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Making the most  
of Europe’s Climate Leadership

COVID-19 and the intensifying urgency of climate change have made many 
Europeans stop and think about the sort of future they want, the sort of lives they 
want to return to, post-crisis. Under normal circumstances, this unprecedented 
appetite for change would be very difficult to create, so now that it is available to us, 
we must make the very most of it. 

The European Green Deal presents such an opportunity for boldness. While some companies, 
industries and even countries had begun to envision a carbon-neutral future, the Green Deal frames 
the climate ambitions of an entire continent.

It defines a strategy for sustainable growth that profoundly transforms Europe’s economy, and the way 
its citizens and companies produce, consume and live. 

These aims are broadly supported across society: young people have marched in the streets of 
European cities to demand action on climate change, political and media engagement with climate 
change has expanded and many companies are re-strategising to forge new futures rooted in 
sustainability. Even with the current pandemic, climate change remains a priority for many  
European citizens.

The events of the past year have helped to focus minds: about the exposure of all walks of life to events 
beyond our control; about the rapidity at which uncertainty can escalate causing the shutdown 
of things we previously took for granted; about the relative proximity of disaster and the need to 
proactively drive change to head it off where possible. But, it has also brought to the centre of attention 
the fact that economic resilience and the health of the engine of wealth creation, i.e. industrial 
investment, needs to remain competitive to ensure the enduring sustainability of the standards of 
living of European citizens, long after the current crisis has been addressed.



Industrial Engagement 

We – the Members of ERT – are the CEOs and Chairs of around 60 European 
industrial and technology companies and we have embraced the ambition of the 
European Commission’s climate goals.

We would like to voice our support to the European Green Deal and we fully endorse its stated aim of 
making Europe the world’s first climate-neutral continent by 2050. We also support a net greenhouse 
gas emissions (GHG) reduction target of 55% by 2030, coupled with an enabling policy framework to 
ensure competitiveness and industrial transformation.

Approached in a holistic way, we believe that the Green Deal can be a 
fundamental part of Europe’s strategy towards a more sustainable and 
prosperous society. We believe in the power of this opportunity to build 
back better and transform the lives of European citizens – the products they 
consume, the materials that build their living environment, the energy that 
powers their homes and workplaces, the technology and the skills that can 
help them achieve their goals.

The Green Deal can be a force that strengthens Europe’s place in the world and showcases what 
can be achieved when the different pillars of an economy work together towards a common goal. It 
also presents unique challenges that need to be addressed if society and industry are to successfully 
overcome the transition to a climate neutral-economy.

Europe’s climate leadership can potentially create one of the biggest opportunities for its future 
prosperity. It is in all our interests to try to make the most of it. 

Informed by our experience of leading European companies with operations across the world, rolling 
out strategies on a global scale, we have ideas we would like to contribute. 

Forging the Future 
 
European industry is ready to act. With the right enabling policy framework to ensure competitiveness and 
industrial transformation, we can contribute both inside and outside of Europe to mitigate climate change. 

We believe there are many routes to climate neutrality. We do not presume to have all of the answers, but it 
is clear that alignment is essential between government, business and society. 

A challenge of this magnitude involves large groups of people working together to help an even larger 
group, to reduce the carbon footprint of a continent and the world as a whole. 

“In the middle 
of difficulty lies 
opportunity” 
Albert Einstein 
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A balanced, ambitious and tailored approach 

There are many facets to the future envisioned by the Green Deal. To achieve 
such an extraordinary decrease in carbon emissions is a complex challenge that 
is technically and economically demanding and requiring an unprecedent level 
of innovation and investment. Here are some of the most pressing issues we see: 

A future founded on three pillars: clean energy, industrial competitiveness and climate 
neutrality. 
The Green Deal’s overarching climate neutrality objective needs to be backed by a robust industrial 
policy – one that boosts European industry’s global competitiveness to secure long-term access 
to clean energy at competitive prices. Enabling companies to invest in the transition requires an 
appropriate policy framework that stimulates Europe’s competitiveness and fosters economic growth.  

Align investments in the recovery with the transition towards climate-neutrality. 
ERT supports the economic recovery in the short-term through NextGenerationEU (the European 
Recovery Package). The available funds should be used to foster the transition to climate neutrality, 
a digital economy and circularity. Aligning efforts can bolster sustainable economic growth through 
innovation and job creation. 

