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Measuring Carbon Emissions

According to Mark Twain there are three kinds of lies:  Lies, Damned 
Lies and Statistics.  The Climate Emergency has resulted in a number of
governments and individuals quoting statistics and while they may not 
be lies some of them are definitely not quite what they seem.

Politicians have boldly announced targets to reach net-zero carbon 
emissions within their borders and proudly shout about how their 
country emits less CO2 than other countries – usually China.  However, 
there is a key difference between emissions generated in a country 
(produced) and those generated in the production of everything 
consumed in that country, including imports (consumption).

In order to achieve these carbon-neutral targets it is key that we 
significantly reduce the carbon we emit.  Therefore it is critical that we 
are using measures that reflect all elements of emissions, so that 
relevant steps are taken to bring those emissions down.

Take the UK.  The CO2 emissions consumed in the country are 40% 
higher than the CO2 emissions produced, mainly because a lot of the 
goods we consume are imported and our economy is much more 
service-led.  In the EU the difference is 19% and in the US 8%.  China 
meanwhile, despite being the largest emitter of CO2 in the world, 
consumes around 13% less than it produces.  Consumption emissions 
per person in the UK are larger than those in China, not a statistic you 
hear our politicians shouting quite so loudly. 
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The other concern with the current production-based targets is that they 
ignore the emissions from transporting exports from one country to the 
other, either by air or sea.  No country is taking responsibility for 
targeting and reducing these emissions when they set production-based 
targets.  Of the 19 countries in the Carbon Neutrality Coalition none 
have set net-zero targets that explicitly aim to reduce consumption.

So is the solution to reduce the reliance on imports, thus making the 
production measure more relevant and reducing emissions from 
transport?  Unfortunately, that may be counter-productive, as many 
products can be produced in other countries with much lower emissions,
which more than compensate for the emissions from transport.  For 
example, tomatoes grown in a heated glasshouse in the UK emit three 
times as much CO2 as those grown in Spain.  Research at Lancaster 
University showed that keeping an English apple in cold storage until 
June emits as much carbon as shipping a fresh apple from New Zealand.

The solution to the problem appears to be to persuade politicians and 
governments to drop the production measures and switch to aiming for 
net zero consumption emissions.  This would be a much tougher target 
to meet, but at least gets away from what Greta Thunberg called 
“creative carbon accounting.”  Maybe we should update Twain’s 
definition to Lies, Damned Lies, Statistics and Creative Carbon 
Accounting.

Peter Evan
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