(
Ca
C0

)
, 10.

meant that a linear impulse response model necessarily predicted some decline in warming per
tonne of CO2 emitted over time, and consequently, if coupled to the model of the temperature
response to forcing represented by Equation 5, temperatures eventually decline following net zero
CO2 emissions.

The first study (to our knowledge) to model the response to net zero CO2 emissions using
such a simplified framework was by Friedlingstein & Solomon in 2005 (81). They found a more
complex response than indicated by Equation 1, with an initial temperature overshoot followed
by this temperature decline. This overshoot arose because that study used a single multidecadal
time constant to characterize the thermal response to radiative forcing rather than partitioning it
into fast and slow components. Independently, Shine et al. (82), whose study was also published in
2005, used a slightly more complex model that captured the slow and fast components of the tem-
perature response and was (again to our knowledge) the first to document an approximately linear
relationship between cumulative CO2 emissions and warming on multidecadal timescales. Using
a conventional energy balance model (83) coupled to a linear impulse response model of the car-
bon cycle, but considering small perturbations about a background state of constant atmospheric
composition (hence implicitly linearizing the logarithmic relationship between CO2 concentra-
tions and radiative forcing), Shine et al. (82, table 2) gave estimates of the warming response to
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a constant CO2 emission over time horizons of 20, 100, and 500 years of 0.0095, 0.0494, and
0.2 K per GtCO2 per year, respectively. This quantity [the absolute global temperature-change
potential for a sustained emission (AGTPS)], once divided by the time horizon, is simply another
name for the TCRE, giving values of 0.47, 0.49, and 0.4 K/TtCO2, almost identical to modern
TCRE estimates. This may have been the first paper to document the cumulative impact of CO2

emissions on global temperature and hence the need for net zero CO2 emissions to halt global
warming, but because the focus of that paper was on comparing other GHGs to CO2, Shine et al.
did not draw attention to this result despite, in hindsight, its evident policy significance.

In the meantime, more complex models were being developed to capture the nonlinear re-
sponse of the carbon cycle (84–88), in particular the increase in AF over time (89) as marine and
biospheric sinks saturate. Warming itself also introduces new sources [e.g., increased soil decom-
position, forest dieback, carbon from thawing permafrost (90)] and causes some sinks to weaken
or reverse, becoming net carbon sources (warming leading to enhanced bacterial respiration in
soils and transitions in vegetation cover). An increase in AF due to such feedbacks is consistently
predicted (89) by coupled climate–carbon cycle models (91). Whereas some regional weakening
of terrestrial sinks has been recently observed (92), there has been no significant increase in the
observed net AF over recent decades (93–95).

A constant AF is consistent with a linear impulse response (α = 1) under exponentially in-
creasing emissions, E(t ) = E0ert , in which case the AF is given by AF = ∑

i air/(r + τ−1
i ). Emis-

sions have only recently departed from an approximately exponential increase for the period over
which relatively precise observations of the AF are available, so observations alone do not deter-
mine whether α is state dependent. When combined with model-based estimates of the response
to a pulse injection of CO2 into near-present-day concentrations, however, observations indi-
cate (80, 96) a time-dependent impulse response, with the AF increasing with both warming and
the accumulation of CO2 in the oceans and biosphere (97, 98).

Equation 1 assumes that, in the absence of any non-CO2 forcing, �T = κEEC�t, so warming
is simply proportional to cumulative CO2 emissions and κE , the TCRE, is constant. A linear re-
lationship between cumulative CO2 emissions and CO2-induced warming (constant TCRE) is a
consistent emergent feature of coupled Earth system models (6, 8, 16) found to hold up to cu-
mulative emissions of 6,000 GtCO2 (99), or warming up to approximately 3°C, before becoming
weakly concave (100) (declining TCRE). This linearity can arise only from a cancellation (101)
between the concave (logarithmic) relationship between atmospheric CO2 concentrations and ra-
diative forcing, and the convex relationship between CO2 emissions and concentrations arising
from an increasing AF (102). This may be partly accidental: There is a physical basis for a can-
cellation between logarithmic radiative forcing and declining oceanic CO2 uptake (103–105), but
this does not encompass the more complex response of the biosphere.

Although a constant TCRE is a helpful simplification, and may be exploited (106, 107) to pro-
vide observational constraints on future warming, it is not necessary for net zero CO2 emissions
to be consistent with no further CO2-induced warming nor is a constant TCRE essential to the
concept of a finite remaining carbon budget. What is important is the existence of a monotonic,
path-independent (108) relationship between cumulative CO2 emissions andCO2-induced warm-
ing. The assumption of a constant TCRE starts to break down under both large cumulative (109)
and strongly negative emissions (110). Studies to date suggest active CO2 removal is slightly less
effective at drawing down global temperatures than positive CO2 emissions are at driving them up.
Hence, the concept of a remaining carbon budget makes the most sense as allowable emissions to
limit peak warming to a specific level, consistent with the unitary interpretation of the long-term
temperature goal of the Paris Agreement (see Section 5), rather than a budget to limit warming
to a particular level by a specific year, possibly after a temperature overshoot (111).
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The simplest system (67) to explain why the TCRE is approximately constant, and the lim-
itations of this linear relationship between cumulative CO2 emissions and global temperature,
is to assume the nonlinearities represented by α in Equation 9 and the logarithmic forcing in
Equation 10 cancel perfectly. If that is the case, then

FC (t ) =
N∑
i=1

μi

t∫
t ′=0

EC (t ′ ) exp
(

− t − t ′

τi

)
dt ′, 11.

where the μi are simply the partition coefficients ai scaled such that
∑

μi is a time-averaged ra-
diative efficiency of CO2 in Watt per square meter per tonne. If we are focusing on interdecadal
timescales, we can separate the forcing response to CO2 emissions into an interannual-to-decadal
component and a centennial component, with aggregate coefficients μ1 and μ2 and representative
timescales τ1 and τ2, respectively. This separation of timescales is not as clear as in the case of the
thermal response to forcing, so approximations are less accurate but serve to illustrate principles.
In physical terms, μ1 + μ2 is the radiative forcing due to a unit-mass increase in the amount of
CO2 in the atmosphere, andμ2 is the component of that forcing that persists for century or longer
timescales. Importantly, τ−1

2 , the slow carbon adjustment rate (SCAR), is an average of all centen-
nial and longer adjustment rates weighted by their respective μi.With one centennial adjustment
timescale τc and one infinite timescale, with partition coefficients μc and μ∞, respectively, such
that μ2 = μc + μ∞, then τ2 = τc(μc + μ∞ )/μc ≈ 400 years.

Under these simplifications, the interdecadal (timescales longer than τ1 and shorter than τ2)
response to a constant emission of E0 tonnes of CO2 per year starting in year zero is given by

FC (t ) = μ1E0τ1 + μ2E0τ2

(
1 − exp

(
− t

τi

))
≈ μ2E0t + μ1E0τ1 − μ2E0t2

2τ2
. 12.

The first term in the approximation on the right-hand side is the largest, so on timescales longer
than swe can approximate dF/dt ≈ μ2E0,∫FC dt ≈ μ2E0t2/2, and FC (t − s) = FC (t ) − sdF/dt.Us-
ing these approximations, we can rearrange Equation 12 as

E0t =
t∫

t ′=0

EC (t ′ ) dt ′ ≡ CE (t ) ≈ 1
μ2

⎡
⎣FC

(
t − μ1τ1

μ2

)
+ 1

τ2

t∫
t ′=0

FC (t ′ ) dt ′

⎤
⎦. 13.

Having linearized Equation 11, the interdecadal-timescale forcing response to any emission
time series may be represented by the superposition of responses to a series of constant emissions
or removals starting at different times. Hence, the cumulative CO2 emissions,CE (t ), that cause a
radiative forcing, FC (t ), are equal to the sum of one term proportional to the radiative forcing sub-
ject to a small delay (of the order of years) and a second term proportional to the time-integrated
radiative forcing. The fact that changes in CO2-induced forcing appear, on these timescales, to
occur before changes in cumulative CO2 emissions may seem counterintuitive, but it arises from
subdecadal component(s) of the impulse response in Equation 11 and explain why rates of warm-
ing appear to respond to changing CO2 emission rates faster than would be implied by the short
thermal timescale of adjustment to forcing, s1, and why the peak warming response occurs rela-
tively soon after a pulse emission (112).

