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Removing carbon from the atmosphere is considered 
crucial to limit global warming in line with the Paris 
Agreement. The European Commission has already 
started paving the way for future legislation on the 
topic, with the publication of a communication on sus-
tainable carbon cycles in December.

The next step in Europe’s effort to put in place a carbon 
removal policy is a proposal for a certification scheme 
due to be published at the end of 2022. In this special 
report, EURACTIV looks at the options on the table 
and the incentives that will be needed to support car-
bon removals.
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This article is available in German.  

Europe plans to drastically cut 
its emissions to reach climate 
neutrality by mid-century, 

but there is another weapon in the 
battle against global warming that 
policymakers say will also be essential: 
carbon removals.

he idea is to reduce the level of CO2 
in the atmosphere and counter any 
emissions that remain after 2050 by 

taking carbon out of the air and storing 
it in nature or using technological 
solutions.

“Carbon removals are an important 
tool in our toolbox,” said EU Green 
Deal chief Frans Timmermans. 
“Capturing CO2 from the atmosphere 
and storing it for the long term is 
indispensable if you want to achieve 
climate neutrality by the middle of the 
century,” he told a conference about 
carbon removals organised by the 

European Commission last month.

There are three ways of doing this: 
taking carbon out of the atmosphere 
and permanently storing it 
underground, storing it in nature, like 
in trees and soil, and recycling emitted 
carbon back into products.

In the European Commission’s 
eyes, all of these are potential ways 
of reducing the level of carbon in the 
atmosphere in the run up to 2050 and 

We need to fire on all pistons to reduce the amount of carbon in the 
atmosphere, said EU Green Deal chief, Frans Timmermans in January 

[Jennifer Jacquemart / EC Audiovisual]

Carbon removals: the secret to 
reaching net zero emissions

B y  K i r a  T a y l o r  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m

https://www.euractiv.de/section/energie-und-umwelt/news/der-weg-zu-netto-null-co2-aus-der-atmosphaere-fangen/?_ga=2.262909256.574961284.1646038063-1399841842.1643883858
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/news-your-voice/events/conference-sustainable-carbon-cycles_en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/news-your-voice/events/conference-sustainable-carbon-cycles_en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/news-your-voice/events/conference-sustainable-carbon-cycles_en
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of balancing out residual emissions 
post-2050.

“We need to fire on all pistons 
if we want this to succeed,” said 
Timmermans. “We don’t have the 
luxury to set aside any solution that 
we can find. So we need to use every 
opportunity to take carbon out of the 
atmosphere.”

To reach net zero emissions by 
2050, the Commission estimates 
that EU greenhouse gas emissions 
would need to drop by 85-95% 
compared to 1990. And carbon 
removals, it argues, can fill the gap 
to reach 100%.

The amounts are not negligible. 
According to a Commission paper on 
sustainable carbon cycles published 
last year, those will need to represent 
several hundred million tonnes of 
CO2 out of the atmosphere every 
year.

In the mid-term, carbon 
removals would be achieved via 
“the enhancement of the natural 
sink” such as with afforestation 
and reforestation initiatives, carbon 
farming, restoration of peatlands 
and long-lasting bio-based products 
like wood used in construction.

In the long term, nature-based 
removals will be supported by “the 
deployment of industrial solutions 
able to capture and store CO2 
permanently”.

Technology-based solutions 
– what the Commission calls 
‘industrial solutions’ – include 
capturing carbon from the air (direct 
air capture) and capturing carbon 
from emissions. Both methods then 
store the captured CO2 permanently 
underground.

Other options could even 

create net negative emissions, like 
Bioenergy with Carbon Capture and 
Storage (BECCS) where biomass is 
burnt for energy and the resulting 
emissions are permanently stored.

PLANNING FOR NET 
ZERO

The European Commission is 
approaching carbon removals in two 
stages. In the 2020s, it is focused on 
setting up a framework for certifying 
carbon removals and gathering 
information about them.

Up to 2030, the European 
Commission sees nature-based 
removals doing the heavy lifting. In 
proposals put forward last year, the 
EU executive aims for 310 million 
tonnes of CO2 to be captured by 
nature in 2030 – an increase from 
the projected 225 million tonnes 
under a business-as-usual scenario – 
and 5 million tonnes to be removed 
by technical solutions.

Beyond 2030, a lot is still to be 
decided. By 2050, the European 
Commission foresees the need to 
sequester several hundred million 
tonnes of carbon, both through 
natural sinks and technical 
solutions. This will include removals 
of at least 300 or 500 million tonnes 
of CO2 from technology-based 
solutions, according to the EU’s 
scenario planning.

But it’s not clear yet what balance 
will be achieved between technical- 
and nature-based solutions.

“We still need to understand 
much better all the solutions that 
are out there, their robustness, their 
credibility,” a Commission official 
told EURACTIV.

“Today, it’s almost impossible. 
Nobody could give you the exact 

specific balance between net 
removals from nature-based 
solutions and from technology-
based solutions. Because it’s so 
dependent on many different 
variables,” the official explained.

One of the problems that makes 
legislating on carbon removals 
so complex is that there are still 
many unanswered questions. For 
instance, it is not yet clear how many 
emissions will be left after 2050 and 
from which sectors they will come. 
The assumption for now is that 
the agriculture sector and parts of 
industry will continue to contribute 
to those residual emissions.

The elephant in the room is how 
to determine which sectors will 
be allowed to continue producing 
residual emissions, according to Eve 
Tamme, managing director at the 
policy group Climate Principles.

“Ideally, it would have been 
better to start with a carbon dioxide 
removals strategy on the European 
level that establishes all these 
different principles or rules: that 
we have the separate targets, what 
it actually means in practice, what 
kind of residual emissions we are 
aiming for and who should be doing 
the heavy lifting on removals,” she 
told EURACTIV.

FUNDING REMOVALS

How to pay for such carbon 
removal projects – both technology-
based and nature-based – is another 
question that is only just beginning 
to be answered.

For technical solutions, the 
European Commission sees the 
Innovation Fund appended to the EU 
carbon market as the prime source 
of funding.

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/system/files/2021-12/swd_2021_450_en_0.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/system/files/2021-12/swd_2021_450_en_0.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13066-Climate-change-restoring-sustainable-carbon-cycles_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13066-Climate-change-restoring-sustainable-carbon-cycles_en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/eu-action/funding-climate-action/innovation-fund_en
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For nature-based removals, 
there are ideas to use money from 
the common agricultural policy 
to incentivise landowners to store 
carbon. Alongside this, the European 
Parliament’s negotiator for the land 
use regulation, Ville Niinistö, wants to 
use revenues from the EU’s emissions 
trading scheme to incentivise carbon 
sequestration.

Markets are another potential 
source of revenue and they are already 
beginning to spring up. Sweden, for 
instance, is planning a reverse auction 
of two million tonnes of negative 
emissions and the Dutch Rabobank 
has created one of several voluntary 
markets for carbon removals.

But this patchwork of carbon 
removal purchasing lacks one vital 
thing: certification at the EU level.

The European Commission is 
looking to bring in a certification 
scheme for carbon removals at the 
end of the year. This is widely seen as 
the cornerstone of creating credible 
and reliable proof of removals.

