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Abstract
This paper contributes to academic and policy debates about climate leadership by illus-
trating an approach to examining national emission reduction targets focusing on Denmark. 
Widely recognized as a climate leader, Denmark is cherished for both its historical track 
record and its current climate targets. With a target of 70% emissions reduction by 2030 
compared to 1990 stipulated in national law, central actors in Danish policymaking claim 
that domestic climate policy is aligned with the Paris temperature goals and present Den-
mark as a ‘green frontrunner.’ We examine the pledges and targets enshrined in the Dan-
ish Climate Act in reference to a 1.5 °C global greenhouse gas budget using five different 
approaches to burden sharing. For all five approaches, we find that the Danish climate tar-
get is inadequate given the 1.5 °C goal. Moreover, when only looking at equity approaches 
for distributive climate justice globally, the Danish target appears drastically insufficient. 
Denmark is, in this sense, not a green frontrunner but rather an indebted culprit, challeng-
ing the dominant narrative in Danish climate policy. Our results thus call into question 
the premise of the claim of Danish climate leadership, which works to legitimize existing 
policy and obscure the many dimensions of climate change.
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1 Introduction

How do we know if any given country is shouldering its share of the mitigation burden 
to respect the Paris Agreement temperature thresholds? While there is no answer to this 
question, evaluative criteria and approaches to examine them are needed to hold countries 
accountable for their efforts. This is particularly important as the Paris Agreement itself 
does not contain such criteria and approaches (Raiser et al. 2022) making it possible for 
countries to independently declare that they align with global goals (Geden 2016). Yet 
evaluations of national contributions and their fairness can help to improve accountabil-
ity and facilitate peer pressure and international norms that could enable the ratcheting-up 
mechanism of the Paris Agreement (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al. 2018).

Existing climate rankings and international commentaries often refer to a handful of 
wealthy nations in the Global North (e.g., Denmark, Sweden, and the UK) as particularly 
climate progressive with reference to their reduction targets and climate policies (Burck 
et al. 2021; Wolf et al. 2022). This tendency to highlight countries that are characterized 
by relatively high emissions has, however, been countered. For example, Anderson et al. 
(2020) argued that  the climate policy targets of so-called climate-progressive nations, 
namely Sweden and the UK, are inadequate when examined in light of the principle of 
common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities (CBDR-RC) that is 
enshrined in global climate governance and the Paris Agreement. Yet, despite numerous 
analyses illustrating how attention to fairness conditions burden sharing and, thus, claims 
of climate leadership (Anderson et al. 2020; van den Berg et al. 2020; Rajamani et al. 2021; 
Williges et al. 2022; Steininger et al. 2022), assessments of national contributions often fail 
to explicitly acknowledge their ethical foundation and/or rest on inequitable approaches 
to burden sharing (Dooley et al. 2021). If not engaged with moral questions, analysis of 
national-level climate policy efforts risks supporting inequitable claims of climate leader-
ship, skewing the understanding of what fair national contributions under the Paris Agree-
ment entail.

This paper contributes to the debate on climate policy targets in view of distributive jus-
tice by illustrating an approach to examining national emission reduction targets in light of 
global equity. We outline and operationalize different approaches to burden sharing, apply-
ing five different frameworks (responsibility, capacity, need, equal-per-capita, and grand-
fathering) to examine the case of Denmark. Denmark is an interesting case, as the country 
is often placed as a ‘green frontrunner’ in international comparisons and rankings of cli-
mate mitigation and policy efforts. Denmark was, for instance, ranked first both overall 
and in the climate policy component of Yale’s Environmental Performance Index in 2022 
(Wolf et al. 2022) as well as in the 2022 Climate Change Performance Index (Burck et al. 
2021) and has been highlighted as an example of ‘green growth’1 (Stoknes and Rockström 
2018). In this spirit, the Danish government claims that the country’s climate act of 2020 is 
‘probably the most ambitious in the world’ (The Danish Government 2022a). In its origi-
nal formulation, the act stipulates a 70%  reduction of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
by 2030 compared to 1990 levels and net zero GHG in 2050. Presented as ‘based on cli-
mate science’, this law purportedly aligns Danish climate policy with the Paris Agreement 
by setting a pathway for Denmark that is consistent with the global 1.5  °C temperature 
goal (Bahn 2019). This framing was backed by the Danish Council on Climate Change, 

1 Claims of green growth have, however, not been raised without controversy (see, e.g., Tilsted et al. 2021).
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the main scientific authority on Danish climate policy, which in 2019 concluded that the 
emission target was ‘fairly consistent with the Paris Agreement’2 (The Danish Council on 
Climate Change 2019a, p. 12).

