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How does the  
UK Climate Change 
Act work?

Long-term target  
to 2050
What and how?

Reduce emissions by at 
least 80% on 1990 levels

Covers the whole 
economy and  
all greenhouse gases

Outcomes

Long-term direction  
of travel

Defines the UK’s 
contribution to solving 
climate change

Carbon  
budgets

What and how?

Sequence of 5-year 
targets

Recommended by 
Committee  
on Climate Change 
(CCC)

Debated and 
legislated  
by Parliament

Set 12 years ahead

Outcomes

Basis for concrete 
policy

Long-term target 
translated into near-
term actions

Flexibility built in

Progressive, ratcheted 
emissions cuts

M
illion tonnes of C

O
2 —
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-25%

C
arbon budget 1

2008 – 2012

-31%

C
arbon budget 2

2013 – 2017

-37%

C
arbon budget 3

2018 – 2022

-51%

C
arbon budget 4

2023 – 2027

-57%

C
arbon budget 5

2028 – 2032

-80%

2050

Year 5

Year 1

Year 10

Year 20

Year 15

Continual  
adaptation  
planning

What and how?

5-year cycles 
of adaptation 
programmes and 
risk assessments

Scrutinised  
by CCC

Outcomes

Introduced 
climate change 
risk into public 
and private sector 
decision-making

Prepares for the 
now unavoidable 
impacts

What and how?

Committee on 
Climate Change: 
experts and 
secretariat

Recommends 
carbon budgets

Monitors progress 
on emissions 
reduction and 
climate resilience

Outcomes

Independent, 
objective analysis

Long-term 
consistency in 
approach across 
government

Transparency and 
legitimacy

More informed 
decision-making

Independent  
advisory body

Duties and powers  
to deliver
What and how?

Government is 
accountable to 
Parliament to deliver

Government obliged 
to produce plans to 
meet budgets

CCC provides annual 
progress reports  
to Parliament 

Judicial review if  
non-compliant
 

Outcomes

Assigns clear 
responsibilities

Holds government 
accountable 

Enables public 
scrutiny

Provides basis for 
policy implementation

1 A better political 
debate on  
climate change

2 The climate 
consensus has held

3 International 
leadership, inspiring 
others to act

4 Share of low-
carbon power up 
from 20-45% by 2016 

Differences 
made  
by the Act Sources for carbon 

budget data: 
Committee on  
Climate Change,  
2017 (targets); 
Department for 
Business, Innovation  
& Skills, 2017  
(actual emissions)
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