Comparing Equations 7 and 13, CO2-induced warming is proportional to cumulative CO2

emissions,TC (t ) = κECE (t ), where κE = κFμ2, only if both subdecadal and centennial thermal and
carbon cycle response times match up, so s1 = μ1τ1/μ2 and ρ = τ−1

2 , respectively. If they do not
match up, then on short timescales the temperature response can lead or lag cumulative CO2

emissions by a few years, ν = s1 − μ1τ1/μ2. This quantity is so negligible that it barely merits a
name, but for the sake of completeness, we refer to it as the fast emissions adjustment timescale.
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Rate of adjustment
to zero emissions
(RAZE): fractional
rate of change of
global average surface
temperature associated
with a multidecade
period of net zero
CO2 or CO2-
warming-equivalent
emissions

Likewise on long timescales, if ρ > τ−1
2 , then sustained cooling accompanies net zero CO2

emissions, whereas if ρ < τ−1
2 , net zero CO2 emissions result in sustained warming. This rate of

adjustment to zero emissions (RAZE) is the RACF minus the SCAR, o= ρ − τ−1
2 . This is the

difference between two rates that are each less than approximately 0.3% per year, so the RAZE
is close to zero and at most of the order of ±0.1% per year (we suggest the underappreciated
omicron symbol is used to represent this small but persistent quantity). Hence, a more general
expression for the temperature response to CO2 emissions over a multidecadal time interval is

�T = κE

(
�CE + oCE�t

)
, 14.

where �CE = Ē�t is the change in cumulative CO2 emissions over that time interval; CE is the
cumulative CO2 emissions since preindustrial times, averaged over that time interval; κE is the
TCRE; and o, the RAZE, is small (of the order of 1 in 1,000 years) and as likely positive as negative.
The RAZE is a fractional rate of annual increase or decrease of global temperature anomaly, with
units of fraction per year or percent per year. It is related to the ZEC (15), or the absolute amount
of warming that occurs after emissions cease. In the case of only a single multicentury-timescale
adjustment, a positive RAZE indicates a positive ZEC and vice versa, but as we discuss below, the
value of the RAZE is less scenario dependent than the value of the ZEC.

As well as demonstrating the limitations of the simple relationship between cumulative CO2

emissions and CO2-induced warming expressed in Equation 1, these expressions explain why so
many papers came close to identifying this relationship without actually doing so: Both long and
short timescales in both thermal and carbon cycle responses must be modeled for it to emerge.

These concepts are illustrated in Figure 2. Figure 2a shows the warming response to a con-
stant 40 GtCO2 emissions sustained over 70 years, and Figure 2c shows the response to historical
CO2 emissions followed by emissions following the Shared Socioeconomic Pathway (SSP1-1.9)
ambitious mitigation scenario (12) up to the date of net zero. Both cases are followed by net zero
CO2 emissions. The approximation in Equation 12 is evident in Figure 2a,b: Shortly after emis-
sions begin but on timescales much less than τ2, the forcing leads cumulative CO2 emissions by a
few years, μ1τ1/μ2.

Forcing and temperature responses are simulated by the FaIR (Finite-amplitude Impulse Re-
sponse) model (96), a simple but nonlinear climate model supporting four carbon cycle and three
thermal response timescales that replicates the responses of more complex Earth system models
with considerable fidelity. For the value of the TCR used, s1 = μ1τ1/μ2 giving a zero fast emis-
sions adjustment timescale, ν = 0. Temperatures therefore increase in proportion to cumulative
CO2 emissions for all three values of the RACF with no delay (contrast the immediate tempera-
ture response to a sudden increase in emissions in Figure 2a with the slightly delayed response
to a sudden increase in dF/dt in Figure 1a). Different choices of parameters within uncertainty
ranges can introduce a small lead or lag between temperatures and cumulative emissions, but only
of the order of a few years.

After emissions reach net zero, the impact of the RACF variations ismore evident.All variations
are well within the range of uncertainty in the RWF (72, 73), or TCR/ECS ratio, and might
arise from variations in λ or λ′, and thus are not necessarily related to any oceanic adjustment
timescale. This is important, as it is often assumed that a slower thermal adjustment timescale, s2,
is necessarily related to a slower carbon cycle adjustment timescale, τ2, because the same deep-
ocean mixing timescales determine both. There will be some relationship, but because the RACF
also depends on atmospheric radiative feedbacks that have no physical link to the carbon cycle,
and because τ2 also depends on the partitioning of the response between multicentury and infinite
timescales, it cannot be assumed that the RACF will covary perfectly with the SCAR. Therefore,
the RAZE, o= ρ − τ−1

2 , can be positive, zero, or negative: Net zero CO2 emissions can result in
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Figure 2

Temperature response to CO2 emissions calculated with a simple nonlinear climate–carbon cycle model. (a,c) The graphs depict (a)
constant emissions for 70 years and (c) historical emissions followed by the SSP1-1.9 ambitious mitigation scenario up to the date of net
zero. Both cases are followed by zero emissions: Blue lines show cumulative CO2 emissions multiplied by the TCRE, gray lines show
CO2-induced radiative forcing, and red lines show temperature responses for three values of the RACF, corresponding to the
equilibrium climate sensitivity and realized warming fraction values well within current ranges of uncertainty. (b,d) Graphs are identical
except emissions are reduced to a constant value of Emin = −oCE instead of zero, where CE is cumulative emissions up to the date of net
zero in panels a and c, respectively, and o is the RAZE, showing how a low level of ongoing emissions or removals can compensate for a
nonzero RAZE to deliver approximately stable global average surface temperatures. Abbreviations: RACF, rate of adjustment to
constant forcing; RAZE, rate of adjustment to zero emissions; SSP, Shared Socioeconomic Pathway; TCRE, transient climate response
to emissions. See the Python code used to generate Figure 2 in the Supplemental Material.

gradual warming, constant temperatures, or gradual cooling.Further research into the relationship
between the RACF and the SCAR is urgently required because of their profound implications for
net zero policy.

The ZEC was originally defined (113) as the difference between the long-term equilibrium
warming, Teqm, that concerned Siegenthaler and Oeschger, under which temperatures come into
equilibrium with the irreversible increase in atmospheric CO2 concentrations resulting from cu-
mulative emissionsCE , and the warming that is manifest at the time emissions reach net zero,Tzero.
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In our simplified framework, recalling that μ∞ is the component of the radiative forcing due to
a unit-mass emission of CO2 that persists indefinitely and that μc is the component that declines
on multicentury timescales,

ZEC = Teqm − Tzero ≈ (
λ−1)μ∞CE − κECE = [(c1 + c2)μ∞ − c1 (μc + μ∞ )]CE , 15.

using the approximation κE ≈ c1μ2 (the TCRE equals the TCRF times the forcing per tonne
of CO2 emitted that persists for centennial and longer timescales). Hence, the ZEC is zero if the
RWF, c1/(c1 + c2), equals the fraction of multicentury-timescale CO2-induced forcing that persists
indefinitely, μ∞/(μc + μ∞ ). This appears to be approximately true, but there is no fundamental
reason why it should be so.

Even for perturbations small enough that we can treat the entire problem as linear, the ZEC
is scenario dependent, because it scales with CE . Hence, the RAZE is a more fundamental cli-
mate system property than is the ZEC because there is a limit under which the RAZE converges
to a scenario-independent value, omax = ρmax − τ−1

2 . The RAZE is also easier to constrain, be-
cause like the ECS, quantifying the ZEC is in effect an infinite-timescale prediction. Finally,
the RAZE is more directly relevant to policy because it determines the ongoing rate of CO2

emissions or removals required to maintain stable temperatures on multidecadal timescales (see
Figure 2b,d).

Recognizing the limited policy relevance of the infinite-timescale ZEC, recent experiments
such as the Zero Emissions Commitment Model Intercomparison Project (ZECMIP) (14) have
sought to quantify the ZEC over specified multidecadal time intervals. In the main ZECMIP
experiment, atmospheric CO2 concentrations were increased at 1% per year, corresponding to
a rapid increase in CO2 emissions in the first decade followed by a more gradual increase to
approximately 70 GtCO2 per year. When diagnosed cumulative emissions reach 3,700 GtCO2

(1,000 PgC), emissions cease and coupled climate–carbon cycle models are allowed to evolve
freely. After an initial adjustment over the first couple of decades, 7 of 9 full-complexity and
9 of 9 intermediate-complexity Earth system models display a cooling trend sustained for at least
the next 80 years. Fitting a straight line to the reported 25-, 50-, and 90-year ZEC values of
all the full-complexity models and dividing by their respective TCREs give a mean and median
RAZE of −0.06% per year with a standard deviation of 0.11% per year. Intermediate-complexity
models display more consistently negative RAZEs, −0.16 ± 0.16% per year, although this lat-
ter range is strongly affected by two outlier models. If those two outlier models are excluded,
the intermediate-complexity-model range of RAZE values resembles that of the full-complexity
Earth system models. ZECMIP also found a shift toward more positive RAZE values with higher
cumulative emissions, and Earth system feedbacks (114) or land-use changes (115) not fully rep-
resented in the current generation of models might also contribute additional warming, lending
support to an approximate RAZE range of 0.0 ± 0.1% per year for cumulative emissions in the
range of 3,000 to 6,000 GtCO2, spanning most mitigation scenarios.

