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Factsheet 5: How to cut CO2 emissions – general overview 
 

We need large cuts in greenhouse gas emissions. That 
means cuts of about 50% globally in the next 20 years. 
This would mean cuts of about 80% in most of the rich 
countries. (Factsheet 1 explains the reasons why.) 
  
We can do it. We already have all the technology we 
need. This factsheet explains the main ways to cut 
emissions from carbon dioxide. CO2 accounts for almost 
three quarters of global warming. The great majority of 
this CO2 comes from burning oil, coal and natural gas. 
Globally, most of the burning comes from: 
 
Industry: Just over a third of emissions. 
  
Half of this is from electricity made by burning gas and 
coal.  
  
The other half is from burning coal and gas for 
industries that require great heat – particularly iron and 
steel making, cement making, and oil refineries.  
 
Houses and buildings: just under a third of emissions. 
  
About half of this is electricity for lighting, air 
conditioning, and machinery like fridges and computers. 
The other half is for heating by coal, gas and oil. 
 
Transport: about one quarter of emissions. 
  
Almost all of this comes from burning oil. 
 
Transport accounts for a bigger proportion of emissions 
in North America, and a smaller proportion in poor 
countries. But as developing countries use more fuel for 
transport, their emissions too will rise.  
 
Homes and public buildings account for a larger 
proportion of emissions in Europe and North America, 
and a smaller proportion in poorer countries.  
  
Industry accounts for a larger proportion in many Asian 
countries, and a smaller proportion in Europe and North 
America. 
 
But globally, industry, buildings and transport account 
for 90% of all CO2 emissions from burning coal, oil and 
gas. 
 

The main emissions 
 
Another way of thinking about this is that the main 
areas we need to cut are: 
 Electricity 
 Transport 
 Iron and steel, cement, and oil refineries 
 Heating buildings 
 
Reduce, shift and improve 
 
There are three different ways we can cut emissions.  
 
We can change what we are doing, so there are less 
emissions. For instance, we can get out of cars and into 
buses. 
 
We can use energy more efficiently. For instance, we 
can use new light bulbs that use less electricity. 
  
We can reduce the amount of energy we need. For 
instance, the more we live in cities instead of suburbs 
and villages, the less energy we need for transport.  
  
(This factsheet will deal with changes and energy 
efficiency.  Factsheet 10 on changing cities talks about 
reducing the amount of transport we need.) 
  
Renewable electricity 
 
The most important thing we need to do is to change 
the way we make electricity. This means renewable 
energy instead of oil, coal and gas. The two main 
sources of renewable energy for electricity will be wind 
power and sun power. Basically, we have to cover the 
world with wind turbines and solar power. But we will 
also use wave power, tidal power, power from dams, 
and geothermal power. 
  
Many commentators insist that we will have to use a lot 
of biofuels and nuclear power as well. Others object 
strongly to these methods. Factsheets 15 and 16 discuss 
the pros and cons. But even if we use nuclear and 
biofuels, the main sources for new electricity globally 
will be wind and sun. Factsheet 6 explains in detail how 
these will work. 
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We need this renewable electricity to replace all the 
electricity we use now for buildings and industry. But 
then we need a lot more renewable electricity to 
replace oil in transport and to heat homes and 
buildings.  
  
If we are to do that, we need at least three times the 
electricity we have now – all of it renewable.  
 
We cannot construct that much renewable energy 
globally quickly enough. So we also need to cut the 
amount of energy we use. We can do this by using 
energy more efficiently, to make the energy go further. 
 
Transport  
 
In transport this comes down to four things:  
Improve the design of cars, buses, trains, ships, and 
planes so they use less fuel.  
  
Shift passengers out of cars and into buses and trains. 
 
Increase the average number of passengers in each bus 
and train.  
 
Shift freight onto rail.  
(Factsheets 6 to 12 discuss how we can do this).  
 
Homes and buildings 
 
With homes and buildings, energy efficiency will come 
in two ways. One is reduce the amount of electricity 
used for lighting and machines. This means government 
regulation that requires all light bulbs, computers, 
domestic appliances and office machines to be as 
efficient as the best examples are now. 
  
The other way is to insulate, refurbish and rebuild 
homes and buildings so they lose less heat in the cold 
and require less air conditioning. This means insulation 
of walls and roofs, more efficient boilers for heating, 
and better windows.  
  
In many countries it means a return to more traditional 
buildings, using stone, wood and adobe. Traditional 
buildings are well adapted to the local climate. This also 
means using less cement. And it means an end to high 
rise office buildings surrounded by glass – these are 
greenhouses. 
 
 

Industry 
 
In industry, energy efficiency will come in two main 
ways. First, in most factories most electricity goes to 
run pumps and machines. Part of the answer is more 
efficient pumps and machines. But equally important is 
positioning them more carefully so the pumps have to 
do less work. 
  
The other thing is to cut energy use in the three big 
industry users. Oil refinery emissions will be reduced if 
we use less oil in transport. Cement is a big emitter 
because it is made by taking carbon out of limestone 
and putting that carbon into the air. The solution is to 
use less concrete for building, and to make concrete out 
of other materials. Iron and steel is harder to cut, and 
there is no replacement. But steel plants can be run 
more efficiently, and they can shift to heating the steel 
with electricity from renewable sources. 
 
The problem is political 
 
All of these solutions are technically easy with the 
technology we have now. Moreover, with mass 
production the cost of these technologies will drop 
dramatically. Corporations in rich countries may well try 
to use patents and copyrights ('intellectual property 
rights') to keep these technologies expensive for poor 
countries. Unions should oppose this. And in any case 
all the technology anyone needs is available from India 
and China. 
  
But the changes we suggest would still cost money. 
That makes governments reluctant to act. But think for 
a minute what 'cost money' means. It means jobs - real 
workers paid rupees, rand, pesos and euros at the end 
of a week's or a month's work.  
  
We need about 100 million new workers globally for 20 
years to do the work that has to be done. For 
corporations and governments, that is an expense. For 
unions and workers, it is the answer to mass 
unemployment. That is why it is technically easy to cut 
emissions, and politically difficult. 
 

This is part of a series of factsheets on climate change 
produced by the ITF, www.itfclimatejustice.org 

 