“Whatever model [of funding] 
you choose, what you need first 
is a credible certification,” said a 
Commission official.

“You need to know for how 
long, how many tonnes of CO2 are 
stored and what are also the possible 
negative effects, like on biodiversity, 
so you need to put in safeguards,” the 
official explained.

The EU executive needs to bring 
forward a robust certification that 
tackles the issue of permanence, 
said Mark Preston Aragonès, a policy 
officer at the NGO Bellona Europa. 
The Commission should focus on 
certifying “properly, not quickly” and 
use the time up to 2030 as a learning 

curve where mistakes can be easily 
fixed, he told EURACTIV.

Ultimately, this could lead to a 
carbon removal market, similar to 
the EU’s emissions trading scheme. 
But this is something far down the 
road for the European Commission, 
which is focusing on first creating 
its certification system to build 
transparency and credibility.

BARRIERS TO 
CERTIFICATION

Despite the clear importance of 
certification, there are still hurdles 
that the European Commission needs 
to overcome.

Firstly, nature-based solutions are 
not permanent and will require some 
sort of monitoring.

“For instance, what happens if a 
certified forest sink goes up in flames?” 
asked Artur Runge-Metzger, director 
at the European Commission’s climate 
department. “The legislation will have 
to be able to deal with such a situation 
in order to make sure that, at the end 
of the day, there is a physical removal 
for each certificate – or currency – that 
has been issued,” he told EURACTIV 
in an interview back in October 2020.

This issue of permanence is at the 
centre of concern for policymakers. 
“There is always a risk of reversal 
and that the CO2 is going back to 
the atmosphere,” said a Commission 
official. “We have to minimise this 
risk and to also establish liabilities in 
case of reversal. You need to be very 
careful on the measurement and on 
the uncertainties that you have with 
the carbon removal that you want to 
certify,” he explained.

Despite those difficulties, 
Timmermans believes a calculation 

method can be developed in order to 
deal with the issue of permanence. 
“If we can come to a method, a robust 
method of certifying carbon removals, 
then I think the issue of permanence 
will also be dealt with,” he said.

Another key issue is to come 
up with an accounting system that 
prevents carbon removals from being 
counted twice.

“We should have a rigid accounting 
system that shows that carbon sinks 
are increasing in the natural world 
and then that creates a mechanism 
of social acceptance and support for 
the bioeconomy solutions that come 
within that frame,” said Ville Niinistö, 
the Parliament’s negotiator for the 
land use regulation.

“If that frame is solid, then 
whatever happens within it can be 
with good conscience sold as being 
environmentally friendly,” he told 
EURACTIV.

It is yet to be seen how such 
a certification scheme would be 
designed. One thing that seems 
certain, however, is that this would be 
an EU-level system.

“We would definitely be looking 
into creating a level playing field 
across Europe. So I think we should 
have all the same principles, and the 
recognition of certain methodologies 
across the EU,” a Commission official 
told EURACTIV.

REDUCTIONS VERSUS 
REMOVALS

While most believe that removals 
and reductions will both be needed 
if Europe wants to reach net zero 
emissions, there are concerns 
that focusing too much on carbon 
removals could give polluters an out.

https://www.euractiv.com/section/energy-environment/interview/official-eu-taking-first-steps-to-bring-forestry-into-carbon-market/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/energy-environment/interview/official-eu-taking-first-steps-to-bring-forestry-into-carbon-market/
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Using technological fixes 
and neglecting to tackle the 
overconsumption and overuse of 
natural resources that are driving 
the climate crisis will not be enough, 
Niinistö told EURACTIV.

The European Commission is 
well aware of this issue and says that 
emissions reductions are its “first 
priority”. Ideally, reductions and 
removals need to go hand in hand, it 
argues.

“We need to start by not putting 
[carbon] into the atmosphere. But 
even if we stopped putting it into 
the atmosphere, there’s still so much 
carbon there, it will need to be taken 
out as well,” said Timmermans.

“You can never say well, 
technology will solve everything 
and, you know, we can sit on our 
hands, waiting for technology to 
solve everything – that is completely 
irresponsible,” he added. “But at the 
same time, we’ve also seen investing 
in new technologies does bring huge 
positive results,” he continued.

To prevent this kind of “moral 
hazard”, some suggest reserving 

access to the market for carbon 
removals only to those who can 
prove they’ve done their share in 
reducing emissions.

“There could be rules in place 
that you really have to qualify to be 
able to use removals. So you have to 
reduce your emissions to a certain 
level before you can start using 
removals,” said Tamme.

According to her, this is why it is 
crucial to have separate targets for 
carbon removals and reductions. 
When the European Commission 
first suggested its more ambitious 
2030 emissions reduction target, it 
faced criticism for creating a ‘net’ 
target that blurred the line between 
reductions and removals.

However, it later clarified that 
the role of carbon removals would be 
limited to 225 million tonnes of CO2, 
capping the reliance on removals.

The narrative around carbon 
removals also needs to shift from 
being driven by demand to being 
driven by the realistic amount of 
removals that can be supplied, 
according to Preston Aragonès.

“We need to be really wary of the 
hype,” he told EURACTIV.

“Buying an offset shouldn’t be 
seen as ‘check me out – I’m carbon 
neutral. I bought offsets’. It should be 
seen as shame in the sense that ‘I’m 
still emitting. So I have to offset’,” he 
explained.

The European Commission is also 
guilty of this overreliance, according 
to Preston Aragonès. He warned that 
the idea that negative emissions 
could just “fill the gap” without 
considering the barriers preventing 
this can lead to numbers which are 
“quite heavily inflated”.

https://www.euractiv.com/section/climate-environment/news/commission-under-fire-for-including-carbon-sinks-into-eu-climate-goals/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/climate-environment/news/commission-under-fire-for-including-carbon-sinks-into-eu-climate-goals/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/climate-environment/news/commission-under-fire-for-including-carbon-sinks-into-eu-climate-goals/
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This article is available in German. 

The European Commission is 
looking at ways of building up 
infrastructure for transporting 

and permanently storing CO2 
underground as well as recycling 
carbon into new products.

With its European Climate Law 
adopted last year, the EU has set in 
stone an objective of reaching net zero 
emissions by mid-century.

But even if emissions can be 

brought down close to zero, there 
will always be residual emissions 
from agriculture or industrial 
processes which cannot be fully 
abated, according to the European 
Commission.

This is why any carbon emissions 
remaining in Europe by 2050 will have 
to be balanced by removals, “with the 
aim to achieve negative emissions 
thereafter,” the EU executive said in a 
policy paper on ‘Sustainable Carbon 
Cycles’ published in December.

“Carbon removals will need to play 
a growing role, and become the main 
focus of action after climate neutrality 
is achieved and when negative 
emissions will be needed to stabilise 
the world’s temperature increase,” the 
EU executive said.

For the time being, carbon 
removals are performed essentially by 
natural ecosystems – mainly oceans, 
and forests which absorb carbon 
dioxide as they grow.