The focus of the ZECMIP experiment was on quantifying any potentially positive ZEC be-
cause this would affect remaining carbon budgets for limiting warming to specific temperature
goals. But a negative RAZE is also relevant, since it opens the possibility of some ongoing CO2

emissions being consistent with no further warming on interdecadal timescales. If emissions are
reduced not to zero but to −oT/κE ≈ −oCE , where CE is the cumulative CO2 emissions since
preindustrial times, then CO2-induced warming remains approximately constant (Figure 2b,d).
Note that this residual emission rate can be either positive or negative (active CO2 removal) be-
cause the sign of o is indeterminate. Scenarios meeting the goals of the Paris Agreement typically
have to limit cumulative emissions to <3,000 GtCO2. Because the RAZE is of the order of 0.1%
per year, this ongoing emission or removal consistent with stable temperatures is of the order of
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±3 GtCO2 per year or less. The combination of natural climate variability and uncertainty over
residual emissions and removals means that it might take many decades to establish the value of
the RAZE and whether it is distinguishable from zero.

2.3. Implications for CO2 Emissions Policy

This quantitative understanding of the physical origins of net zero has several implications for pol-
icy (116). First, carbon budgets determine warming only onmultidecadal timescales.The question
of precisely when the carbon budget for 1.5°C will be exhausted has received considerable atten-
tion (117), including in the SR1.5 (10) and the AR6 (12). Although much of the ambiguity in a
carbon budget for 1.5°C of warming arises from expected non-CO2 warming and the precise defi-
nition of warming levels, the fact that even CO2-induced warming can lead or lag cumulative CO2

emissions by a few years corresponding to the fast emissions adjustment timescale, ν, makes clear
that temperatures should not be expected to reach a particular threshold temperature at precisely
the date on which the relevant carbon budget is exhausted, but only within a decade on either side,
even if the impacts of internal climate variability and other climate forcings are removed. Under-
standing this point is important to avoid unrealistic expectations of precision in relating carbon
budgets to temperature outcomes.

Second, the observation that the RAZE is not necessarily zero, and hence that some ongo-
ing CO2 emissions or removals could turn out to be consistent with stable temperatures, though
clearly significant, should not be overinterpreted. The RAZE is indistinguishable from zero on
the basis of current evidence and is likely to remain so for the foreseeable future because it de-
pends on poorly constrained centennial-timescale processes. Ongoing CO2 emissions consistent
with stable temperatures could be either positive or negative, even in the absence of nonlinearities.
Including the impact of nonlinear Earth system feedbacks that are likely to emerge in the future,
and therefore are not fully included in current estimates of the TCRE, such as increased carbon
release from thawing tundra, would increase the likelihood that the RAZE is positive, requiring
ongoing net CO2 removal to limit warming.

Third, the possibility of a nonzero RAZE does not undermine the concept of a carbon budget
consistent with a given level of warming at the time of net zero emissions, assuming emission
reductions occur over a limited number of decades. The fact that o is of the order of one part in
1,000 years in Equation 14 means that there is a simple monotonic and near-linear relationship
between cumulativeCO2 emissions andCO2-inducedwarming as long as annual emissions remain
larger than approximately 1/1,000th of cumulative emissions to date. This is also evident from
Figure 2:Warming is proportional to cumulative emissions before the date of net zero for all three
values of the RACF shown, despite different outcomes after that date.Hence, the observation that
warming is proportional to cumulative CO2 emissions does not imply that CO2 emissions need to
be exactly net zero to halt CO2-induced warming, but it does imply they need to be approximately
so. Currently, annual CO2 emissions are 1/50th of cumulative CO2 emissions, so they would have
to be reduced by a factor of 10 to 20 and maintained at that level for decades before uncertainty
in the RAZE becomes significant.

Fourth, achieving whatever low level of emissions or removals is consistent with stable tem-
peratures is likely to require substantial levels of active CO2 removal to compensate for residual
emissions. So if the RAZE turns out to be nonzero, only aminor recalibration of this removal effort
would be required to compensate.Whatever the value of the RAZE,warming consistent with zero
emissions would be indistinguishable from natural climate variability for decades. Hence, o= 0,
or zero RAZE, is a pragmatic working hypothesis. We note, however, that no physical constraint
has yet been identified that requires the RAZE to be greater than or equal to zero: Both ρ and τ2
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are uncertain quantities that depend on unrelated aspects of the climate–carbon cycle system and
the results of the ZECMIP experiment suggest that, more likely than not, o< 0, or ρ < τ−1

2 , for
low warming levels. A low level of continued CO2 emission could turn out to be consistent with
no further CO2-induced warming, although we are unlikely to discover this is the case until after
temperatures have stabilized for several decades.

Fifth, even if the RAZE is zero, achieving net zero CO2 emissions and thereby halting the CO2-
induced increase in global average surface temperature would not mean ending CO2-induced cli-
mate change. The climate will continue to adjust for many centuries. Impacts would continue
to evolve that depend on the pattern of surface warming, such as regional precipitation, on atmo-
spheric CO2 concentrations, such as ocean pH (118), or on the changing balance betweenwarming
and atmospheric CO2 concentrations, which would include both global and regional precipitation
(119) and sea-level rise (120).

In summary, the more cautious SR1.5 framing, that reducing CO2 emissions to net zero would
be sufficient to halt CO2-induced warming on interdecadal timescales, is better justified by our
current evidence base than is the stronger AR6 claim that limiting human-induced warming to
any specific level requires reaching at least net zero CO2 emissions. Results from the ZECMIP
experiment and our understanding of underlying climate system properties suggest that the most
that can be said at present is that halting CO2-induced warming as likely as not requires reach-
ing at least net zero CO2 emissions, with this qualifier potentially becoming more likely than
not at higher levels of warming under which net Earth system feedbacks are more likely to be
positive.

3. THE ROLE OF THE TERRESTRIAL BIOSPHERE IN ACHIEVING
CARBON NEUTRALITY

Protecting and nurturing the biosphere yield multiple benefits to human and ecological well-
being and socioeconomic development, including climate. An ambitious program of sustainable
management, protection, and restoration of ecosystems could reduce peak warming and could also
have an important role in planetary cooling after temperatures have peaked (121), and it may be
needed to compensate for emissions due to warming itself, arising from Earth system feedbacks.
That said, the extent to which the biosphere can be relied upon to compensate for ongoing release
of carbon from the lithosphere (solid Earth) in fossil fuel emissions remains unclear.

Agriculture, forestry, and other land use (AFOLU) activities currently contribute more than
10% of anthropogenic CO2 emissions and play a larger role in methane and nitrous oxide
emissions (see Section 4). These emissions will become increasingly important as energy and in-
dustrial process emissions decline in the transition to net zero (10). AFOLU has also contributed
approximately one-third of historical emissions, such that carbon stocks in both standing biomass
and soils in many regions of the world are severely depleted compared to prehistoric baseline
levels (122).

However, forest regrowth and stimulated growth rates caused by CO2 fertilization have also
absorbed a substantial fraction of anthropogenic CO2 emissions to date, presenting opportunities
for enhancing terrestrial and coastal marine carbon stocks through afforestation and ecosystem
restoration (122). Protecting ecosystems reduces the release of carbon (e.g., avoiding deforesta-
tion) and maintains the terrestrial carbon sink currently found in many intact ecosystems, such
as tropical forests. Restoring ecosystems often results in enhancing carbon storage and carbon
sinks (e.g., peatland restoration). Improving the management of agricultural and marine systems
reduces carbon, methane, and nitrous oxide emissions (e.g., improving nutrient management) and
sequesters carbon (e.g., trees in cropland) (123).
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Nature-based solutions (NbS)2 are activities that involve the protection, restoration, or man-
agement of natural and seminatural ecosystems, underpinned by biodiversity and implemented in
a socially just context (122, 124). Several recent studies estimate the contribution that NbS could
make to climate change mitigation if scaled up globally, yet there is still confusion around how
muchNbS could contribute to achieving net zero, as results have been estimated over various time
frames, using different model assumptions, for different objectives (121, 123, 125–131). Estimates
vary widely, as they depend on assumptions such as future trends in land sector demand (e.g., meat
consumption) and supply (e.g., agricultural productivity) (128); the price of carbon, reflectingmiti-
gation ambition (132); the carbon saturation point of mature ecosystems (123, 133) and the extent
to which studies consider constraints on deployment of NbS related to economic and political
feasibility, land rights, and local needs; and safeguards for food security and biodiversity (134).

