
Net Zero Emissions is Not Enough. The Real Goal is Absolute Zero 

Net Zero emissions is getting plenty of attention as the world seeks to mitigate climate 
change. Realistically, though it’s not enough. As Fortescue Metals Group CEO Andrew 
Forrest put it, “Net Zero isn’t a real solution. It’s carte blanche to continue using fossil fuels 
(and) offset emissions by capturing carbon, burying it, or planting enough trees.” What we 
really need is Absolute Zero, which means eliminating emissions. And it actually is possible.  

Net Zero is a Positive Starting Point 
Admittedly, Net Zero is an admirable goal. As research consortium Oxford Net Zero noted, 
Net Zero is the internationally agreed-upon goal for mitigating global warming in the second 
half of the century. The UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) concluded 
that Net Zero is the minimum change required by 2050 to limit temperature increases to 
1.5°C. 

While it is a positive step, Net Zero itself can be confusing. As University of 
Manchester lecturer Jaise Kuriakose and his colleagues wrote, carbon neutral, climate 
neutral, net zero, zero emissions and decarbonisation have all been used interchangeably. 
Moreover, the definition isn’t always clear because discussions often do not specify which 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions are included (all, only long-lived gases, only CO2 or 
something else), whether offsetting is included, and which sectors are included. 

Of greater concern, the lack of clarity in setting climate targets could lead to 
inconsistencies in emissions accounting, definitions and boundaries. Kuriakose said that 
even though local or national Net Zero targets may be achieved, the result doesn’t 
necessarily mean “zero emissions” globally. 

Moving Towards Net Zero 
Despite all that confusion, Net Zero does have positive aspects. At least for CO2, it is 
theoretically the level at which global warming stops. And it is totally feasible. As the United 
Nations (UN) said, the technology to reach Net Zero exists and is affordable.   

What companies and countries usually do as they start transitioning towards Net 
Zero is to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions as much as they can with steps such as 
improving processes, reducing waste, recycling, and reusing materials. They may replace 
coal, gas or oil-powered energy with wind or solar power. Once they’ve reduced emissions 
as much as they can, they invest in offsets such as planting trees to balance out the 
remaining GHG emissions. Some may buy credits from other companies that have reduced 
their GHG emissions tremendously, so that the two firms combined net out their emissions. 
Once the emissions equal reductions and offsets, the company is considered to be Net Zero. 

The End Game is Absolute Zero 
While reducing GHG emissions and offsetting the remainder to achieve no net emissions is 
beneficial, Net Zero does not solve the fundamental problem. Billions of tonnes of 
greenhouse gasses are still being emitted.  

Indeed, the UN says Net Zero simply means that we are not adding new emissions to 
the atmosphere. Emissions will continue and will be balanced by absorbing an equivalent 
amount from the atmosphere. To start reducing the increased temperatures humans have 
caused and mitigate climate change, emissions need to be eliminated. And that’s where 
Absolute Zero comes in.   

Absolute Zero means that companies’ and countries’ activities cause no GHG 
emissions in the first place. A building running entirely on solar using zero fossil fuels, for 
example, could be “zero carbon”. Since there are no emissions, no offsets are needed.  

Absolute Zero is, the UN says, “a valid end-state target”. Oxford Net Zero 
researchers agree, saying that “many actors will be able to achieve Absolute Zero or zero 
emissions”. And university research collaborative UK Fires says delivering Absolute Zero in 
thirty years with today’s technologies is possible.  



Many countries and companies will likely argue, however, that it is not feasible. 
Environmental monitoring firm Ecometrica went further, saying that although some 
companies will be able to eliminate all the sources of greenhouse gases from their 
operations, the majority will not be able to achieve this target.    

Yet some companies are showing that it is indeed possible.  
Speaking in October 2021 at the Reuters Impact Conference, Fortescue’s Andrew 

Forrest said Absolute Zero requires three things: 100 percent renewable zero emissions 
energy, a new zero emissions energy carrier such as green hydrogen, and resisting the 
shoddy science that says everything will be just fine even if we keep using fossil fuels. Even 
though iron, steel, fertilizer, cement, aluminium, heating, air travel and shipping are what he 
calls “the dirtiest ugliest reaches of the industry”, they can still shift to Absolute Zero. His 
Australian iron ore firm is analysing everything from production to shipping, which cause it to 
produce 2 million tonnes of carbon every year, and making changes to achieve Absolute 
Zero, The firm even set up Fortescue Future Industries to help create a global green 
hydrogen industry. 

Realistically, achieving Absolute Zero will require corporate and lifestyle changes. UK 
Fires estimates that humankind will need to cut the use of energy to 60 percent of today’s 
levels. Achieving this level could require personal and professional changes such as eating 
less meat, not flying, and building electric- or hydrogen-powered ships. While changes will 
be difficult, they also generate tremendous business and career opportunities, including the 
conversion of energy sources to electric, new zero emissions diets, growth in manufacturing 
and construction with zero emissions, expansion of leisure and domestic travel, and growth 
in businesses that increase energy efficiency. 

The result of targeting and achieving Absolute Zero is that countries and companies 
will stop producing GHGs. While it requires changes, only by shifting to Absolute Zero will 
create a viable future for ourselves, our children, and future generations.  


