
There is not 
a single fully 
operational 
CCS plant in 
Europe.”

that getting to 90% by including CCS technologies will be 
challenging. The biggest obstacle is that the technology 
is not ready — a point reiterated by climate scientists who 
Nature spoke to in our news reporting of the announcement. 
At present, there is not a single fully operational CCS plant 
in Europe, nor a system for governing and regulating the 
technology. So far, ten CCS projects are planned in the EU, 
according to the commission’s science advisers. Assuming 
they all function, their combined carbon-capture capacity 
is expected to be less than the expected contribution from 
CCS to achieve the EU’s 2040 climate target.  

It is worth quoting the science advisers’ views on the risks 
versus the benefits of emphasizing CCS: “This presents a 
dilemma for policymakers who need to find ways to incen-
tivise sustainable carbon removal scale-up, while avoiding 
the risk of disincentivising greenhouse-gas emission reduc-
tions in different sectors by more conventional means and 
a suitable governance system.” Emissions reductions “by 
more conventional means” includes efforts to cease the 
burning of fossil fuels; the advisers are keen to ensure that 
these are not sidelined by policymakers. 

The interim climate target will now be discussed by mem-
ber states, and could face some opposition. European coun-
tries have historically set more-ambitious climate targets 
than other high-income countries, but some of the bloc’s 
largest nations, such as France and Germany, are now facing 
pressure to weaken climate commitments, or are actually 
reneging on climate pledges — as the United Kingdom is also 
doing. This pressure is coming from many sides, including 
political parties and specific sectors, such as farmers. People 
have legitimate fears about the loss of jobs in carbon-heavy 
industries and over who will pay the costs of converting to 
electric vehicles or decarbonizing home-heating systems. 

In this respect, the commission’s proposal could have 
been more persuasive. The document advocates for pro-
tecting the most vulnerable in the coming energy transi-
tion, as well as ensuring that EU industry stays competitive. 
But it is light on the specifics of how this should happen. 
There is a body of research on how to achieve an equitable 
and just climate transition. There are also lessons from 
other countries, notably the United States, on how at-risk 
communities should be supported. The European Com-
mission should ask its science advisers to synthesize this 
knowledge in the same way they have synthesized research 
on scenarios for the climate target itself. 

Much of the current public discussion around climate 
policies presumes that of the options available, business 
as usual is a better, or neutral option, against which other 
choices are necessarily worse. But, as the commission 
emphasizes, “the costs and human impacts of a changing 
climate are large and growing”. Delaying action will itself 
be costly. That must be emphasized with more vigour 
and urgency over the next few months as the commission 
seeks to get agreement on its interim targets. It rightly has 
based its target on the consensus of scientific advice. It 
should consult its advisers as it begins its period of pub-
lic engagement. Researchers can help by advising on not 
just how its targets could be achieved, but also the costs 
of not doing so.

fields, such as mathematics, fluid physics, electronics and 
materials science. Such an approach to problem-solving 
needs to become the norm if the world is to succeed in 
addressing global challenges, Stiesdal, a former chief 
technology officer at Siemens Wind Power, told Nature. 
We wholeheartedly agree.

Engineering and science are like two ships that have set 
sail close together, but in many ways have gradually drifted 
apart. We can’t let that continue. Having engineers back in 
Nature’s pages is long overdue, not least for the health of 
our planet and the well-being of all people.
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Europe’s ambition for emissions reductions  
is to be welcomed — but look at the detail,  
and significant hazards emerge.

L
ast week, the European Commission published its 
long-awaited recommendations for climate tar-
gets for 2040. The commission, which is the execu-
tive arm of the European Union, is recommending 
that EU member states cut greenhouse-gas emis-

sions by 90% by 2040, compared with 1990 levels. If coun-
tries agree, this would be an interim milestone, ahead of 
the European Climate Law, which sets out a legally binding 
target for net-zero emissions by 2050. 

A target cut of 90% is not as ambitious as some headlines 
suggest. The EU’s existing policies could reduce emissions 
by 88% by 2040, according to its own projections. This 
would be achieved mainly through phasing out coal, con-
verting most fossil-fuel power to renewable sources such 
as solar, wind and tidal energy, and electrifying transport. 
There will still be emissions from some vehicles on the road, 
from shipping and from aviation. Some oil and gas power 
will also be in use. The commission is, therefore, proposing 
to accelerate technologies, such as carbon capture and 
storage (CCS), that can take up some of those remaining 
emissions and store the gases, possibly underground. 

The 2040 interim target was proposed by independent cli-
mate-science advisers to the EU, and it’s good to see their pro-
posal being implemented. But the advisers also cautioned 

EU climate policy is 
dangerously reliant 
on untested carbon-
capture technology
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