An ambitious estimate of the global mitigation potential of NbS, including measures that are
cost-effective (at an effective carbon price less than or equal to $100 per tonne of CO2 equiva-
lent), ensure adequate global production of food and wood-based products, conserve biodiversity,
respect land tenure rights, and consider biophysical constraints such as albedo and saturation of
carbon uptake by old-growth forests, is provided by Griscom et al. (123). In this scenario, NbS
help reduce global emissions at a rate of approximately 10 GtCO2 year−1, approximately half from
avoided emissions and half from enhanced carbon sinks. This translates to reducing peak warm-
ing by approximately 0.1°C under a scenario consistent with a 1.5°C rise by 2055, by 0.3°C under
a scenario consistent with a 2°C rise by 2085, or by 0.3°C in 2100 under an ongoing-warming
scenario (121).

Moreover, there is additional mitigation potential from marine ecosystems. Although most
models include coastal ecosystems (mangroves, saltmarshes, and seagrass), they exclude marine
systems such as coral reefs, phytoplankton, and kelp forests and the role of marine fauna in
facilitating or enhancing carbon sinks in pelagic and benthic environments (135, 136).

Going beyond biospheric net zero and compensating for ongoing fossil fuel emissions with
enhanced uptake in the biosphere are attractive economically (132) and, if well managed (122),
could provide multiple benefits, including restoring depleted biospheric carbon stocks, adapting
to climate change, and supporting biodiversity. But relying on the biosphere to partially (or, worse,
fully) compensate for continued production of CO2 from burning fossil fuels carries risks, includ-
ing rerelease of carbon to the atmosphere because land-use practices change, pathogen or invasive
pest outbreaks (an acute problem in low-diversity forests such as temperate or island ecosystems),
or risks due to climate change itself increasing the likelihood of carbon loss from ecosystems.

Protecting intact ecosystems is a priority, as their ecological integrity likely makes them more
resilient, increasing their ability to act as long-term carbon sinks (127). Properly managed, most
resilient ecosystems are likely to continue to act as carbon sinks long past the point when net zero
emissions are achieved and global temperatures peak.Utilizing carbon uptake by intact ecosystems
to offset continued fossil fuel emissions in support of net zero claims is, however, problematic
because this uptake is often an indirect consequence of past emissions and is therefore already
accounted for as a natural sink in the Earth systemmodels used for the definition of carbon budgets
and classification of emission scenarios (see Section 5).

Moreover, with further warming, the impact of nonlinear Earth system feedbacks is likely to
emerge and may increasingly destabilize ecosystems, undermining their long-term mitigation

2Nature-based solutions are actions to protect, conserve, restore, sustainably use, andmanage natural or modi-
fied terrestrial, freshwater, coastal, and marine ecosystems, which address social, economic, and environmental
challenges effectively and adaptively while providing human well-being, ecosystem services and resilience, and
biodiversity benefits.
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potential (92). These Earth system feedbacks are not fully included in current estimates of the
potential contribution of the terrestrial and coastal marine biosphere to achieving net zero. For
example, the carbon sink in the Amazon forest appears to be diminishing as tree mortality rates
increase, likely as a consequence of increasing frequency of severe drought events (92) and increas-
ing atmospheric water deficits (137). Increased fire spread in Amazonia is also contributing to an
increase in carbon emissions from the biome as a whole. These effects reduce the climate change
mitigation potential of forests and other vegetation prone to fires, which needs to be considered
when assessing the effect of forest-related NbS on net CO2 emissions.

These risks highlight a broader question regarding the appropriate role of NbS and biospheric
removals more generally in achieving net zero. Currently, they are widely considered a low-cost
means of offsetting ongoing fossil fuel use, with considerable potential co-benefits. But as long
as the net flux of carbon out of the biosphere remains positive, even if some of that flux is a
consequence of historical warming, it could be argued that the first priority for NbS is stabilizing
the carbon in the biosphere itself, and only when this has been achieved can NbS be considered
a potential way of compensating for fossil CO2 release. Even then, as Fankhauser et al. (138,
p. 16) stated, “Achieving net zero through an unsustainable combination of fossil fuel emissions
and short-term removals is ultimately pointless.Carbon emissions and removals must balance over
multi-decadal timescales” (see Figure 3).

Hence, although there is an urgent need to invest in NbS now, not least to slow and reverse
biospheric degradation, by midcentury negative emissions technologies and practices may need
to shift away from biological storage to near-permanent geological storage (139).

It is essential that interventions claiming to be NbS are themselves sustainable. Mitigation
options such as bioenergy with carbon capture and storage (BECCS) have benefits that are limited
to carbon sequestration, potentially require vast areas of land that would not then be available for
food production or nature protection or restoration, and do not provide the multiple long-term
benefits of NbS (140). Without stringent environmental safeguards (which may in turn make it
uneconomic), BECCS lacks ecological integrity and is therefore less likely to be resilient in the
face of a rapidly changing climate.

Beyond climate benefits, there is mounting evidence that natural and seminatural ecosystems
support our economies and societies in multiple ways, such as providing food, clean water, and
shelter, protecting against the impacts of extreme events such as floods, droughts, and heatwaves
(141, 142), and addressing various sustainable development goals and increasing the resilience of
local communities (143, 144). As such, they should be a central component of climate adaptation
plans.

4. FROM CARBON TO CLIMATE NEUTRALITY: NET ZERO
WITH MULTIPLE GREENHOUSE GASES

The relationships described in Sections 2.1 and 2.2 allow a straightforward incorporation of non-
CO2 GHGs and other climate forcers into our understanding of how global emissions affect global
temperatures (77, 145). Unlike CO2, most other climate forcers can be characterized by a single
atmospheric residence time τ , ranging from a few days to a decade for short-lived climate forcers
(SLCFs), such as black carbon and methane, to over a century for nitrous oxide. Radiative forcing
due to the sustained emission of E0 tonnes per year of such a climate forcer, starting in year zero,
is given by Equation 11 with N = 1:

F (t ) =
t∫

t ′=0

μE0 exp
(

− t − t ′

τ

)
dt ′ = μE0

[
1 − exp

(
− t

τ

)]
, 16.
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Figure 3

Schematic showing the
transition to a durable
net zero. Arrows
indicate human-
induced fluxes of
carbon, primarily in
the form of CO2,
between the
lithosphere (solid
Earth), atmosphere,
and land and ocean
biosphere. (a) The
current situation, with
large fluxes out of both
the lithosphere and the
biosphere into the
atmosphere. Outward-
and inward-pointing
arrows indicate carbon
flows are imbalanced,
with carbon stocks
increasing in the
atmosphere and
decreasing in both the
biosphere and
lithosphere. (b) A
temporary net zero
regime in which net
flows into and out of
the atmosphere are
balanced, but there is
still a net flux from the
lithosphere into the
biosphere. (c) A
durable net zero
regime in which all
fluxes are balanced.
Figure adapted from
Reference 138;
copyright 2022
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as individual files in
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CO2-warming-
equivalent (CO2-we)
emissions:
the quantity of CO2
emissions that would
have the same impact
on global temperature
as a combination of
CO2 and non-CO2
climate forcing agents

where μ is the radiative efficiency (146) expressed as the forcing due to a unit-mass increase in the
amount of that climate forcer in the atmosphere. The quantity F (H )/E0 = AGWPH , the AGWP
for that forcer over a time horizonH years (82).The AGWPH of a particular climate forcer divided
by the AGWPH of CO2 is called its global warming potential (GWPH).

Because Equation 16 is linear, we can express the forcing response to an arbitrary emissions
time series as the superposition of responses to constant emissions starting at different times in
the past. Furthermore, for SLCFs expressed as CO2-equivalent by dividing emissions by their
GWPH, we can replace μ in Equation 16 with the AGWPH of CO2, AH , provided the SLCF
lifetime τS � H (because the quantity in square brackets is then approximately unity for t = H).
Hence, forcing due to any SLCF is proportional to an exponentially weighted trailing average of
the rate of emissions of that SLCF, with the exponential timescale given by the forcer lifetime or,
for slowly varying emission rates, SLCF emissions ES subject to a delay of the order of τS:

FS (t ) ≈ AHES (t − τS ). 17.