But forests are themselves falling 

The CO2 capture plant run by Climeworks at a waste incineration plant in 
Switzerland [Walter Bieri / EPA]

Europe aims to 
scale up infrastructure for 

permanent carbon removals
B y  K i r a  T a y l o r  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m

https://www.euractiv.de/section/energie-und-umwelt/news/europa-will-infrastruktur-fuer-dauerhafte-entfernung-von-atmosphaerischem-co2-aufbauen/?_ga=2.200009066.574961284.1646038063-1399841842.1643883858
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/system/files/2021-12/com_2021_800_en_0.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/system/files/2021-12/com_2021_800_en_0.pdf
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victim of climate change, with 
growing incidence of fires and pests, 
which increases the risk that the 
removals will not be permanent.

This is why scientists say 
technological solutions will be 
needed too. The problem is that the 
CO2 removal technologies are still in 
their infancy.

“It’s very, very, very limited. We 
are almost at zero, but we need to go 
towards deployment and, in 2050, 
we need large scale deployment,” a 
Commission official told EURACTIV.

There are already some examples 
of technological solutions. Last 
year in Iceland, a Swiss start-up 
called Climeworks AG opened the 
world’s largest plant that sucks 
carbon dioxide directly from the 
air. Meanwhile, Norway has a pilot 
project for a full-scale carbon capture 
and storage project fitted to a waste-
to-energy plant.

However, these projects are small 
compared to the capacity the world 
will need.

By 2030, the EU executive has set 
an aspirational target for technology-
based solutions to remove 5 million 
tonnes of CO2 from the atmosphere, 
far more than the 4,000 tons of CO2 
that Climeworks AG is able to capture 
every year.

This is tiny compared to the 
binding target of 310 million 
tonnes of carbon that the European 
Commission wants to capture from 
nature-based solutions by 2030. But 
the EU executive sees this as a signal 
to the market that technology-based 
removals are something it wants to 
grow.

“Targets themselves are just 
targets. What [matters] now is how 
we implement those targets,” said 

Eve Tamme, managing director at the 
policy group Climate Principles.

Europe now faces the question 
of how to scale up carbon capturing 
technology and how to put the right 
incentives and policies in place, 
Tamme told EURACTIV.

To allow this scaling up, the EU 
needs to bring in rules to quantify 
carbon removals, says Tamme. This is 
challenging, however, because while 
policymakers have been working on 
emissions reductions for a long time, 
there has been a lot less work on 
removals.

“Europe is literally the first in the 
world who is trying to figure it out. 
And if they do figure it out, this will 
hopefully become a gold standard 
that is going to be used more broadly,” 
Tamme told EURACTIV.

NEW INFRASTRUCTURE 
FOR CO2 TRANSPORT

One challenge in scaling up 
technology-based carbon capture is 
having the correct infrastructure in 
place.

While nature-based solutions 
require very little additional 
infrastructure, technical solutions 
require CO2 to be transported via 
pipeline, water, rail or road from 
where it is captured to where it can 
be utilised or permanently stored.

But, at the moment, there is very 
little infrastructure designed to 
transport CO2 to permanent removal 
sites or recycling processes.

“We need to build out the 
transport network,” a Commission 
official told EURACTIV.

“The challenges of CO2 transport 
don’t stem from the envisioned 
means for transport. The challenges 

for a successful deployment are of 
economic and regulatory nature 
and often referred to as the chicken-
and-egg problem,” according to a 
Commission document attached to 
its communication on sustainable 
carbon cycles.

One area that could crack this 
chicken-and-egg problem is the 
region around the North Sea. There 
are already several carbon removal 
projects in this area, including 
one in the Port of Antwerp, where 
carbon would be captured and 
stored underground using Norway’s 
Northern Lights programme.

Northern Lights, also based 
around the North Sea, aims to ship 
carbon to a storage facility and then 
pipe it to permanent storage in a 
reservoir 2,600 metres under the 
seabed.

Other projects include carbon 
capture, usage and storage at a 
cement factory in France and a 
biomass district heating system in 
Stockholm that aims to use carbon 
capture and storage to reach negative 
emissions.

“It’s a very specific European 
model that we are developing for 
carbon capture and storage or carbon 
capture and usage – that you have 
capture facilities, facilities that use 
the CO2 and facilities that store final 
CO2,” a Commission official told 
EURACTIV.

“To have a liquid, well-functioning 
market, we need a sufficient number 
of market participants, both to 
provide the CO2, to capture the CO2, 
[and] to transport the CO2,” he added.

“We have both pipelines and 
ships. And then we also need a 
sufficient number of storage sites so 
that we have competitive pressure on 
all sides, but also enough trust from 

https://www.euractiv.com/section/climate-environment/news/worlds-largest-plant-capturing-carbon-from-air-starts-in-iceland/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/climate-environment/news/worlds-largest-plant-capturing-carbon-from-air-starts-in-iceland/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/climate-environment/news/worlds-largest-plant-capturing-carbon-from-air-starts-in-iceland/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/climate-environment/news/worlds-largest-plant-capturing-carbon-from-air-starts-in-iceland/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/energy-environment/news/carbon-capture-europes-trump-card-for-waste-treatment/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/energy-environment/news/carbon-capture-europes-trump-card-for-waste-treatment/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/energy-environment/news/carbon-capture-europes-trump-card-for-waste-treatment/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13066-Climate-change-restoring-sustainable-carbon-cycles_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13066-Climate-change-restoring-sustainable-carbon-cycles_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13066-Climate-change-restoring-sustainable-carbon-cycles_en
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all market participants that there will 
be enough storage, that there will 
be enough CO2 that’s captured,” the 
official continued.

There are still arrangements 
that need to be put in place for 
such a market. For instance, EU 
countries will need to allow CO2 
to be shipped between countries. 
Storage facilities, meanwhile, will 
need non-discrimination policies to 
allow carbon to come from different 
countries.

FUNDING INNOVATION

Investments from EU pots of 
money, like the Innovation Fund, 
are already helping carbon capture 
projects grow. Other funding comes 
from the private sector, like Microsoft’s 
$1 billion Climate Innovation Fund.

According to Casper Klynge, Vice-
President of European Government 
Affairs at Microsoft, the challenges 
surrounding carbon removals are 
immense and there is a lot of work 
needed in both nature-based and 
technology-based solutions.

“Technology-based solutions 
are still in their infancy and need 
scaling,” Klynge said at the European 
Commission’s conference on carbon 
removals last month.

“In short, today there is no real 
existing scalable carbon removal 
ecosystem and the world must build 
a new market on an unprecedented 
timeline. And let’s be honest, starting 
from almost scratch,” he added.

Microsoft plans to be carbon 
negative by 2030 and, by 2050, aims 
to have removed all of the emissions 
it put into the atmosphere since 
its founding in 1975. It has already 
purchased 1.4 million metric tonnes 
of carbon removals from 15 suppliers 

to help achieve this.

However, Mark Preston Aragonès, 
warned against what he called the 
“hype” around carbon removals, 
saying that the conversation around 
these is heading in the wrong 
direction, with companies looking at 
how much they can offset rather than 
how many emissions they can reduce.

“Buying an offset shouldn’t be 
seen as ‘check me out – I’m carbon 
neutral, I bought offsets’. It should be 
seen as shame in the sense that ‘I’m 
still emitting, so I have to offset’,” he 
told EURACTIV.

Instead of being driven by demand, 
the conversation should be driven 
by the capacity of carbon removals 
that can be supplied and focus on 
unavoidable emissions, he added.

