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Energy 2020
Last year saw decarbonisation and climate change rise up the political agenda with parties across the 
spectrum committing to ambitious emissions reduction pledges. Public opinion and activism pushed for 
even greater action and saw Extinction Rebellion climate change protesters take to the streets across the 
UK in a mass civil disobedience campaign.

Despite the Net Zero by 2050 target having been legislated under Theresa May’s leadership, the new 
Conservative Government remains focused on getting on with the job of Brexit, levelling up transport 
infrastructure, and improving the economic prosperity of former Labour voting areas who ‘lent’ their vote to 
the Conservatives in the General Election.

That being said, 2020 is set to be a big year for climate change and energy policy. In November the UK will 
play host to the United Nations COP26 climate change summit – a fantastic opportunity for the UK to show 
real global leadership on long term plans for climate action. Expect to see a firming up of Conservative policy 
commitments and goals as we approach this key event, with the Prime Minister Boris Johnson already 
calling 2020 a “defining year of climate action.”

But the ‘year of climate action’ hasn’t got off to the best start. Claire O’Neill, former Energy Minister, was 
sacked from her position as COP26 President by Boris Johnson without a replacement waiting in the wings 
to take over proceedings. Overall it has cast a spotlight on where energy and climate change lie on the 
Government’s agenda – not at the top – and has the potential to be an embarrassing affair if the Government 
doesn’t pull off a showcase summit.

Similarly, the launch of COP26 at the Science Museum on Tuesday 4 February was underwhelming, even 
with the star-studded presence of Sir David Attenborough. The only saving grace of the launch was the 
announcement of the 2035 ban for diesel, petrol and hybrid vehicles. However, this policy could have easily 
been taken from the Department for Transport’s Decarbonisation Strategy which is due for imminent launch. 
Even then, the policy does not show global leadership – Norway already has a 2025 ban and seven countries 
have already committed to doing so by 2030.

Although Boris Johnson has not hit the ground running on environmental issues this year, replacing Claire 
O’Neill with a Cabinet Minister in the pending Cabinet reshuffle should help by sending a message that 
the Government views COP26 as a strategic opportunity in the UK’s post-Brexit positioning as a leading 
international player. And someone with a more recognisable name and experience will bring gravitas to 
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the role of COP26 President and dilute criticism of Johnson not understanding climate change, or that 
preparations have been lacklustre and disorganised.

The risk of embarrassment over COP26 could help push the Government into action and speed up the 
decision-making process on emission reductions.

But before we get to COP26, expect to see significant movement in the energy sector including: publication 
of the long-awaited Energy White Paper; the Future Homes Standard for new build homes with domestic 
charging points and low carbon heating; and the National Infrastructure Strategy in the March Budget.

Key decarbonisation dates

Phase out coal for power generation2024 Ban gas heating for new builds2025

Ban new petrol, diesel and hybrid cars2035 Net Zero emissions2050

2020 Policy Timeline

Cabinet reshuffle and 
election of Select 

Committee Members

February
The Chancellor will deliver 
the Budget on 11 March 
alongside the National 
Infrastructure Strategy. 

The Energy White Paper is 
expected to be published

March
BEIS will publish their 

‘roadmap’ on heat

Summer

CCC Sixth Carbon Budget 
recommendations

September
The UN COP26 summit will 

take place in Glasgow

November
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The 2020 Agenda
Budget

The Conservatives’ 2019 Manifesto set out headline policies such as “reaching Net Zero by 2050 with 
investment in clean energy solutions and green infrastructure to reduce carbon emissions and pollution.” 
But so far there has been little tangible detail on achieving this since Theresa May originally committed to 
the target back in June 2019 and next to no spending related announcements.

However, with the Chancellor Sajid Javid stating that the environment (and by environment he means 
policies focused on Net Zero) would be prioritised in the Budget on 11 March, expect to see spending 
announcements on making homes more energy efficient, investing £9.2billion into insulating schools and 
hospitals, increasing offshore wind capacity to achieve 40GW by 2030, investment of £800 million in 
Carbon Capture and Storage by the mid-2020s, building electric vehicle infrastructure, and funding to 
assist energy intensive industries to reduce their emissions.

We have already seen newspaper headlines on incentives for energy efficient homes, focusing on the 
phasing out of gas boilers and installation of solar panels. The Treasury is looking at schemes which position 
the Government as working with energy consumers to ‘share the costs’ of carbon reduction policies in an 
attempt to foster behavioural change in favour of habits that will reduce carbon footprint(s).

The first Budget of the new decade will be high spend but energy commitments will have to compete with 
issues that hit home on the doorstep during the General Election – investing in new hospitals, training new 
police officers, and funding for skills and training.

It will also be Sajid Javid’s first Budget since he was appointed Chancellor last summer and an opportunity 
to make his mark amid an alleged power struggle with the Prime Minister’s right hand man – Dominic 
Cummings – and ridicule of being a ‘Chancellor in name only’.

Treasury Net Zero Review

In parallel with the Budget on 11 March, the Treasury team is conducting a review on how the UK can 
maximise economic growth opportunities from its transformation to a green economy, considering the full 
range of Government levers – including tax.

At the heart of the Treasury 
Net Zero Review is how 
the cost of the transition 
will be shared between 
households, businesses 
and other taxpayers.

