EU agrees to ambitious 2040 emissions target with flexible compromises amid climate debates
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The European Union member states have officially adopted a legally binding target to reduce net greenhouse gas emissions by 90% by 2040 compared to 1990 levels. This ambitious goal, set forth by the European Commission, is aimed at accelerating decarbonization across the bloc, especially in sectors such as transport where emissions have been rising. However, the Council’s final agreement includes several significant modifications that somewhat dilute the original proposal.
Key among these adjustments is the allowance for member states to meet up to 5% of the target by purchasing international carbon credits. The European Commission retains the possibility to increase this limit by an additional 5% in the future, which could effectively lower the required domestic emission cuts to between 80% and 85% of 1990 levels. This represents an increase from the Commission’s initial proposal, which permitted only 3% international carbon credit use. Additionally, the implementation of the emissions trading system extension to transport and building emissions, known as ETS 2, has been postponed by one year to 2028.
This revised framework reflects a compromise shaped by the diverse economic circumstances and political priorities of EU member states. Notably, countries like Hungary, Slovakia, and Poland opposed the final deal, citing concerns over economic impacts and advocating for greater flexibility. Environmental groups have criticised the agreement for potentially enabling emissions outsourcing through international carbon credits, thereby undermining the EU’s actual commitment to domestic emissions reductions. The agreement was reached after intense negotiations, with Danish climate minister Lars Aagaard overseeing the process and stressing the need for a unified stance ahead of the COP30 climate summit in Brazil.
The EU’s climate ambition does not stop at the 2040 target. Member states have also agreed to submit a nationally determined contribution (NDC) to the United Nations to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by between 66.25% and 72.5% by 2035 from 1990 levels. While this commitment is not legally binding, it is expected to guide future policy and efforts to meet longer-term climate goals. The NDC was driven by consensus efforts amid internal disagreements, as countries pressured for greater flexibility given the economic costs of the transition.
Despite these political accommodations, the EU’s Scientific Advisory Board on Climate Change has issued warnings against weakening the 2040 target. It cautions that reliance on international carbon credits could divert necessary investments from domestic industrial transformations and infrastructure upgrades. The advisory board argues that achieving a 90-95% emissions reduction is essential, feasible, and aligns with global climate objectives. They emphasise that such ambition would require a near emissions-free power sector and wide industrial electrification, promising benefits including improved public health and reduced reliance on fossil fuel imports.
The debate also highlights contrasting pressures within the EU. While some member states and political factions resist stringent ecological constraints, others like Finland, Germany, and France have pushed for stronger cuts and timely action. The European automotive industry presents its own division; over 150 executives from Europe’s electric vehicle sector have urged the EU not to delay 2035 zero-emission targets for cars and vans, warning that such delays would hinder market growth and cede competitive advantages globally. Conversely, traditional auto manufacturers, including Mercedes-Benz, express concerns at the feasibility of rapid emission reductions.
Ultimately, the European Parliament must now establish its position and enter negotiations with the Council to finalise the law. The European Commission’s willingness to include flexibility mechanisms in the legislation reflects the complex balancing act between ambition and political-economic realities. This approach has sparked debate over the credibility and effectiveness of the EU’s climate policy at a critical juncture marked by geopolitical uncertainty, rising climate impacts across Europe, and the global spotlight of the impending COP30 summit.
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