“When it comes to reducing 
emissions, the role of carbon capture 
and storage is quite important for 
those sectors where there might not be 
any near term viable alternatives and 
where the actual process is where the 
CO2 comes from, not necessarily the 
combustion of a fuel, so cement and 
steel, for example, where it’s actually 
the processing, which contribute as 
well to global warming,” he explained.

He also advocated for a focus on 
carbon capture and storage, rather 
than direct air capture because CCS 
takes the carbon directly out of the 
chimneys of polluting factories rather 
than from the air, where the carbon is 
highly diluted.

“When it comes to direct air 
capture, that is a bit harder in the 
sense that it’s much harder to capture 
the CO2 from the atmosphere than 
it is from flue gas. On balance, we 
should be deploying CCS first,” said 
Preston Aragonès.

A CIRCULAR ECONOMY 
FOR CARBON

Another potential revenue stream 
for carbon removals is through a 
circular economy for carbon. Much 
of 21st century life is dependent 
on products and materials made 
from carbon, from fuel and food to 
plastic and clothes. These cannot 
be decarbonised, so producers need 
to source carbon from non-fossil 
sources.

However, this could put pressure 
on land use, so the European 
Commission is exploring the idea 
of a circular economy for carbon to 
provide a non-fossil source for carbon 
products.

“We need to deploy technologies 
that recycle carbon from waste, 
from sustainable biomass or directly 
from the atmosphere to provide the 
industry with circular carbon because 
carbon will remain necessary for our 
industry,” said EU Green Deal chief 
Frans Timmermans last month.

This would require a huge shift 
away from current carbon sources. 
In 2018, the EU economy consumed 
approximately one billion tonnes of 
carbon, just over half of which was 
from fossil sources. Only a fraction of 
that carbon is from recycled origin.

If we fail to make this change, 
“we are simply adding more fossil 
carbon in the technosphere creating 
a gigantic carbon dept that is 
just waiting to be emitted, either 
through biodegradation, natural 
degradation or through incineration,” 
warned Florian Vernay, Head of 
Communications, Corporate Affairs 
and Sustainability at Unilever.

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/news-your-voice/events/conference-sustainable-carbon-cycles_en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/news-your-voice/events/conference-sustainable-carbon-cycles_en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/news-your-voice/events/conference-sustainable-carbon-cycles_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13066-Climate-change-restoring-sustainable-carbon-cycles_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13066-Climate-change-restoring-sustainable-carbon-cycles_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13066-Climate-change-restoring-sustainable-carbon-cycles_en
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The next decade needs to see 
a decisive turnaround in the 
state of Europe’s depleting 

carbon sinks, with more incentives 
for foresters to capture CO2 from the 
atmosphere if Europe wants to meet 
its climate goals, says Ville Niinistö.

Ville Niinistö is a Finnish Member 
of the European Parliament affiliated to 
the Greens/EFA group. He is currently in 
charge of the drafting and negotiation of 
the land use, land use change and forestry 
regulation (LULUCF) revision.

Europe’s forests are being pulled in 
multiple directions – as homes for 
biodiversity, as ways to capture carbon 
and to sustain the livelihoods of local 
communities. How can the EU ensure 
balance between these roles while also 
improving the resilience and health of 
its forests?

This is precisely what we need to 
do in the 2020s – to make sure that 
Europe’s forests are directed in a 
direction where environmental and 
climate sustainability is at the core of 

how we manage them.

There will be still in the future a lot 
of bioeconomy solutions and some of 
them will be climate-smart and useful 
in replacing fossil fuels and have a 
substitution effect, but none of those 
can be credibly said to be sustainable if 
we don’t make sure that carbon sinks 
are properly increased and biodiversity 
loss is halted and even reversed.

You’ve drafted amendments to the 
European Commission’s LULUCF 

Europe needs to be ambitious and restore its carbon sinks to help biodiversity and fight climate change, 
says Ville Niinistö, a Green lawmaker in charge of negotiating the European Parliament’s position on the 

land use regulation [Jarno Kuusinen / EPA-EFE]

Finnish MEP: 2020s need  
to be ‘decade of change’ for 

Europe’s depleting carbon sinks
B y  K i r a  T a y l o r  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m
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proposal that would see a huge 
increase in its carbon sink, from a 
target of sequestering 310 million 
tonnes of carbon by 2030 to capturing 
490 million tonnes. Given Europe’s 
sinks are currently in decline, how 
would that be achieved and would it be 
detrimental to certain areas?

My idea is to show a vision for the 
member states to realise that land 
use really needs to change in Europe. 
We really need to realise that we are 
on the threshold of a totally new age 
when it comes to our responsibility to 
manage land sustainably both for the 
environment and climate.

There are loads of actions that we 
haven’t done and we have even done 
negative actions. We need to not just 
get back to the carbon sink levels we 
had 10 years ago as the Commission 
proposed – Europe has been degrading 
its sinks in the last 10 years.

But that’s not enough, we need to 
do a lot more. If we want to address 
climate change and be in line with 
the Paris Agreement’s targets and 
also look beyond 2050 and carbon 
negativity, carbon sinks should be 
increasing on a level that achieves 
something around 700 million tonnes 
by 2050.

This is a figure I’ve gotten from 
experts when I asked what would be a 
European carbon sink that is properly 
in line with the Paris climate targets 
and shows a good example that the 
other continents and countries then 
also follow in UNFCCC negotiations.

In order to get there, we really 
need to make sure that this is the 
decade of change. But at the same 
time, I really see this also as an 
opportunity for landowners, farmers 
and forest owners to get income from 
new sources.

The idea is to support the 

landowners also to get incentives 
and financing for solutions that 
increase sinks. I think we will see a 
lot of demand also from consumers 
and industrial buyers for production 
which has a low or even negative CO2 
value.

That means that carbon farming 
will be mainstreamed within the next 
decade. So now it’s about creating 
a paradigm shift where there is 
financing available for this in the short 
term and, in the long term, channel 
all the EU’s and government’s rules 
and financing, including the common 
agricultural policy (CAP) money, into 
supporting carbon farming action.

Another low hanging fruit is 
restoration. We [need to restore] 
wetlands, peatlands and organic land, 
both [after the] uses of agriculture or 
more or less unsuccessful forestation 
of wetlands and peatlands that 
happened in many countries.

There has been a new study, 
estimating that about 300 million 
tonnes of CO2 increases can be 
achieved solely by properly doing 
restoration. So I think we do have 
chances to increase other forms of 
carbon sinks by 2030 in a way where 
it’s not just up to the forest to do the 
job.

Talking about going beyond forestry, 
you also introduce a subtarget for 
reaching a balance between EU level 
emissions and removals from cropland, 
grassland and wetlands by 2030 and 
achieving negative emissions in those 
areas after that. What steps would EU 
countries need to take to achieve that 
and can you see things like the 490 
million tonnes and this make it through 
negotiations with EU countries?

We promised that we will do 
our best to come back next year in 
the next COP with a common push 
for Paris alignment in our targets. 

And we have to be honest, a 55% net 
emission reduction target for Europe 
where only 52.8% is actually emission 
reductions and the rest is sinks is not 
properly in line with our 1.5°C target.