Given the positioning of Denmark as a climate leader, we ask to what extent this fram-
ing holds up when considering different burden sharing approaches. To answer this ques-
tion, we develop a global cumulative GHG budget that aligns with the 1.5 °C goal and use 
it to derive  a global emission pathway for the period towards 2030. We use these path-
ways as the basis for quantifying Denmark’s share of global emissions under different 
approaches to burden sharing, which, to varying degrees, resonate with broadly recognized 
principles of equity. We compare the resulting five sets of cumulative Danish emissions 
(varying the probability of staying below 1.5 °C) with the expected total Danish emissions 
towards 2030 under current climate targets and show that irrespective of which burden 
sharing frameworks we deploy, the country’s emissions exceed its share of the cumula-
tive global emissions for that period. Importantly, if we only consider approaches to bur-
den sharing that align with elements of CBDR-RC, Danish climate policy falls far short of 
respecting the resulting national emission shares. Thus, we argue that the assertion that the 
Danish climate policy targets are in line with the Paris Agreement (and the related claim 
that the Danish Climate Act is particularly ambitious from a global perspective) relies on 
selective and partial framing, underpinning, sustaining, and promoting a myth of Denmark 
as a climate pioneer (Dyrhauge 2021).

We focus on the 2020–2030 period because it marks the timeframe from the introduc-
tion of the Danish Climate Act to the key near-term target of the 70% reduction, which 
works as a guiding principle for Danish climate policy (Danish Ministry of Climate, 
Energy and Utilities 2019). Moreover, the 2020s, labeled the ‘Decade of Action’ by the 
UN (Guterres 2019), is crucial for global climate action. Short-term reductions decrease 
the need for future negative emissions to stay below critical temperature thresholds (van 
Vuuren et  al. 2018) and investments in this decade heavily influence both the prospects 
of continued carbon lock-in (Seto et al. 2016) and the amount of ‘committed’ emissions 
(Smith et al. 2019; Tong et al. 2019; IEA 2021). The choice of 2020–2030 as a timeframe 
is thus tied to the purpose of the paper. Do the claims made when the Climate Act was 
introduced hold up, or were the Danish climate policy targets in principle unfair from their 
conception in 2019? We use the 1.5 °C goal as a point of reference because this reflects the 
wording of the Danish Climate Act, which states that the Danish climate targets are made 
with this goal ‘in mind’ (Danish Ministry of Climate, Energy and Utilities 2021). The 
1.5 °C goal is in itself a reflection of equity concerns, as any global warming above that 
level adds massively to the climate change-related damages and risks that disproportionally 

2 A 2022 report from the Danish Council on Climate Change later concluded that Danish climate policy 
objectives only aligns with 1.5 °C target if allowing for temperature overshoot and using an equal-per-capita 
approach to distributing mitigation efforts (The Danish Council on Climate Change 2022). This analysis 
used the Model for the Assessment of Greenhouse Gas Induced Climate Change to assess Danish climate 
targets, ‘scaling up’ Danish emissions to a global level by assuming that global emissions per capita cor-
responded to the modelled Danish emissions per capita (The Danish Council on Climate Change 2022). 
Following this analysis and public debate around the inadequacy of Danish climate policy targets, the 
recently elected Danish government declared in December 2022 that it will ‘evaluate’ whether the 2030 
target should be strengthened and put forward a 2050 target of 110% reduction relative to 1990, suggestion 
net negative emissions after 2045 (The Danish Government 2022b, p. 28). At the time of writing, efforts to 
change the 2030 target remain to be seen.
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fall on poor and vulnerable regions and people, although warming of 1.5 °C also entails 
substantial risks (Armstrong McKay et al. 2022).