There is an appetite for change to a cleaner future but the extra cost of a successful transition to a 
climate-neutral Europe by 2050 (for energy and infrastructure) could amount to almost 1% of EU GDP 
annually. The use of carbon pricing revenues will be crucial for financing an industrial transition.

To achieve the aim, sector specificities must be addressed.  
One size does not fit all. This involves determining a sector-specific mix of policies and instruments. 
Targeted and coherent sectoral approaches need to complement overarching policy frameworks. 
Carbon pricing instruments, stimulated demand and tailored investment incentives are needed to 
deliver the transition to a climate-neutral economy. 

Setting a price on carbon emissions is key. 
To incentivise cuts, carbon prices are crucial tools for cutting greenhouse gas emissions. They 
internalise at least some of the negative effects of high carbon energy sources. They also incentivise 
everyone – energy producers, industry, consumers, investors and financial markets – to transition 
towards low-carbon technologies and activities. Therefore, explicit carbon pricing must be expanded to 
all sectors and activities, as current mechanisms cover only around 45% of greenhouse gas emissions. 
Look into sector-specific carbon pricing mechanisms (including emissions trading, taxes or standards), 
without automatically expanding the scope of the EU ETS. 

An effective carbon pricing policy needs four components. Firstly, it should include full value chains (for 
instance, transport, construction) and incentivise carbon emission cuts by each actor, at each step of 
the value chain. Secondly, it should gradually integrate carbon costs in the price of products, solutions 
and services – regardless of their origin (EU produced or imported). Thirdly, it should incentivise 
consumers with accurate carbon price signals, in particular for greenhouse gas emissions from 
transport and buildings. And, finally, it should be based on reliable carbon-related metrics (for instance, 
carbon accounting and green labelling standards).
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The pursuit of a global level playing field for carbon costs. 
European industry can transform only if it is competitive. That’s why cutting greenhouse gas emissions 
requires a global level playing field for European industry, ideally via harmonised carbon pricing at least 
at the G20 level. However, in the absence of a global carbon price, additional measures are needed to 
ensure that non-EU producers bear the same carbon costs. These extra measures would complement 
existing carbon leakage prevention instruments, such as a Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism 
(CBAM), Contracts for Difference, or alternative instruments. 

A CBAM could become part of the mix of relevant instruments, under certain conditions: it would come 
into play after a pilot phase in some products, following an extensive analysis of sector specificities/ 
value chains including its impact on European exports and a full assessment of potential trade risks. 

Moreover, international co-operation based on Article 6 of the Paris Agreement would unlock new 
markets for low carbon technologies developed and/or manufactured in Europe and would deliver 
investment, knowledge and technology around the world.

We need to secure clean energy at competitive prices. 
More than 75% of the EU’s greenhouse gas emissions come from energy production and use. That 
makes decarbonising the energy system and energy efficiency critical for reaching the climate 
objectives by 2030 and 2050. Decarbonising industry will involve in a step-change in clean energy 
demand. Energy security, resilience and cost efficiency for Europe’s industry and consumers will 
become more critical.

It means that electrification based on renewable energy sources could in some cases be supported by 
improvements in energy efficiency and the transitional use of energy sources like natural gas to rapidly 
decarbonise carbon-intensive countries. Industry also needs renewable thermal energy for industrial 
applications at scale, as well as the economically viable introduction of emerging technologies, for instance, 
renewable hydrogen, Carbon Capture Storage and Utilisation (CCS/U) in hard-to-abate sectors. 

This will require a review of the levies and charges for renewables, along with investment in 
decentralised infrastructure, both in supply (for instance, ‘smarter’ distribution grids) and demand (for 
instance, transport infrastructure). An enabling policy environment will be needed for this investment. 
That involves ensuring a faster-permitting process; support for corporate renewable power purchase 
agreements (PPA); EU-wide incentives to invest in distribution networks and energy storage; a robust 
certification system for ‘clean gases’; and cutting additional levies and costs on electricity prices for 
services unrelated to supply (currently 38% of electricity price for industrial users).

Hydrogen – a solution in the spotlight 
Renewable hydrogen should be one of the key levers to reach climate neutrality 
by 2050. It will be an enabler for large-scale renewable energy integration and 
power generation. It could be a tool to decarbonise transport (especially for 
long-haul, heavy-duty mobility such as trucks, buses, shipping and even aircraft), 
industrial energy use and building heat (especially in very cold regions) and power. 
Moreover, it can provide clean feedstock for industry. However, low-carbon hydrogen will be 
necessary in a transitional phase to rapidly reduce emissions.