By showing that we can do more 
in land use, I think we can also 
push other countries and groups of 
countries to do more in land use.

Member states have to also 
realistically understand that the 
310 million times proposed by the 
Commission – they may feel it’s an 
increase, but since it’s only just going 
back to where we were 10 years ago, 
that is not enough in the times of 
climate crisis – they really need to 
realise that we should look at a higher 
number.

If I look at what other political 
groups said in the preliminary 
discussion of the draft report in the 
ENVI committee, I think there is a 
realistic chance of getting a majority 
in the Parliament for a figure that is 
well above the Commission’s proposal 
and closer to my own proposal.

Coming back to carbon farming, how 
could incentives for farmers and 
foresters to capture carbon work in 
practice? Could you ensure that these 
incentives would be more profitable 
than current practices – or at least not 
less profitable?

I think in the long term, a lot of the 
soil degradation that is happening in 
Europe and erosion also has to do with 
the poor management of land, where 
soil quality is weakened. Climate 
action and CO2 rich carbon farming 
practices are good for soil quality 
as well. So I think there is an added 
benefit here for farmers if financing 
is focused more on deep-rooted 
vegetation.

I think the big problem is that 
the common agricultural policy has 
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given money up until now mainly 
on a hectare basis. Some of that 
money has actually been harmful to 
the climate and environment. In the 
Nordic countries for instance, and in 
a number of other countries as well, a 
lot of organic land has been drained 
for farmland, creating a lot of CO2 
losses.

We have to make sure that all the 
subsidies and financing that we give 
via the national implementation of 
the current CAP is in line with our 
climate targets. And that we see 
that productivity in the long term in 
farming comes from better climate 
and environmental practices.

Then there is the really keen 
interest from the private sector 
already to finance projects which 
can show that the consumer end 
products will have even a negative 
CO2 value. So I think it’s important 
to create data and methods in all 
countries to show the CO2 effect of 
the whole food chain.

One disadvantage of natural carbon 
sinks is that they’re not permanent. 
So forests could catch fire, or as 
you say, there can be damage. What 
would happen if a forest involved in 
carbon farming went up in flames? 
How can that be reflected in carbon 
accounting? And how can the 
European Commission deal with the 
idea of liability?

There is the inclusion of 
natural disturbances factor in the 
Commission’s proposal. I even think 
it’s so high that it can be seen as a 
loophole. If it’s implemented too 
easily, it may take away efforts from 
the member states to do action that 
protects the sinks and just blame 
natural disturbances on human-
caused phenomena.

I think it’s important to take into 
account that there is a need for a 

natural disturbance factor. I have 
proposed it to be half the size of the 
Commission’s proposal in order 
to make sure that countries pre-
emptively address problems related 
to alien species creating problems in 
forests or forest fires and so on.

There are also technical solutions 
for capturing carbon, like direct air 
capture (DAC). Do you believe the EU 
should be taking steps now to enable 
these – and if so which ones? What 
balance do you see in the coming 
decades between technical solutions 
and natural sinks?

I think we need to restore 
ecosystems in a way that carbon 
sinks are increasing, where forests 
act as the natural carbon storage 
and sinks, and where we adapt our 
methods of using land into more 
biodiversity-supporting solutions. 
There are a lot of co-benefits in the 
approach to increase natural carbon 
sinks because we don’t only have the 
climate crisis, we have the ecosystem 
and biodiversity crisis.

Any technological, short-term 
fixes where the underlying problem 
is overconsumption, and overuse of 
natural resources is still not tackled 
will not be sufficient to address the 
whole environmental crisis.

I understand that there are some 
areas in industries where we will need 
to have added solutions based on 
technology and artificiality when it 
comes to capturing carbon. But those 
should be secondary to restoring the 
balance of our planet because that is 
the source of all life on our planet.

I do have concerns also regarding 
carbon capture in bioeconomy. I 
think we should not propose added 
public support for solutions that 
can actually increase and continue 
creating environmental problems. 
I don’t think that is something that 

can be counted as part of the LULUCF 
because the LULUCF has to be about 
the natural parts.

And there are also voluntary schemes 
when it comes to removals and offsets. 
The European Commission is trying 
to publish a certification system for 
these – what are you hoping will be in 
it? Have you got any concerns about 
it? How can we tackle the arising 
issues of double counting and fraud?

We have to be really careful 
about double counting. I have tried 
to propose more ideas – instead of 
creating an accounting system where 
we create a lot of loopholes and new 
flexibilities, we should have a rigid 
accounting system that shows that 
carbon sinks are increasing in the 
natural world and then that creates a 
mechanism of social acceptance and 
support for the bioeconomy solutions 
that come within that frame.

If that frame is solid, then 
whatever happens within it can be 
with good conscience sold as being 
environmentally friendly. I think 
some of the flexibilities that are being 
proposed, both between the member 
states and between the effort sharing 
sector emission reductions and 
LULUCF, are really harmful because 
they can actually create a ceiling 
of emission reductions and sinks 
instead of going for a solution where 
we have a floor on which to add 
action.

For example, the voluntary reserve 
that the Commission proposed under 
the effort sharing regulation. It 
allows member states not achieving 
their emission reduction targets to 
use the LULUCF credits of other EU 
countries as long as the EU as a whole 
achieves the 55% emission reduction 
target. That sounds to me like 
creating a maximum of net emission 
reductions at 55% and actually 
taking away efforts from emission 
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reductions and replacing them with 
sinks. That is not a sustainable way of 
doing this.

We need to have more ambition 
on carbon sinks and LULUCF in the 
natural world – and that has to be 
a separate entity. Then we need to 
have more ambition in emission 
reductions. That creates markets for 
those market players that are really 
looking for long term solutions and 
not just short-term fixes.

In Glasgow, there was a clear 
agreement in the UNFCCC to make 
sure that countries that take action in 
another country don’t double count 
those emission reductions. The same 
needs to apply between compensation 
schemes and offsetting by private 
companies and countries.

So I have proposed projects that 
are part of an official offsetting and 
compensation scheme by a private 
company, that they claim to get 
benefits from, they should be taken off 
the public data and not be part of the 
public sink total because that would 
otherwise create a situation where 
you finance twice the same action.

Another added measure I proposed 
was to make sure that there is also 
public financing going to landowners 
taking action on carbon sinks. I 

propose that at least 5% of revenues of 
the current ETS from member states 
which go to carbon sink action in the 
land use sector.

I think there’s a big demand 
among forest owners and landowners 
for these kinds of solutions. But there 
hasn’t been enough public financing 
for that. I don’t think it’s impossible 
that 20, 30 years from now we could 
look at a similar market in the land 
use sector that we have in the ETS. 
There could be a cap on emissions 
from land-based sinks and then there 
can be trading within that, so those 
who do more action can get benefits 
from that action and those who fail 
to do action also as landowners, then 
they would need to pay for those 
emissions.

Finally, part of the Commission’s 
proposal for LULUCF has seen the 
merging of agriculture and the current 
LULUCF sector. You’ve spoken out 
against that. Why do you think it 
would be detrimental? And how can 
you reconcile that view with those in 
the AGRI committee who might like 
it?