Long-lived climate forcers (LLCFs), or any forcer with τL ≥ H such as nitrous oxide, if also ex-
pressed as CO2-equivalent using GWPH, behave like CO2.

It is conventional to use the 100-year global warming potential (GWP100) to calculate CO2-
equivalent emissions, which we refer to as CO2-e100 to avoid ambiguity. As it happens, all SLCFs
behave similarly to each other if reported as CO2-e100 because all SLCF lifetimes are much less
than 100 years (this is not the case for other metrics such as GWP20). Hence, the temperature
response to amixture of LLCFs and SLCFs, all expressed as CO2-e100, is (substituting Equation 17
into Equations 1 and 7)

T (t ) ≈ κE

t∫
t ′=0

EL (t ′ ) dt ′ + κFA100

⎡
⎣ES (t − τS − s1) + ρ

t∫
t ′=0

ES (t ′ ) dt ′

⎤
⎦, 18.

where EL and ES are aggregate emissions of LLCFs and SLCFs, respectively, with EL including
CO2, and τS is the emissions-weighted average SLCF lifetime.Warming �T over a multidecadal
time interval �t is therefore, to a good approximation,

�T ≈ κEEL�t + κFA100

(
�ES + ρES�t

)
≈ κE

[
EL�t + 85�ES + 0.28ES�t

]
, 19.

where EL and ES are average rates of aggregate LLCF and SLCF emissions, respectively, over that
time interval, and �ES is the change in SLCF emission rates between the beginning and the end
of that time interval, assuming all emissions are expressed as CO2-e100. To account for the τS + s1
delay from a change in SLCF emission rate and the temperature response, �ES can be defined
as the difference between the average emissions over the decade prior to the beginning and the
decade prior to the end of the time interval �t for very-short-lived SLCFs (τS ≤ 1 year), and the
average emissions over the 20 years prior to the beginning and the 20 years prior to end of �t for
SLCFs with lifetimes of the order of a decade, such as methane.

The quantity in square brackets in Equation 19 provides an estimate of aggregate CO2-
warming-equivalent (CO2-we) emissions (20, 147–149), so called because it would have the same
warming impact over this time interval as the emission of that amount of CO2 (147). More pre-
cise methods of computing warming-equivalent emissions have been proposed, but as illustrated
in Figure 4, the use of simple trailing 10- and 20-year averages to calculate �ES in Equation 19
is already remarkably accurate at capturing the global temperature response to various forcing
agents for both rising and falling emissions. In contrast, cumulative CO2-e100 emissions reflect
warming impact only for LLCFs.
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Figure 4

Historical and projected emissions and temperature response under the SSP1-1.9 mitigation scenario. (a) Emissions of CO2, methane,
nitrous oxide, and other RF (primarily aerosols, calculated by subtracting calculated forcing by these three gases from total
anthropogenic forcing). CO2-e100 emissions calculated by multiplying GHG amounts by their respective GWP100 values and by
dividing other RF by A100, the AGWP100 of CO2. (b) Solid lines show global temperature response to individual gases and to total
anthropogenic forcing calculated with the FaIR 2.0 nonlinear climate model. Dotted lines show cumulative CO2-e100 emissions
multiplied by the TCRE. These values provide a good approximation for the warming impact of LLCFs but fail to reflect the warming
impact of SLCFs. Cumulative warming-equivalent emissions, represented as dashed lines for SLCFs and totals, identical to dotted lines
for LLCFs, reflect temperature response much more accurately. Abbreviations: AGWP100, 100-year absolute global warming potential;
CO2-e100, CO2-equivalent emissions using the GWP100 metric; FaIR, Finite-amplitude Impulse Response; GHG, greenhouse gas;
GWP100, 100-year global warming potential; LLCF, long-lived climate forcer; RF, radiative forcing; SLCF, short-lived climate forcer;
SSP, Shared Socioeconomic Pathway; TCRE, transient climate response to emissions. See the Python code used to generate Figure 4 in
the Supplemental Material.

Figure 4 also illustrates how the warming impact of immediate emission reductions depends
strongly on the lifetime of the relevant forcing agent. Reducing aerosol emissions results in
almost immediate warming, reducing methane emissions results in cooling with some delay, and
reducing CO2 and nitrous oxide emissions results only in a slowdown in the rate of warming until
these emissions become net negative. One consequence of this is that an immediate cessation of
all emissions could result in a temporary short-term warming due to rapid removal of aerosol
forcing (150).

While there is consensus (21) on this physical understanding of how different climate forcing
agents affect global temperature, the application of this understanding to climate policy and the
definition of net zero remains contested. The IPCC defines net zero in terms of aggregate GHGs
but is careful not to prescribe what metric is used for aggregation, recognizing this would be policy
prescriptive.

Defining goals in terms of aggregate GHG emissions has advantages in identifying low-cost
mitigation options across multiple gases, but using CO2-e100 for this purpose has the disadvantage
(151) of disconnecting emissions from temperature outcomes: Whereas there is a straightforward
relationship between CO2 emissions and global temperature (each tonne of CO2 emitted drives
up global temperature by 0.45 ± 0.18 trillionths of a degree Celsius), Figure 4 shows there is
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no such relationship between aggregate CO2-e100 emissions and global temperature. As stated
in Reference 152 (p. 1016), “[E]xpressing methane emissions as CO2-equivalent using GWP100

[replacing κFA100(�ES + ρES�t ) with κEES�t in Equation 19] overstates the effect of constant
methane emissions on global temperature by a factor of 3 to 4 [the ratio κE/(κFA100ρ )], while
understating the effect of any new methane emission source by a factor of 4 to 5 over the 20 years
following the introduction of the new source [4 to 5 includes the additional impact of the quantity
κFA100/κE spread over 20 years].” Equation 19 shows that this problem applies to any SLCF.

Sustained net zero CO2-e100 emissions could therefore have a warming, zero, or cooling im-
pact on global temperatures depending on the mix of gases involved (153). From Equation 19,
if EL = −ES (net zero CO2-e100 emissions), then �T ≈ κE [85�ES − 0.72ES�t]. Hence, if net
SLCF emissions are increasing by more than approximately 1% per year (85�ES > 0.72ES�t),
or are constant (�ES = 0) and negative (ES < 0), then net zero CO2-e100 emissions result in on-
going warming (�T > 0). If net SLCF emissions are positive (Es > 0) and constant or declining
(�Es ≤ 0), then net zero CO2-e100 emissions result in a decline in global temperatures (�T < 0).
This disconnect between aggregate emissions and temperature outcomes means that many sce-
narios that meet the goal of Article 2 of the Paris Agreement (limiting warming to well below 2°C
and close to 1.5°C) do not actually reach net zero CO2-e100 emissions in the second half of this
century (153, 154).

At the global level, it has been argued that defining net zero emissions in terms of CO2-e100
emissions makes it a more ambitious goal than, for example, defining net zero and climate neu-
trality in terms of what it will take to halt global warming, because in all current scenarios net
zero CO2-e100 emissions involve net negative CO2 emissions balancing ongoing positive SLCF
emissions (155). This assumes, of course, that net SLCF emissions do not increase after the date
of net zero and that technologies for active removal of SLCFs are never deployed at scale, neither
of which is guaranteed (156). Applied at the subglobal level, aiming for net zero CO2-e100 emis-
sions allows offsetting of ongoing CO2 emissions with avoided SLCF emissions, which results in
long-term warming (157).

An alternative approach is to define net zero emissions and climate neutrality in terms of CO2-
we emissions that have, by design, the same impact on global temperature as CO2 emissions them-
selves (22, 23, 158).While this approach has advantages in establishing a transparent link between
progress to net zero and progress toward a long-term temperature goal of halting global warm-
ing, it would represent a departure from the traditional approach of treating all gases expressed
in CO2-e100 as interchangeable and could present challenges for conventional mitigation instru-
ments such as emission trading systems. One option would be to adopt a dual reporting approach,
defining emissions neutrality as net zero aggregate CO2-e100 emissions and climate neutrality or
temperature neutrality as net zero CO2-we emissions, and track progress to both (21, 151).

Whichever accounting definition of net zero is adopted, it is important to be clear about its
implications for global temperature, for which Equations 1 and 19 provide a simple foundation.
They make clear that to halt global warming we need net zero emissions of LLCFs and for SLCFs
to decline at least at the rate indicated by the RACF. Hence, assessing progress toward achieving
any long-term temperature goal requires separate specification (21) of aggregate LLCF and SLCF
emissions in both emissions reporting and targets: The current practice of aggregating LLCF and
SLCF emissions into a single CO2-e100 total obscures their impact on global temperature (152).