Policymakers could help by bringing together all relevant stakeholders to define a supportive 
regulatory framework that ensures adequate level of investment (for instance, sustainable 
finance) and scaling-up of hydrogen solutions; and at the same time speeds up demand in key 
sectors, helping to overcome the cost gap.
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This is about driving demand for low-carbon products, as well as supply.  
If Europe is to achieve climate neutrality, it needs to build low carbon solutions. This will be a challenge 
as today’s low-carbon products are generally more expensive than their high-carbon equivalents. If 
we are to overcome this hurdle, there needs to be a business case to upscale production and create 
markets in key sectors. In some cases, sustainable solutions may start with a competitive disadvantage, 
resulting in no, or lower sales. 

The increasing demand for low carbon products must be made in sync with supply through sectoral 
pathways. Stimulating demand requires a mix of measures to create a market for low-carbon products. 
These include adopting a lifecycle approach to evaluate the circularity and carbon footprint of 
products; providing clear and reliable information for consumers; enforcing circular product design; 
promoting carbon accounting standards; developing GHG standards for scope 3; and leveraging public 
procurement. The costs and benefits of each measure should be carefully assessed with input from 
all business sectors. The development of strategic value chains for net-zero emissions (for instance, 
for batteries, clean hydrogen, and non-ferrous metals) will be a decisive factor in the successful 
implementation of the Green Deal.

Digital transition drives Green Deal goals. 
Digital solutions are indispensable to meeting the Green Deal’s aims. They contribute to smart energy 
distribution, advanced mobility solutions and enable carbon tracking and monitoring. 
However, Europe is lagging in digital development and high-speed connectivity. For this reason, it is 
vital that a Digital Deal for Europe is devised and accorded the strategic weight as the Green Deal, 
thereby truly delivering on the twin transitions.

Walking the tightrope between predictability and long-term flexibility. 
We need a flexible regulatory and investment environment that adapts to the rapidly evolving 
technological and geopolitical conditions to mitigate the risks inherent in the Green Deal’s massive 
investments and business model transformations. There are risks in pursuing Europe’s climate 
ambitions to the detriment of its competitiveness. We can reduce these risks with a stepwise 
implementation of transition pathways and consultation with industry before ‘locking-in’ hard-to-
reverse choices. We also have a bias for industry-driven initiatives over prescriptive legislation.

On the road to climate neutrality

ERT Members want to work with policymakers and other stakeholders to design the 
most effective roadmap for the European Green Deal.

A challenge of the scale of the green transition must be underpinned by a policy framework that 
focuses on high-impact growth areas and that provides the right incentives. A successful transition 
needs enablers. These include more private and public investment; a common definition of sustainable 
investment; investment in technological innovation and demonstration projects; access to the raw 
materials essential for the transition; a stronger EU Single Market to unleash synergies; a talented 
workforce to manage the climate transition; and a supportive competition policy framework that 
allows co-operation to reach the climate goals. 

As businesses, we are already taking decisive action against climate change within and outside of 
Europe. The companies and people at the heart of our operations are actively working on a wide 
selection of initiatives and programmes to ensure our contribution to a net-zero emissions future. We 
provide examples of these actions in case studies in the long version of this publication and we will 
continue to bring new ideas and actions to the table.

The climate imperative demands robust action. The vision and appetite for change are there. Success 
lies in an enabling framework and when the different pillars of an economy work together towards a 
common goal.
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The European Round Table for Industry (ERT) is a forum that brings together around 60 Chief 
Executives and Chairs of major multinational companies of European parentage, covering a wide 
range of industrial and technological sectors. ERT strives for a strong, open and competitive Europe 
as a driver for inclusive growth and sustainable prosperity. Companies of ERT Members are situated 
throughout Europe, with combined revenues exceeding €2 trillion, providing around 5 million direct 
jobs worldwide – of which half are in Europe – and sustaining millions of indirect jobs. They invest more 
than €60 billion annually in R&D, largely in Europe.

This paper is the ‘Highlights’ version of the publication Making the most of Europe’s climate leadership 
which contains more details on the recommendations of the Membership of ERT in relation to the 
European Green Deal. The publication was developed by the ERT Committee on Energy Transition & 
Climate Change, chaired by Dimitris Papalexopoulos, Vice-Chair of ERT and Chairman of the Group 
Management Committee of Titan Cement.

 

To download the publication, go to www.ert.eu/climate-leadership

http://www.ert.eu/climate-leadership