This is something we really need 
to look carefully at. There are two 
sides to this coin. Obviously, it’s 
good to have more concerted action 
in agriculture, including non-CO2 

based emissions, which are not part of 
LULUCF accounting currently – that is 
the methane emissions from livestock 
mainly.

But on the other hand, as long as 
the emission reduction targets are as 
low as they are in the Commission’s 
proposed model and if there is no 
separate subtarget for the agricultural 
sector, there is a high risk that the 
agricultural sector within a country 
but also between countries intends 
to get a free ride at the cost of forest 
sinks. That is something I really don’t 
support.

That’s why I have made a 
counterproposal of not including the 
methane emissions – they are still in 
the effort sharing sector, so countries 
need to address those as effort 
sharing targets are going up. But then 
the land-based agricultural sector 
would still have this 2030 target of 
100 million tonnes on the EU level 
in my proposal to make sure there is 
concerted action on agriculture also 
in land use emissions.

An additional reason why I have 
decided to omit the non-CO2 based 
methane emissions is that it’s a totally 
different data set. It’s really hard to 
combine apples and pears in the same 
basket and then call it equal.
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By 2030, the European 
Commission wants a complete 
overhaul of Europe’s natural 

landscapes – switching from unhealthy 
ecosystems at risk of emitting carbon 
to restored homes for biodiversity that 
capture and store carbon.

But farmers and foresters must 
be at the heart of this transition and 
properly incentivised so that they 
can make a living from sustainable 
practices that help sequester carbon.

Forests, cropland and grassland 
make up just under half of European 

territory and hold enormous potential 
for the capture and storage of carbon. 
However, land use practices such 
as intensive tilling, alongside other 
factors like climate change, mean they 
are falling short of this potential.

By 2030, the European Commission 
wants natural spaces, like forests and 
soil, to capture 310 million tonnes of 
CO2 – a dramatic turnaround from the 
225 million tonnes they were expected 
to sequester under a business as usual 
scenario.

“We really need to make sure that 

this is the decade of change,” said 
Ville Niinistö, the Green lawmaker in 
charge of the revision of the land use 
regulation (LULUCF). He is pushing 
for the 2030 target to be raised to a 
highly ambitious 490 million tonnes.

“If we want to address climate 
change and be in line with the Paris 
Agreement’s targets and also look 
beyond 2050 and carbon negativity, 
carbon sinks should be increasing on a 
level that achieves something around 
700 million tonnes by 2050,” he told 
EURACTIV.

Farmer [Syda Productions / Shutterstock]

EU wants to reward  
farmers and foresters for  

nature-based carbon removals
B y  K i r a  T a y l o r  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m
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‘CARBON FARMING’

To achieve this target, landowners 
need to be included in the drive 
to restore nature and sustainably 
manage it while also turning a profit.

This includes incentivising 
landowners to take part in so-called 
‘carbon farming’, where farmers 
and foresters introduce measures, 
like crop rotation and reforestation, 
to increase the amount of carbon 
dioxide that is captured.

“If we sequester carbon in our 
ecosystems – forests, wetlands 
– it also has to bring benefits for 
biodiversity as well. Then farmers, 
foresters and other land managers 
need to be rewarded for this 
financially,” said EU Green Deal chief 
Frans Timmermans at a Commission 
event on carbon removals.

And it is not just about the money 
– more sustainable practices will 
also benefit farmers and foresters by 
improving their land, said Niinistö.

To achieve this, the Finnish MEP 
says the EU’s common agricultural 
policy (CAP) must be shifted from 
the current hectare-based system 
of funding to a system that rewards 
sustainable farming practices.

Carbon farming needs to 
be incentivised and rewarded, 
according to ASAJA, the Spanish 
association of young farmers.

“In Spain, the eco schemes will 
help carbon sequestration. However 
they are not currently incentivised; 
instead, we are faced with a series of 
obligations. Without any doubt, the 
contribution made by agriculture 
should be rewarded and a market 
of carbon would help,” they wrote 
during a Twitter chat with EURACTIV 
about carbon removals.

“Carbon farming can be a ‘win-
win-win’ situation for climate, for 
the quality of our soils and for the 
farming community, with better 
productivity and additional income 
source, as long as National Strategic 
Plans are in line,” according to the 
European Dairy Association.

“The right incentives are also 
fundamental for acknowledging 
and rewarding farmers’ efforts in 
implementing more climate-friendly 
practices,” the group added.

Alongside CAP money, Niinistö 
has proposed that 5% of revenues 
from the EU’s emissions trading 
scheme should help fund carbon 
removals

 VOLUNTARY MARKETS

Private financing can also 
support nature-based carbon 
removals. Markets based around 
carbon farming are already popping 
up. For example, the Rabo Carbon 
Bank, run by the Dutch Rabobank, 
describes itself as a one-stop-shop 
for farmers to unlock the carbon 
capturing potential of their soil.

“We have to make the transition 
from conventional farming, 
which emits greenhouse gases to 
regenerative farming, however 
defined, which can reduce and 
remove greenhouse gas emissions,” 
said Barbara Baarsma, the CEO of 
Rabo Carbon Bank.

The bank facilitates the 
generation, monitoring and 
verification of carbon credits, which 
companies can then buy. It also 
incentivises sustainable practices 
and emissions reductions by 
farmers.

However, Baarsma warns that 
the two revenue streams – carbon 

credits and incentives for reducing 
emissions – do not yield enough 
extra revenue for most farmers to 
make the transition to sustainable 
farming methods. According to her, 
a broader set of rewards must be put 
in place.

And while there should be a focus 
on creating healthy ecosystems, 
rewilding and restoring nature, 
policymakers need to be cautious of 
completely monetising this, warn 
environmental organisations, like 
Bellona Europa and WWF.

“There’s really a risk that in this 
whole discussion about certificates 
and offsets and voluntary carbon 
markets we end up monetising 
nature-based stuff without much 
basis for it to count as a removal,”  
Mark Preston Aragonès, a policy 
officer at Bellona Europa told 
EURACTIV.

IMPERMANENT 
REMOVALS

While there are strong arguments 
for restoring natural spaces and 
incentivising the capture of carbon, 
there are major barriers yet to be 
overcome. This includes the fact that 
nature-based carbon removals are 
impermanent – a forest for instance 
can be destroyed by storms, pests or 
wildfires, which are becoming more 
frequent with climate change.

When that happens, the carbon 
is released back in the atmosphere, 
and that must be accounted for 
somewhere.

“Nature is by nature non-
permanent. You have these risks 
and you have to deal with it,” a 
Commission official told EURACTIV, 
adding that nature cannot be turned 
into a permanent carbon storage.

https://twitter.com/BruselasAsaja/status/1496088467104796676?s=20&t=3j7lEI6bUpnSKiw3ELCxXA
https://twitter.com/BruselasAsaja/status/1496088467104796676?s=20&t=3j7lEI6bUpnSKiw3ELCxXA
https://twitter.com/BruselasAsaja/status/1496088467104796676?s=20&t=3j7lEI6bUpnSKiw3ELCxXA
https://twitter.com/EDA_Dairy/status/1496098095649669120?s=20&t=1_uH4au7676ugIfs7RI0Bg
https://twitter.com/EDA_Dairy/status/1496098095649669120?s=20&t=1_uH4au7676ugIfs7RI0Bg
https://twitter.com/EDA_Dairy/status/1496095682691842052?s=20&t=1_uH4au7676ugIfs7RI0Bg
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With concerns around 
permanence also comes the question 
of who carries the liability for the 
carbon that is released back into the 
atmosphere – the bank or authority 
issuing the carbon credit or the 
farmer.

