
New approaches to addressing climate change in the UK and Japan 
 
The chair, Jim Skea, introduced the evening’s two speakers, Sam Frankhauser and Takeshi 
Kuramochi. 
 
Fankhauser began his talk by providing an overview of global climate change trends, saying 
that the ambitions for global climate objectives are being tightened. In the 1990s the 
objective was to prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system, 
while in 2010 the goal was to hold global temperature increases to less than 2°, as adopted 
by Conference of the Parties (COP) 16 in Cancun. Though this doesn’t sound like much, this 
number has had a big effect. We are now heading towards a 3° increase, which means we 
are leaving the realm of experience. 2° has been the iconic number for the last 10 years. 
 
In October 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC SR15) report said 
that holding temperature increases to below 1.5° has clear benefits compared with 2°, and 
cautiously stated that this is just about doable. This showed a concern for the welfare of 
small island states. The machinery which deals with climate change machinery is now 
getting used to this figure. 
 
In terms of climate change regulation, remarked Frankhauser, quite a lot is happening on 
paper. Over 1,500 climate laws are in place worldwide, focusing on forestry, flooding and 
climate resilience to name a few. Every country on the planet has climate change laws. The 
UK’s framework law is the Climate Change Act of 2008. Sweden seems to be leading the 
way as its equivalent act sets a target of 0 to be achieved by 2045. This was seen as very 
ambitious when passed in 2017. 
 
The UK Climate Change Act of 2008 is one of the earliest framework laws and is positive in 
having introduced long-term targets and carbon budgets. It has had positive results in that 
compared to 1990, the UK is currently using only one-third as much carbon to produce a unit 
of GDP. UK emissions have fallen by 40% while GDP has risen by 70%. 
 
The UK Climate Change Act, continued Frankhauser, also contains several elements of 
good practice. It set a long-term target of cutting carbon emissions by 80% by 2050. Its 
binding 5-year carbon budget also results in continual adaptation planning and scrutiny by 
an independent committee, which safeguards against political short-termism. It also 
establishes who has responsibility over ensuring the Act is implemented. 
 
On another positive note, Frankhauser said that the UK has managed to reduce emissions 
in the power sector related to electricity generation. Since 2012, the use of coal in the power 
sector has all but ended.  
 
Frankhauser also remarked that the quality of the debate in the UK has improved. 
Acknowledging that climate change sceptics continue to be vocal, he concluded, however, 
that there are sophisticated debates on climate change being held in the Commons. The UK 
displays an overall consensus on targets related to climate change and no real opposition to 
the Climate Change Act. There is no consensus, however, on how to deal with fracking or 
windshore energy. The UK’s international standing has grown in light of its commitment to 
responding to climate change. 
 
The power sector has been transformed in the UK, said Frankhauser, though it is still not as 
good as it could be. There hasn’t, for example, been much investment in renewable energy 
and there seems to be insufficient protection against backsliding. There is also, lamented 
Frankhauser, more adaptation planning than adaptation action and government buy-in is 
uneven across its departments. Namely, there is not much progress outside power 



generation, continued Frankhauser, saying that emission reduction in most sectors other 
than electric power has stalled.  
 
Frankhauser said that revenues associated with green activities are not too dissimilar from 
those associated with oil, which is a positive shift. Utilities such as water are turning towards 
the green economy, which Frankhauser said could be seen everywhere, from consulting to 
building to architecture. 
 
Frankhauser finished by saying that Japan is leading the UK in the green race. Japan is 
better positioned technologically to introduce a great deal of green innovation and Asia has 
been good at positioning itself in the green economy. 
 
The second speaker, Takeshi Kuramochi, began by saying that while Frankhauser’s 
presentation showed Japan in positive terms, there is a lot that Japan still needs to work on. 
 
He referred to the IPCC Special Report on 1.5°, remarking that Japan’s emissions would 
need to drop to 0 by 2050 in order to meet this, which is an enormous challenge. For the last 
25 years, from 1990 to 2016, emissions in Japan have hardly changed, though there was 
some fluctuation at the time of the global economic crisis of 2008.   
 
There are lots of ways to assess what is a fair share of emission reduction. Kuramochi said 
that Japan’s 2020 and 2030 targets are highly insufficient, and that the aim to reduce 
emissions by 80% by 2050 is also not in line with the Paris accord. 
 
Kuramochi said that Japan had a 25% reduction target in 2010 which was cancelled after 
the 2011 tsunami and nuclear accident.  Previous targets had assumed that 50% of energy 
needs would be met with nuclear energy, while now Japan is facing a future in which nuclear 
power generation is very limited. 
  
Targets in Japan had also assumed that the economy would grow at an estimated 2% per 
year, while the economy is now growing at less that 1% a year. Japan is likely to reach its 
targets by 2030, though it has to accelerate its commitment if it wants to achieve its 2050 
target. 
 
Kuramochi went on to speak about the Japanese power sector, which accounts for more 
than 40% of carbon dioxide emissions. Though demand decreased after 2011, it is 
increasing again. 25 nuclear reactors have applied to be re-started, but even if all restart 
(and there are lots of court cases going on in order to stop reactors being reactivated) and 
are joined by the two reactors currently under construction, this would only account for a 16- 
17% share of power in 2030 as opposed to the goal of a 25% target. This “nuclear gap” will 
mostly be filled by gas and coal. 
 
Talking about renewables, Kuramochi said that it is significant that now renewables are 
being referred to as a main power source in the basic energy plan. This reflects a change in 
Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI) policy, as renewables have never been 
regarded as main, though they have been regarded as important. The renewable energy 
share has been steadily increasing from around 10% to 16% of the total, mainly as a result 
of investment in solar energy and the 2012 feed-in tariff. 
 