In summary, it is easy to overstate the importance of ongoing debates over metrics for
aggregating GHGs. To be relevant to achieving the long-term temperature goal of the Paris
Agreement, any net zero strategy must be sustainable over multiple decades and consistent
with no further warming. This precludes large-scale offsetting of emissions between gases with
different lifetimes, just as it precludes large-scale offsetting of continued fossil CO2 emissions
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with biological carbon uptake as discussed in Section 3. The argument that adopting a net zero
definition based on aggregate CO2-e100 emissions automatically leads to greater mitigation
ambition, because ongoing SLCF emissions must then be balanced by active CO2 removal, is
tendentious at best and could backfire if either SLCF emissions begin to increase in a net zero
world or large-scale SLCF removal becomes a reality and is deployed to balance ongoing CO2

emissions. It also has the confusing implication that higher ongoing emissions of SLCFs such as
methane appear to result in faster reductions of global temperatures in the long term because they
require higher rates of CO2 removal to achieve net zero CO2-e100. If CO2 removal is deployed
to reduce global temperatures in the second half of this century, that will happen because of
decisions made at the time, not because of any definition of net zero adopted today.

5. NET ZERO IN THE 2015 PARIS AGREEMENT AND THE 2021
GLASGOW CLIMATE PACT

Although the term net zero does not appear in the 2015 Paris Agreement, reading Articles 2 and 4,
in light of the best available science, offers us an interpretative context for the concept and salience
of net zero in the Paris Agreement. The 2021 Glasgow Climate Pact, a nonbinding decision of
the Parties (meaning signatory States) to the Paris Agreement, references the term net zero in
the context of operationalizing the Paris Agreement and helps provide concrete content to the
concept of net zero within the architecture of the United Nations climate regime.

Article 2 of the Paris Agreement identifies the global temperature goal as holding the increase
in global average temperature to “well below 2°C above preindustrial levels” and pursuing efforts
toward a 1.5°C temperature limit (3). This temperature goal builds on the 1992 UNFCCC’s (3,
p. 4) objective of “prevent[ing] dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system”
by setting out, in terms of avoided temperature rise, the limits of what should be understood as
dangerous.The temperature goal allows scientists to quantify,within uncertainties, a global carbon
budget and the global emissions reduction pathways necessary to remain within that budget (159).

The Paris Agreement’s temperature goal is best interpreted as a single goal consisting of two
textually inseparable elements: the 1.5°C aspirational goal and the “well below 2°C” goal.Within
this single goal the “well below 2°C” goal is given prominence in its order and language. While
Article 2.1(a) (3, p. 3) “aims to”. . .“hold” the temperature increase to “well below 2°C,” it only
“aims to”. . .“pursu[e] efforts to limit” the temperature increase to 1.5°C. At the time the Paris
Agreement was negotiated, States were not on track to well below 2°C let alone 1.5°C, and they
are not now either, but this provision provides a global direction of travel.

Interpreting the Paris Agreement’s temperature goal as a single goal covering a range from
well below 2°C to 1.5°C permits evolution in the science underpinning the goal to influence
where in that range States should aim to be over time. Such evolution and influence are already
discernible. The SR1.5 highlighted robust differences in impacts between 1.5°C and 2°C and
catalyzed political momentum toward the lower end of this temperature range.This momentum is
reflected in the 2021 Glasgow Climate Pact (para. 21, 22, and 34), which captures a resolve among
States to pursue efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C (160). Such an interpretation of
the temperature goal also permits the goal to be refined within that range based on improvements
in observationally based estimates over time, as seen in the AR6.

There is much that is conspicuous by its absence in the Paris Agreement’s temperature goal.
For instance, Article 2 indicates neither a time frame to achieve the temperature goal nor whether
an overshoot of well below 2°C and 1.5°C is permissible before the goal is reached.Most available
scenarios temporarily exceed the 1.5°C limit before 2100 (161). Article 2 also does not indicate
whether GHG emissions are to steadily decline over time or to stabilize once the goal is achieved.
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These omissions have led to several interpretations in relation to the temperature goal. Some
scholars argue that the Paris Agreement’s temperature goal is a unitary one of 1.5°C with minimal
overshoot (162). Yet others interpret 1.5°C as the limit within the long-term temperature goal,
and that it “signals an increase in both the margin and likelihood by which warming is to be kept
below 2°C” (161, p. 830).

Article 4.1 indicates how the temperature goal identified in Article 2 is to be achieved, that is,
through global peaking of GHG emissions as soon as possible (with a recognition that peaking will
take longer in developing countries), and rapid reductions thereafter, “so as to achieve a balance
between anthropogenic emissions by sources and removals by sinks of GHGs in the second half
of the century” (3, p. 4). The notion of a balance between GHG emissions and removals has been
translated into net zero in the policy discourse.

The interpretation of Article 4.1, and indeed how the temperature goal is to be achieved, is
evolving in line with the best available science. The SR1.5 indicates that for the world to be on
a no/limited overshoot trajectory to 1.5°C, CO2 emissions need to be 45% below 2010 levels by
2030 and to reach net zero around 2050 (10). This target has led to a shift from aiming to reach
net zero in the second half of the century in the Paris Agreement to urging adoption of long-term
strategies toward just transitions to net zero emissions by or around midcentury in the Glasgow
Climate Pact (160). This shift is reflected in States’ self-selected deadlines to reach net zero—
ranging from 2030 to 2070. Vulnerable nations, including Bangladesh, Barbados, the Maldives,
Uruguay, and South Sudan, chose 2030 deadlines. Bhutan and Suriname assert they are already
carbon neutral. Most States have chosen 2050 as the target date for reaching carbon or climate
neutrality, with China at 2060 and India at 2070 (163).

There is wide variation among these net zero targets in terms of their legal character (policy
statement, executive order, or national legislation), scope (all GHGs or only CO2), and cover-
age (sectors or economy-wide). This discordance has challenged the credibility, accountability,
and fairness of net zero targets, in particular because current nationally determined contributions
(NDCs) are not aligned with midcentury net zero targets. The latest update to the NDCs syn-
thesis report indicates that the NDCs in place put us on track to GHG emissions of 13.7% above
2010 levels in 2030, far off track from the required reductions in CO2 emissions of 45% below
2010 by 2030 (164). The Glasgow Climate Pact (160, para. 32) seeks to address this by integrating
long-term net zero targets into the Paris Agreement architecture, urging States to communicate
(and periodically update) long-term low greenhouse development strategies under Article 4 (21).
It also stresses (para. 35) the importance of aligning NDCs with these long-term strategies. The
extent to which successive cycles of NDCs will align with net zero targets remains to be seen, and
it is on this that the achievement of the temperature goal depends.

Ensuring consistency with the best available science remains an ongoing challenge as new is-
sues come to light. For example, as was pointed out in Section 4, assessing the alignment of NDCs
with the achievement of the temperature goal depends on a separate indication of the contribu-
tions of SLCFs and LLCFs in NDCs (21, 151). Some countries already make this separation:
Wider uptake of this practice and extending it, where possible, to sectoral targets and goals for
nonstate actors would considerably enhance the robustness of the assessment that the UN global
stocktake process undertakes. Another emerging issue is that States (and many nonstate actors, see
Section 6) account for all CO2 uptake on managed lands as anthropogenic removals in calculat-
ing net CO2 emissions, whether it occurs as a direct consequence of current human actions (e.g.,
afforestation) or as an indirect consequence of past emissions (e.g., enhanced vegetation growth
through CO2 fertilization). This opens the risk of double-counting, because Earth system mod-
els consider all additional CO2 uptake that occurs as an indirect consequence of past emissions
as natural in the calculation of carbon budgets and in the definition of net zero anthropogenic
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emissions. Depending on the scenario and fraction of global land area classified as “managed,” the
difference can be several billion tonnes of CO2 per year (165, 166).

6. NET ZERO CLAIMS BY CORPORATIONS AND OTHER
NONSTATE ACTORS

The 2015 Paris Agreement provided a unifying global climate goal based explicitly on not-to-
exceed temperature thresholds but implicitly on the need to achieve net zero emissions to stabilize
temperatures at any level. At the subnational level, a host of nonstate actors, predominately cor-
porations but also other private sector entities, academic institutions, philanthropic foundations,
and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), have been making voluntary climate commitments
for decades, often preceding or in parallel with the official UNFCCC process. Current claims are
usually based explicitly on delivering net zero by a given date, with the temperature target un-
stated and implicit as a function of the pace of global progress toward net zero. Here, we briefly
review a history of the evolution of voluntary climate claims by nonstate actors, their makeup and
typology, some of the attendant issues of ambiguity and divergence from scientific definitions, and
the current state of play for voluntary climate claims.