“We have to account for the fact 
that this risk will exist, even if we 
make it as small as possible. There 
will always be a small risk and, when 
we define our policy, we should 
account for that,” said a Commission 
official.

But making a farmer liable for 
carbon storage over 100 years may be 
a non-starter in terms of incentives 
because the farmer would not be 
able to carry that liability, he added.

At the moment, the European 
Commission is looking into the 
“optimal distribution of this risk 
of non-permanence” between 
those providing carbon credits and 
those financing it, the official told 
EURACTIV.

CERTIFYING CARBON 
REMOVALS

Another big and, so far, 
unanswered question is how to 
certify carbon removals at EU level 
to ensure that the level of carbon 
claimed to be taken out of the 
atmosphere matches reality.

There is a “big appetite” for 
rewarding carbon capture in the land 
sector, according to Timmermans, 
but there needs to be a simple and 
robust system to ensure that the 
amount of carbon sequestered is 
accurate.

The European Commission is 
working on creating this system and 
will table its proposal by the end of 
the year. Farming groups, who are 
first in line, insist that the scheme 
needs to be simple.

“There is indeed a concern for the 
farmers who already deal with a lot 
of bureaucracy on a daily basis,” said 
COPA-COGECA, the EU association 
which represents 22 million EU 
farmers.

For them, the system must be 
reader-friendly and easily available 
to farmers and foresters.

“It is hence extremely important 
that the EU Commission makes 
this project something that is 
easily accessible and applicable for 
farmers. It will be a lost opportunity 
if a high administrative burden 
slows the uptake of carbon farming,” 
COPA-COGECA wrote on Twitter.

ASAJA, the Spanish association 
of young farmers, also highlighted 
the need for “an easy, robust, credible 
and transparent measurement 
system”.

In this system, monitoring, 
reporting and verification will 
be essential to validate carbon 
removals. There are different ways 
of doing this: direct observation 
and measurement, modelling, and 
remote observation using satellites. 
The EU will need to find the right 
balance between those depending on 
cost, feasibility and acceptability, a 
Commission official told EURACTIV.

However, while WWF favours 
nature-based carbon removals 
over technology-based ones, it is 
concerned about the EU’s plans 
when it comes to regulating these.

“Removals in the land use sector 
are hard to measure and can easily 
be reversed – they cannot simply 
be considered as tonne-for-tonne 
equivalent to fossil fuel or fertiliser 
emissions,” it warns.

WWF adds that, if the European 
Commission gets its way, polluters 
could “buy their way out of trouble 
and avoid carbon taxes or having to 
make emissions cuts in their own 
value chains”.

“Instead of an offset scheme, 
the Commission needs to focus on 
public funding, which would help 
farmers and foresters to take climate 
action without letting polluters off 
the hook,” Alex Mason from WWF 
told EURACTIV.

https://twitter.com/COPACOGECA/status/1496090748378304516?s=20&t=1_uH4au7676ugIfs7RI0Bg
https://twitter.com/COPACOGECA/status/1496090748378304516?s=20&t=1_uH4au7676ugIfs7RI0Bg
https://twitter.com/BruselasAsaja/status/1496096745914253318?s=20&t=1_uH4au7676ugIfs7RI0Bg
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CO2 capture plant of the company Climeworks at the waste incineration 
plant in Switzerland, 09 June 2017 [Walter Bieri / EPA]
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As the European Commission 
looks at creating a 
certification scheme for 

carbon removals at the end of this year, 
it will need to choose which methods 
to prioritise with a view to reaching 
net-zero emissions by 2050, according 
to Dr Oliver Geden.

Doctor Oliver Geden is a senior fellow 
at the German Institute for International 

and Security affairs and lead author 
for the IPCC’s Sixth Assessment 
Report (AR6) Working Group III on 
climate change mitigation. He spoke to 
EURACTIV’s Kira Taylor about the EU’s 
plans to certify carbon removals and how 
this could work.

The European Commission published 
its communication on sustainable 
carbon cycles in December last year, 

which lays the foundation for carbon 
removals in Europe. What are your 
thoughts about it?

I think, overall, it’s positive that 
the Commission takes on this topic. I 
think it was good timing to say that, 
now we have the Fit for 55 package 
and the second part of the package in 
December, let’s start this conversation.

Researcher: Carbon  
removal technologies ‘need  

to be upscaled quickly’

I N T E R V I E W
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We keep forgetting that, after 
the 2030 legislation is agreed, we 
will start discussing the 2040 target 
in the EU  and then start drafting 
legislation for the 2030s. There, 
carbon dioxide removal will clearly 
play a bigger role.

What still amazes so many people 
is the focus on carbon farming, 
where many experts don’t see that 
much of a removal potential.

But I think what many climate 
experts overlook is the political 
agenda that the Commission has 
behind it. That’s connected to 
making the three pillars we have 
– the emissions trading scheme 
(ETS), the effort sharing regulation 
(ESR) and the land use regulation 
(LULUCF) – two pillars by creating an 
ETS for road transport and buildings 
and merging agriculture and land 
use together.

This will dissolve the ESR and 
the carbon farming initiatives will 
create new revenue streams for the 
agricultural sector. This is more 
about internal EU politics than about 
maximising removal potentials.

Is there anything missing from the 
communication?

I was surprised that the 
Commission also proposed an 
indicative target for non-LULUCF 
carbon dioxide removal. This was 
misread by many commentators 
as a new EU target, but for that, it 
would need to be endorsed by the 
Council and the Parliament. Yet it 
clearly shows in which direction the 
Commission wants to go in the long-
term.

What I find surprising right 
now in the negotiations on Fit for 
55 is that, in the ESR proposal and 
in the ETS proposal, technological 
carbon dioxide removals, like direct 

air capture with carbon capture and 
storage, already pops up.

In general, the Commission’s 
policy is to fund projects under 
the Innovation Fund first and have 
those started so that something is 
happening beyond forestry that 
can be seriously regulated and 
have targets in the 2030s. Between 
the sustainable carbon cycle 
strategy proposed last year and the 
certification of methods at the end 
of this year, there’s a proper pipeline.

Of course, some would say 
it’s going too fast or there are not 
enough safeguards. And others, 
basically the industry, saying it’s 
going too slow. I think that it’s more 
or less okay.

You mentioned the certification 
scheme that the European 
Commission is planning for carbon 
removals at the end of 2022 – what 
are the challenges of putting such a 
system in place? And what are the 
key elements you believe it should 
contain?

You cannot do all methods. 
Simply for pragmatic reasons, you 
have to make choices and prioritise. 
It will be interesting what the 
choices will be.

For forestry, you have 
established systems, but you could 
make them better. But if you look 
at the discussions around the 
Commission’s forestry strategy, 
that might be hard. There might be 
loopholes. Then there are things 
that are simply hard to understand 
in terms of terrestrial carbon flows, 
which can lead to governments 
or companies trying to game the 
system.