The interconnection of grids is a key issue if Japan wants to boost renewables. It was 
recently reported that Kyushu Electric Power had to restrict its solar power production due to 
its high power output and the fact that is was unable to export outside of Kyushu due to lack 
of grid integration.  
 



Japan’s Energy Conservation Act was revised in 2018 to allow for inter-business initiatives 
to enhance systemic energy savings. An interim report on the preparation of a long-term 
strategy for car manufacturing in 2018 committed to reduce tank-to-wheel CO2 emissions by 
80% of 2010 levels by 2050 for all new vehicles made by Japanese car makers, and by 90% 
by 2050, for new passenger vehicles. 
 
Buildings remain a challenge as there is no clear sign of emissions peaking remarked 
Kuramochi. The aim is to reach average net zero by 2030 and 50% net zero by 2020. The 
2017 result was 22.9%, however, showing that this is one of the areas which needs to be 
improved. The promotion of near-zero energy in existing buildings is also crucial. 
 
Industry emissions in Japan have been declining since 1990. However, significant 
challenges remain in the steel and cement sectors which are difficult to decarbonise. Though 
the steel sector has been developing carbon capture technology, this is still in the 
development phase, and the government has yet to develop a clear strategy or road map.  
 
Japan will publish its long-term decarbonisation strategy before Osaka hosts the next G20 in 
June 2019. The government will have to reconcile METI and the Ministry of Environment’s 
(MOEJ) differing interests and priorities. 
 
METI is concerned with global mitigation while MOEJ is more concerned with domestic 
mitigation. While METI is interested in innovation and finance, MOEJ is concerned with what 
a 2050 low-carbon society may look like. While METI is critical of near-term carbon pricing, 
MOEJ calls for full-fledged carbon pricing. 
 
Turning to the business sector, Kuramochi wondered how many companies in Japan are 
reporting their emissions. The total revenue of those reporting is $3.5 trillion, which is not 
bad compared to the UK or USA, but Japan lags behind the EU and the UK. The financial 
sector is more proactive in Japan considered Kuramochi. 
 
Japanese banks have been quite conservative when it comes to divestment from coal, but 
there has been a move towards this since early 2017, particularly by some insurance and 
trading companies. Divestment is slowly picking up speed, which would have been 
unimaginable a few years back. 
 
Though there has been limited progress since 1990, Kuramochi was hopeful that the future 
might change in the next decades. The 2030 target has almost been reached without 
additional policies, so there is plenty of room for raising Japan’s environmental ambitions. 
The Fukushima nuclear accident triggered a reduction in the use of electricity. 
 
To achieve a reduction of 80% by 2020, or a long-term transition to a 1.5 pathway, will 
require fundamental transformation in all sectors. Kuramochi concluded by saying there is 
an optimistic outlook for the transport industry while the building sector and industry face 
greater challenges.   
 
Wrapping up, Skea said that climate change policy faces huge challenges in Japan due to 
its lack of fossil fuel reserves and nuclear energy confronting limited public acceptability. 
Skea compared Ireland and Hokkaido, both of comparable size, remarking that Ireland 
produces 20 to 25% energy from wind, while for Hokkaido the figure is around 5%. Skea 
endorsed Kuramochi, saying that a unified policy will be a challenge given the different 
priorities held by METI and MOEJ. He also commented that while most of the world is keen 
on electric energy, Japan is still hopeful for a hydrogen model. Skea said that it was 
interesting to see Japan’s policy linking the industrial and environmental, and how METI is 
committed to creating opportunities overseas for selling and investment.  
 



In the UK’s case, continued Skea, the architecture of the Climate Change act is ingenious in 
solving time inconsistency. The UK has been successful in complying with the carbon 
budget, but this has mainly come from electricity use which has allowed the UK to back out 
of coal use. The UK hasn’t been able to advance much in other sectors. Achievements so 
far have not been difficult as the economic downturn resulted in economic activity being 
lower than anticipated. 
 
One of our big challenges, continued Skea, is that we may run out of rope in the next 10 
years if we don’t move into dealing with emissions related to buildings and transport 
amongst others, and working on an industrial and innovation strategy.  It is vital to work on a 
clean growth strategy linking economic prosperity to the green economy. Skea said that the 
UK has constantly rebooted innovation strategy which has led to weaknesses in the system 
as things are constantly being changed. Much Japanese innovation has been concentrated 
in industrial conglomerates. Japan led in mobile telephony initially, but imported technology 
has overtaken Japan’s domestic production at present, leading Skea to say that innovation 
needs rapid far-reaching changes. 
 
The lively comments and questions following the presentations included the fact that 
veganism can help counter climate change though is often regarded as a controversial and 
emotionally charged belief; that UK climate change targets are embedded in domestic law 
so won’t change with Brexit though some agricultural policies post-Brexit can become more 
enlightened while others will need careful revision. Carbon capture was spoken about and 
the fact that in Japan some sectors feel they cannot decrease emissions without the help of 
carbon capture. Though Japan is not the only laggard in terms of reducing emissions, the 
fact that Japanese targets are not particularly high was discussed and the fact that countries 
such as Japan and China are, for cultural reasons, unlikely to accept targets they are 
unlikely to meet. Air conditioning was spoken of as a contributor to carbon emissions though 
it was concluded that refrigerants are more of a concern and that as the need for air 
conditioning increases it could move to being powered by solar energy. In response to how 
individuals could make a change, it was suggested that people be noisy and tell their elected 
members of parliament what they are concerned with as, in this way, the government may 
react and address the aviation and livestock sectors, for example. 
 
Skea concluded the evening by thanking the speakers for their excellent talks and the 
audience for their thoughtful questions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