For the past two decades, voluntary climate and net zero claims have been virtually ungoverned,
evolving organically and idiosyncratically according to preferences and informal conventions.The
use of terms such as carbon neutral and net zero has changed over time, and the terms have di-
verged from their IPCC origins, in which they were originally defined as the like-for-like bal-
ancing of anthropogenic CO2 emissions with anthropogenic removal of CO2 (11). In voluntary
contexts, carbon neutrality is explicitly defined in the Publicly Available Specification (PAS) 2060
standard (167),which does not require that emissions be balanced with removals and instead allows
carbon credits based on avoided emissions. Net zero is interpreted informally as an evolution or
improvement on carbon neutrality, a fresh term denoting higher ambition.More recently, entirely
new claims such as net negative and climate positive arose to fill lexical gaps and the ambitions
of individual firms to stand out in a crowded field. Climate claims are made once corresponding
targets have been reached. The key elements of a voluntary corporate net zero or carbon neutral
target are (a) the boundaries within which emissions are measured and attributed, (b) the allowed
means of fulfilling the target, and (c) the timeline over which the target is to be achieved. All three
elements vary widely.

Setting emissions boundaries for corporate actors has long been a challenge due to the com-
plex and essentially infinite depth of life cycle analysis if unconstrained (168). Emissions factors,
emissions monitoring techniques, and life cycle analysis conventions varied among and within in-
dustries but began to coalesce in the early 2000s under the GHG Protocol, a private industry-
and NGO-led initiative, and the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP), a not-for-profit providing
a global corporate disclosure function. The GHG Protocol sets guidelines and procedures for
measuring and categorizing emissions, distinguishing between direct (Scopes 1 and 2) and ex-
tended value-chain (Scope 3) emissions. Most voluntary net zero commitments include Scope 3
emissions, which are the physically attributable Scope 1 or 2 emissions of other entities. In this
narrow sense, corporate net zero targets that involve all three scopes are more ambitious than that
which the physical science definition of net zero might be interpreted to require, because they
necessitate the elimination or neutralization of other entities’ emissions.

Regarding the allowed means of discharging a net zero commitment or obligation, every
corporate net zero claim grapples with two key issues: (a) setting a reasonable pace for absolute
reduction or elimination of emissions, which affects the final balance of gross residual emissions
at the net zero date, and (b) setting the allowable means of neutralizing unabated residual

874 Allen et al.



emissions, either on the way to net zero or at the net zero date. There have been differing
conventions for both, some diverging significantly from official IPCC definitions and pathways.
For the first issue, attempts have been made to establish universal principles for what constitutes
reasonable and practicable absolute emission reductions (169), to set clear definitions of which
emissions are deemed hard-to-abate (170), and to set best practices for intermediate targets (171).
Sector-specific guidance is under development by the Science Based Targets initiative (SBTi)
but remains elusive due to its inherent subjectivity, as it requires disassembling the global net
zero target into slices on a regional or industry basis. Such sectoral guidance is often informed
by the global scenarios of the IPCC, although the IPCC itself notes, referring to the use of its
scenarios (153, p. 20), “The most appropriate strategies will depend on national and regional
circumstances, including enabling conditions and technology availability.”

For the second issue, setting allowable means of addressing unabated emissions, voluntary ap-
proaches have differed. Participants in the voluntary carbonmarket (VCM) have longmade claims
of carbon neutrality and net zero on the basis of purchasing emission reduction or avoided emis-
sion carbon credits, which make upmore than 96% of all VCM carbon credits issued to date (172).
Setting aside critiques of the integrity of avoided emission and emission reduction carbon credits
(173–175), attempting to use such credits to neutralize one’s own physical emissions is, by defini-
tion, not sufficient to enable a net zero claim because no CO2 has been physically removed from
the atmosphere or upper oceans to compensate for the addition of CO2 to the atmosphere. There
is no universally agreed term to describe a state in which emissions are fully matched with avoided
emission or emission reduction carbon credits.Whether due to the lack of availability of removals,
limited understanding of the definition of net zero, lack of scientifically informed guidance (PAS
2060 allows the use of emission reduction and avoided emission carbon credits in delivering a
carbon neutral claim; 167), or pressure to show faster climate progress than one’s peers, corporate
claims have consistently blurred the distinction between CO2 removals and avoided emissions.

Finally, timelines for delivering on voluntary net zero claims vary. Of the approximately 820
companies with net zero targets that have clearly defined target dates in the Net Zero Tracker
database as of 2021, 33% claim they will deliver by 2030 or sooner, 14% by 2040, and 53% by
2050 (4). Many organizations have attempted to claim to have already achieved net zero or car-
bon neutrality, in some cases receiving strong public criticism and pushback (176). No known
large organizations have fully balanced all of their residual Scope 1, 2, and 3 emissions with high-
durability removals, as required by the more stringent guidance on the use of carbon credits in
net zero claims (139, 171), and therefore the focus has been on whether companies have net zero–
aligned trajectories, as the delivery of net zero itself is years away for most.

Unprecedented growth in the global VCM,which tripled in 2021 tomore than $1 billion (177),
coupled with the lack of guidance on structuring credible corporate net zero targets and claims,
spawned several efforts in 2020 and 2021 to resolve these ambiguities.These efforts included prin-
ciples to define net zero–aligned offsetting that reaffirmed the need to balance residual emissions
with removals, not avoidances, before a net zero claim could bemade (139); a UNFCCC-endorsed
lexicon of net zero–related terms (178); and several high-profile private sector– and philanthropic
foundation–led efforts. The Taskforce on Scaling Voluntary Carbon Markets (and its successor,
the Integrity Council for the Voluntary Carbon Market) focused on market mechanics for scale
and guidelines for high-quality carbon project certification protocols and deliberately demurred
to the question of what claims the purchase of these credits could enable. The Voluntary Car-
bon Markets Integrity Initiative took up this latter challenge. Finally, in late 2021, SBTi launched
the first ever corporate net zero standard. Adherents must demonstrate a credible plan to halve
emissions by 2030, eliminate gross emissions by 90–95% by 2050, and neutralize any remaining
residual emissions with “permanent removal and storage from the atmosphere” (171, p. 9). The
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issue of potential double-counting of land-based removals highlighted at the end of Section 5 also
applies here.

At the time of publication, official and public responses to SBTi’s standard have been mixed,
with some criticizing the high degree of absolute reductions required (more difficult for some
industries than others, as well as potentially disincentivizing necessary investment in CO2 removal
technologies and practices) and others celebrating the emphasis on permanent removals and the
exclusion of conventional avoided emission carbon credits.

On the cutting edge of voluntary climate targets, some entities have increased their climate
ambition and targeted net negative emissions. The most ambitious are doing so on a cumulative
basis, promising to remove from the atmosphere all the CO2 they have emitted since inception
(179) rather than simply targeting slightly negative emissions by midcentury. Still others are
committing to be climate positive, which is either used as a synonym for net negative emissions
or meant to imply further actions toward restoring and improving the environment to an even
better state. Finally, there have been calls to step back from the focus on individual actors
achieving net zero emissions within their operations and supply chains, shifting instead to a
holistic approach where a company’s contribution toward decarbonizing their sector, and the
global economy, matters more than isolated efforts (180). This has renewed debate about the
broader benefits of contribution claims (providing material support to climate action for its own
sake) relative to compensation claims (funding reduction or removal activities to take direct
credit for that mitigation) (181). For example, some actors are donating to or investing in nascent,
high-cost carbon removal techniques to accelerate their deployment without claiming carbon
credits. In other instances, contribution claims are used to fund projects with strong noncarbon
environmental benefits but low-certainty carbon benefits, supporting desired outcomes while
avoiding the risk of offsetting causing indirect carbon leakage.

In summary, voluntary climate targets and the associated claims are diverse and sometimes in-
consistent with scientific guidance, but new initiatives are working to bridge that gap. The critical
challenge is to ensure that genuine climate ambition is driving real progress toward sustainably
limiting global warming, consistent with the goals of the Paris Agreement.

7. CONCLUSIONS: RECLAIMING NET ZERO

Our understanding of net zero has morphed over the past 15 years from a scientific fact to a prag-
matic solution to an estimation problem to an accounting target to an article of faith.The scientific
fact, understood at least since the 1970s, is that fossil fuel emissions have a near-permanent impact
on atmospheric CO2 concentrations through their impact on ocean chemistry, such that cumu-
lative CO2 emissions since preindustrial times cause an effectively permanent warming that can
be reversed only by active CO2 removal (182). This equilibrium net zero, or long-term warming
associated with this millennial-timescale CO2 AF, emerges only over many centuries, limiting its
immediate policy relevance.