Then looking at methods like 
soil carbon sequestration, where 
you have dispersed areas where you 

practice this, it’s not easy to track the 
carbon and there is also a problem of 
permanence. So you would have to 
come up with rules for that. But first 
of all, how to measure it and then 
how to deal with possible leakage.

Even more complicated would be 
something like enhanced mineral 
weathering. You first deploy the 
minerals on fields. But in the long 
term, the carbon bound will go via 
runoff and rivers into the ocean. You 
cannot really say 30 years later, now 
let’s look where the carbon is and 
how much is there.

So you would need to develop 
modelling and all the actors would 
need to trust the modelling. You can 
get it easily wrong – and nobody’s to 
blame for that – but you could end 
up in a situation where you award 
too much money to the companies 
doing it, but you’re unable to change 
the rules later or you give not enough 
and you don’t incentivise action.

Bioenergy carbon capture and 
storage (BECCS) and direct air 
capture with storage (DACSS) are 
quite uncomplicated to measure if 
the carbon is stored geologically. 
What’s complicated is if you go for 
the utilisation of that carbon (CCU) 
and unfortunately sometimes that 
debate is mixed with the one on 
removals.

What the verification system 
would have to deliver is tracking 
where the carbon stays in the long 
term. The IPCC’s carbon dioxide 
removal definition in its special 
report on 1.5°C says about storing 
it “durably”, but there is no agreed 
definition for “durably”.

The European Commission and 
then the Parliament and Council 
would have to come up with a 
threshold for durability and rules 
on how to deal with carbon that gets 
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released earlier.

Do you think it would be better for 
the European Commission to regulate 
voluntary markets or to set up an ETS-
style market for carbon removals?

There are many options on how 
to design that. I haven’t made up 
my own mind about this, but I think 
keeping it separate for now and then 
creating rules on who could use it 
and against which obligations might 
be the best way to go.

There’s a lot of action in the 
voluntary market. The question 
is does the EU want to influence 
that as well? In the compliance 
markets, setting up a verification and 
certification system can serve as an 
example for other countries.

I’m not sure if political actors 
in the European Union want to 
interfere in voluntary markets in 
terms of setting rules as far as I 
know. Australia has such a system. 
They have accounting rules that 
then apply on the voluntary market, 
but I never heard an actor in Europe 
seriously talking about that.

Politically it would be wise to 
simply set binding rules and also to 
bring carbon dioxide removals out of 
that notion that they are just offsets 
of a questionable nature, where 
companies use them to reach net 
zero targets on paper.

One politically complicated issue 
is that, since the 2050 target is a 
Union-wide target, and since the 
level of residual emissions will be 
quite different among sectors and 
member states, it will create a lot of 
uneven distribution across Europe.

Ireland, for example, has 33% 
of its emissions coming from 
agriculture. If Ireland doesn’t want 
to change the role of agriculture in 

its economy, it won’t be able to get to 
net zero.

It will not only be the usual 
suspects in European climate policy 
that might be above net zero in 2050 
and asking other countries to go net 
negative. Politically, that might not 
be a problem if the removals are in 
the ETS because it is a Europe-wide 
harmonised system without national 
targets.

But if you still have the three 
pillars, including net negative ESR 
targets for countries, that might get 
you into dangerous waters politically. 
Because then people in Germany 
would say why should we be going 
net negative just because Ireland 
wants to keep its agricultural sector 
unchanged?

How do you think the governance of 
carbon removal should work? Should 
there be a mechanism for liability or 
penalties?

There should be a liability and it 
should lie with those being credited, 
so that will usually be companies.

The second problem, of course, is 
the possible side effects of removal 
methods – how do we regulate that 
governance-wise? What do you want 
to exclude?

I don’t think that BECCS will play 
such a big role as it does in models, 
but there will be such installations. 
One is being funded by Innovation 
Fund money in Sweden. That’s an 
interesting example, looking at 
feedstocks we use and what their 
carbon balance is. And I think you 
could argue that the bioenergy 
sustainability rules that Europe has 
leave some room for improvement.

If it’s long-term storage where 
you award companies for a long time, 
there will be issues if you change 

the rules. There will be the question 
of whether companies can keep the 
money they got.

You should not fall into the trap 
of saying we need a certain amount 
by 2050. We should take it seriously. 
We should upscale fast. But we 
should ensure that the rules are the 
right ones and that we have scope for 
changing them if we see we were in 
uncharted territory and know better 
after, say, ten years.

We’ve also seen carbon removals 
talked about at the UN level. It 
was mentioned in COP26 with the 
discussions around Article 6. What 
will the EU need to do to create 
legislation on the EU level that is 
recognised by the UN and is there 
enough decided at the UN level to 
guide the EU on this?

I don’t think there will be an 
oversupply of carbon removal 
created within the EU, quite the 
contrary. At some point, we will get 
a discussion in the European Union 
about buying certificates. Right 
now, the 2050 target is designed as a 
complete domestic target system and 
I think it’s achievable domestically. I 
would expect that at some point we 
might discuss additional removals, 
hopefully with strong additionality 
criteria, buying Article 6-like 
certificates.

Forestry would be really 
problematic because the accounting 
is quite weak, globally. There’s a 
lot of room for gaming the system. 
But if you could say that not many 
countries are doing direct capture 
with CCS or with very long-lived 
products, maybe you could say that’s 
really additional.

When you discuss trading carbon 
removals, you also hit the issue 
of double counting. How can the 
European Union ensure traded 
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removals are effective?

Within the intra-European 
compliance regime, double counting 
would probably not be a problem. 
From a state-centred view, if we 
get the regulation applicable to 
all methods and in all pillars, we 
shouldn’t be overly concerned with 
companies greenwashing. It’s just 
PR then, it doesn’t change legal 
obligations.

I think that’s more of a problem 
in countries like the US, where there 
will not be strict rules on a federal 
level. But I’m not overly concerned 
with company claims as long as there 
is a compliance market.

The interface between CCU and 
carbon removal is also going to be 
key. Because you could use direct air 
capture to get CO2 for sustainable 
aviation fuels, but at the same time, 
fossil-fueled installations try to sell 
captured CO2 as carbon neutral 
components for sustainable aviation 
fuels. Between the two, there’s a huge 
difference.

What are the next steps in building 

up technical solutions? How much 
capacity are you expecting over the 
next three decades to 2050?

I don’t think anybody knows. But 
I think this group of technologies 
is not that different from other 
technologies we look at in climate 
policy. One difference is that we don’t 
have focused research, development, 
and demonstration programmes 
yet. They have them in the UK now 
– we will get to that in the EU and its 
Member States.

At some point, Europe needs to 
make a decision about what are the 
top three technological approaches 
we are putting our bets on, but again, 
it would be way too early to do that.

There are many trials. It’s still 
tiny. It needs to be upscaled quickly 
because we know we will need some 
of it. But nobody knows the exact 
numbers, since nobody knows the 
exact numbers for residual emissions 
in 2050.

While there’s a vision of going net 
negative after 2050, no targets have 
been set yet. There’s no need to set 

them yet. But we don’t know how far 
we want to go into net negative. That 
trajectory is unclear and, because 
of that, it’s better to create some 
learning effects to get an idea of 
what’s realistic in the long-run.
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