A final report will be published in the autumn 
before the UK hosts COP26. At the heart of the 
review is how the cost of the transition will be 
shared between households, businesses and 
other taxpayers.

The Government is signalling that Net Zero should 
be seen as a supportive tool in achieving the 
Chancellor’s ‘decade of renewal’ for the economy, 
with increased awareness of the need to promote
fairness to businesses and communities who may 
bear the brunt of the transition to a decarbonised future.

National Infrastructure Strategy

The Government is set to release its long-awaited National Infrastructure Strategy alongside the Budget on 11 
March. It will set out further details of the Government’s plan to invest £100 billion in the UK’s infrastructure.

While the Strategy will detail how the Government plans to ‘level up regions’, it will also give further detail on 
how the Boris Johnson administration seeks to address challenges posed by infrastructure decarbonisation 
and will be a useful road map for Government policy on this issue.
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There will be emphasis on future-proofing UK infrastructure against the impacts of climate change and 
ensuring a transition to sustainable infrastructure through low carbon energy usage.

Energy White Paper

The long-awaited Energy White Paper, which was supposed to be published in Summer 2019, is anticipated 
to be published in Q1 2020. However, the pending Cabinet reshuffle may have an impact on this timeline 
depending on who (if anyone) takes over from Andrea Leadsom.

The White Paper will detail the UK’s strategy for meeting Net Zero emissions by 2050 and the technologies 
which receive financial support to help along the road. It will cover renewables, nuclear levels, Carbon Capture 
and Storage, transport and heating decarbonisation, while combining energy security and affordability.

It has been over a decade since the last all-inclusive Energy White Paper, which led to the 2008 Climate 
Change Act. While there was a White Paper in 2011 on decarbonising electricity and a ‘Road to Zero 
Strategy’ in 2018 for decarbonising road transport, there has not been an action plan for meeting the 
ambitious emission reduction targets set by the Government in 2019.

Committee on Climate Change

The Committee on Climate Change will publish their next big piece of advice to the Government in 
September. The Sixth Carbon Budget (for 2033 – 2037) will set out recommendations on the acceptable 
level of greenhouse gas emissions for the UK to meet its 2050 Net Zero target.

The Sixth Carbon Budget 
will set out recommendations 
on the acceptable level of 
greenhouse gas emissions 
for the UK to meet its 2050 
Net Zero target.

It will be the first carbon budget since former 
Prime Minister Theresa May legislated for Net 
Zero and a divergence from previous budgets 
benchmarked against the 80% reduction in the 
2008 Climate Change Act. It will set out a pathway 
to Net Zero by 2050 with a focus on how to heat 
homes without relying on fossil fuels in the future.

The recommendations will come three months 
ahead of the required publication date, as set 
by the 2008 Climate Change Act, to establish a 
leading position ahead of COP26.

COP26

90,000 delegates will descend on Glasgow for 12 days in November, this includes 200 heads of state and of 
course, environmental action groups. Sources in Whitehall have described COP26 as “bigger than the Olympics”.

An important element of COP is its ability to focus the minds of industry and generate private sector ideas 
and solutions that can be showcased to an international audience. This caters to the UK’s pedigree as a 
global leader in innovation and technology, but the COP team don’t yet seem to be drawing on this massive 
resource at present.

While the COP26 project is currently managed by a team that resides within Michael Gove’s Cabinet Office, 
operating as an annex of a complex department has hindered its progress. With little independence and 
recourse to drive forward an agenda which needs to be ambitious, they have to date been unable to attract 
the attention of Number 10. Yet, keeping the project close to Number 10 is clear confirmation that COP26 
is of personal importance to the Prime Minister - and the Cabinet Office was a wise choice considering that 
Michael Gove is clearly a man with more passion and knowledge about climate change than most in the 
Government.

Now that the UK is no longer in the European Union, the Government needs to use the event to make a 
statement that the UK can provide leadership on decarbonisation and the environment outside of the bloc. 
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But a balance will need to be struck with trade deals and meeting global emission targets, especially as the 
UK looks to trading relationships with China – a major coal user – and the US, with President Trump not on 
board with the climate crisis.

This is particularly significant given the failure of COP25 to agree on rules for carbon market between 
countries. Therefore, the UK will be looking to showcase its leadership on these issues as well as show off 
innovative UK companies throughout the two-week-long event.

Despite the rocky start to preparations for COP26, momentum over the coming months will increase as 
business, interest groups and politicians take a stand on what is needed for long term climate change goals.

COP26 themes:

Nature-Based Solutions:
•	 Initiatives for soil, forest and land use; biodiversity; and oceans/water
•	 Key sectors - agriculture and food
•	 Technology and innovation will be a vital part of plant-based solutions

Clean Growth:
•	 Achieving low or zero carbon globally
•	 An end to reliance on coal
•	 Key sectors – industry; transport; electricity and heat production
•	 How to make the biggest direct impact on emissions
•	 Technology and innovation will be a vital part of clean growth

Climate Finance:
•	 Achieving a step change in channelling international finance towards low carbon investments
•	 Key sectors – financial institutions; insurance and asset management

Adaptation and Resilience:
•	 Key sectors – insurance; asset management and infrastructure
•	 Unlocking private finance key to major impact in developing countries
•	 Technology and innovation will be a vital party of adaptation and resilience
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