The persistent challenge of placing a useful upper bound on the ECS, or the long-term warm-
ing associated with any specific atmospheric CO2 concentration, led to the pragmatic observation
that a more robust constraint could be placed on peak warming under scenarios in which CO2

emissions reach net zero and atmospheric CO2 concentrations consequently peak and decline.
This led to the concept of a dynamic net zero under which ongoing oceanic thermal adjustment
balances declining CO2 radiative forcing, leading to approximately constant surface temperatures.
We have shown that there is no fundamental reason why this balance should be exact.On the basis
of current evidence, any increase or decrease of CO2-induced warming accompanying net zero
CO2 emissions would be indistinguishable from natural climate variability for many decades, but
not necessarily identically zero.
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That said, stopping CO2 emissions from causing global warming within the next few decades,
as required to meet the goals of the Paris Agreement, will as likely as not require net zero CO2

emissions by the middle of this century or shortly thereafter. Even if not exactly zero, any residual
imbalance would be, in absolute terms, at least a factor of 10 smaller than current emissions and
likely less than uncertainty in ongoing emissions and removals, so whether it eventually turns out
to be positive or negative has little immediate policy impact. Recalling the fruitless debate over
the value of the ECS and safe stabilization concentrations, it is important to avoid uncertainties
in the long-term behavior of the climate system distracting from immediate policy decisions to
which they are irrelevant. We cannot afford to spend the next quarter century arguing over the
exact level of ongoing CO2 emissions or removals that is consistent with no further warming.

Recognizing the need for near–net zero CO2 emissions at the global level, some countries and
many nonstate actors, such as cities, regions, and companies, are setting goals to reach net zero
emissions well in advance of the date of global net zero.Translating these goals into specific targets
has required a reframing of net zero as an accounting target involving a specific balance of emis-
sions and removals of CO2 and other GHGs. The problem with this framing is that accounting
targets tend to apply to a particular year, such as 2030 or 2050. To be relevant to the long-term
temperature goal of the Paris Agreement, net zeromust be sustained overmany decades.A net zero
balance that depends on large-scale compensation between emissions and removals of GHGs with
different lifetimes, or sources and sinks of CO2 associated with different timescales, is ultimately
unsustainable. Hence, any entity relying on such a balance to achieve net zero emissions (e.g., off-
setting ongoing fossil CO2 emissions by paying for methane emission reductions or nature-based
CO2 uptake) must also have a strategy to ensure a transition within a few decades to like-for-like
balancing of emissions and removals (including the requirement that any continued generation of
fossil CO2, whether or not it is emitted to the atmosphere, must be balanced by geological CO2

sequestration or equally permanent disposal).
It has become almost an article of faith that achieving net zero CO2 emissions, or net zero

CO2-e100 emissions, is necessary to meet our climate goals. Although this may be a helpful sim-
plification for motivating climate policies today, it is not entirely rigorous: The RAZE is small,
but not necessarily zero, and could take either sign. The only thing that can be said with rigor
is that ongoing CO2 emissions consistent with no detectable further CO2-induced warming are
close to zero, could be negative or positive, and are at least an order of magnitude smaller than
CO2 emissions today. Net zero CO2-e100 emissions in the second half of this century may or may
not be required to meet the goals of the Paris Agreement depending on the mix of LLCFs and
SLCFs in the emissions scenario.

Whatever definition of net zero is adopted, it is vital that the implications for global temper-
ature and carbon stocks are clear. Separate specification of aggregate SLCFs and LLCFs in all
reported emissions and emissions targets would be a straightforward innovation and immediately
improve the transparency of any global stocktake of progress toward a long-term global tempera-
ture goal (21). Specification of CO2 origin and storage type would also increase the transparency
of any emissions-management strategy, given the need to transition away from using land-based
removals to compensate for fossil emissions and to avoid the risk of double-counting of CO2 up-
take on managed lands.

Constructive ambiguity plays a vital role in negotiation, and net zero is not the first example
of everyone agreeing that something is a good idea before agreeing exactly what it means. The
advantage of net zero as a term is that is it just a number and therefore has to refer to something:
net zero what? If the goal is net zero emissions, which gases, how are they aggregated, and which
(biological and geological, natural and anthropogenic) sources and sinks are included? If the goal
is net zero additional warming, on what timescale? Imposing a restrictive definition on net zero
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itself may simply be divisive, and energy might be better spent on understanding the implica-
tions of applying the term to different target quantities, which we hope will be supported by the
quantitative framework provided in this review.

SUMMARY POINTS

1. The term net zero emissions means a balance between ongoing anthropogenic release of
greenhouse gases (GHGs) into the atmosphere and active GHG removal either through
direct capture and disposal or anthropogenically enhanced natural removal processes:
The termmay be applied to an individual gas, such as CO2, or a basket of gases combined
using a GHG metric.

2. CO2 emissions from fossil fuels have been understood for decades to have a substan-
tial and effectively permanent impact on global climate through well-understood ocean
chemistry: Hence, sustained net zero CO2 emissions are needed to restore climate equi-
librium on multimillennial timescales.

3. On multidecadal timescales, approximately net zero CO2 emissions are also required
to halt global warming through a dynamic balance between CO2 uptake by the oceans
and biosphere and the ongoing thermal adjustment of the deep oceans and evolving
atmospheric feedbacks.

4. The ongoing rate of CO2 emissions consistent with no further increase in global aver-
age surface temperature is given by cumulative emissions prior to the date of net zero
multiplied by the rate of adjustment to zero emissions (RAZE). It is more than one or-
der of magnitude smaller than present-day emissions, is indistinguishable from zero on
multidecadal timescales, and may be either positive or negative, so equating it with zero
is a justifiable simplification for policy.

5. Nature-based solutions (NbS) provide immediate cost-effective opportunities for reduc-
ing net CO2 emissions with substantial co-benefits, but they will likely be needed in the
future to compensate for essential emissions from food production and the release of
carbon from the biosphere due to global warming itself. NbS are unlikely to be scaled
sufficiently to compensate for ongoing fossil fuel emissions past midcentury.

6. Unlike net zero CO2, net zero GHG emissions may cause ongoing warming or cooling
depending on the mix of emissions and removals of long-lived climate forcers (LLCFs)
and short-lived climate forcers (SLCFs) and the metric used to combine them: Halting
global warming requires net zero emissions of LLCFs such as CO2 and nitrous oxide
and declining (but not necessarily zero) net emissions of SLCFs such as methane, with
the rate of decline being at least the rate of adjustment to constant forcing (RACF), or
approximately 3% per decade.

FUTURE ISSUES

1. Research is required to better constrain the RACF, or the fractional rate of change of
global average surface temperature following a stabilization of radiative forcing after a
multidecadal period of increasing forcing. The RACF also represents the fractional rate
at which total effective radiative forcing needs to decline to halt global warming.
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2. Research is also required to constrain the RAZE, or the fractional rate of change of CO2-
induced global warming after CO2 emissions reach net zero following a multidecadal
period of positive CO2 emissions. The RAZE is related to, but less scenario dependent
than, the zero emissions commitment, which also depends on the level of warming at the
time of net zero emissions.

3. Wider appreciation is required of the need for a durable net zero, involving like-for-like
balancing of emissions by sources with removals by sinks of similar or greater perma-
nence.Under durable net zero, any remaining CO2 generation from fossil fuel use would
be balanced by active CO2 removal to geological-timescale storage.

4. Separate specification of aggregate emissions of LLCFs (or GHGs with lifetimes longer
than approximately 100 years, such as CO2 and nitrous oxide) and SLCFs (with lifetimes
shorter than 20 years, such as methane) in emissions targets would greatly facilitate any
stocktake of progress toward halting global warming.

5. National and corporate strategies for achieving net zero should account for the warming
impact of their GHG emissions during the transition. To facilitate this, we note that
additional warming �T caused by GHG emissions over multidecadal time interval �t
may be estimated by

�T ≈ κE [EL�t + 85�ES + 0.28ES�t],

where EL and ES are average rates of aggregate LLCF and SLCF emissions, respectively,
over that time interval, and �ES is the change in SLCF emission rates between the be-
ginning and the end of that time interval, where all emissions are expressed as CO2-
equivalent using 100-year global warming potentials. The transient climate response to
emissions κE = 0.45 ± 0.18°C per TtCO2.
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