Our study contributes to the climate policy and climate justice literature by presenting 
a simple and transparent assessment of national climate policy targets for the case of Den-
mark. In doing so, we add to ongoing debates concerning international climate rankings 
and comparisons placing high-income countries as global climate frontrunners. Our study 
also illustrates how equity-based approaches can be operationalized and applied with data 
for a specific country, drawing on multiple existing studies with broader foci. Finally, our 
study proposes an approach to taking non-CO2 emissions into account alongside the global 
cumulative carbon budget when allocating mitigation responsibilities between nations. Fol-
lowing this introduction, we describe the carbon budget concept and its relation to emis-
sion scenarios, seeking to establish a GHG budget with relevance for climate targets that 
include non-CO2 gases. We then review different approaches to burden sharing and elabo-
rate on how we operationalize them. We go on to present our results before discussing their 
implications as well as the limitations of our approach. Finally, we summarize and con-
clude, emphasizing the need for transformative approaches to climate justice.

2  Deriving a global emission budget comparable with the official 
Danish target

For a given temperature goal, a cumulative remaining carbon budget can be estimated, 
relying on the roughly proportional relationship between cumulative  CO2 emissions and 
 CO2-induced temperature change (Millar et  al. 2016; Matthews et  al. 2020, p. 769). For 
example, Matthews et al. (2021) find that when accounting for geophysical and socioeco-
nomic uncertainties, the 1.5 °C remaining carbon budget from 2020 onwards is 230–440 
 GtCO2,  for a 67–50% chance of not exceeding the target. This likelihood range arguably 
resonates with the wording of the Paris Agreement of pursuing 1.5 and limiting warming 
to well below 2  °C (United Nations 2015), also considering that 440Gt  CO2 represents 
a > 67% chance of remaining below 1.7 °C and a > 95% chance of not exceeding 2 °C. We 
therefore use the 230–440  GtCO2 range as a basis for the comparison of Denmark’s climate 
targets to a fair contribution to the Paris goal.

Next, three modifications of the global  CO2 budget estimate are needed to make it com-
parable to the official Danish targets, which dictate a 70% reduction of territorial GHG 
emissions in 2030 compared to 1990, with a 50–54% reduction in 2025 as a milestone 
(Danish Ministry of Climate, Energy and Utilities 2021). First, since the territorial emis-
sion accounting of nations, according to UNFCCC rules, omits international transport 
(mainly air travel and shipping of goods), it is necessary to correct the global carbon 
budget. We do this by downscaling the budgets by 3% since international transport cur-
rently accounts for about 3% of global  CO2 emissions (Friedlingstein et al. 2022), resulting 
in a budget range of 223–427  GtCO2. This downscaling is based on the simplistic assump-
tion that future emissions from international transport will maintain their current share of 
global emissions (3%).3

3 Since heavy duty transport (including shipping and aviation) generally is considered ‘hard-to-abate’ 
(Bergek et al. 2023), international transport emissions´ share of global emissions may increase in the future. 
However, this potential increase is difficult to estimate.
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Second, since the official Danish target covers other GHG emissions than  CO2, 
expressed in  CO2 equivalents  (CO2e) following the GWP100 metric4 (Allen et al. 2022), 
it is necessary to extend the global  CO2 budget to a global GHG budget. Such an exten-
sion is necessarily approximative since there is not a linear relationship between cumula-
tive emissions of short-lived GHGs and temperature change. For this approximation, we 
build on the approach of Meinshausen et al. (Meinshausen et al. 2018; Meinshausen 2019), 
which relies on the relationship between cumulative emissions of  CO2 and cumulative 
emissions of all greenhouse gases in scenarios of future greenhouse gas emissions. Draw-
ing on the Integrated Assessment Modeling Consortium’s 1.5 °C Scenario Explorer hosted 
by the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (Huppmann et  al. 2019), we 
rely on a subset of 80 scenarios labeled ‘Below 1.5 °C’, ‘1.5 °C low overshoot’, or ‘1.5 °C 
high overshoot’.5 For each scenario, we consider the cumulative emissions in the period 
from 2020 to the year that net-zero  CO2 is reached (see Supplementary Information Fig-
ure SI1 for a graph illustrating the relationship between cumulative  CO2 and cumulative 
 CO2e given the GWP100 for these 80 scenarios). We find an approximated linear relation-
ship between cumulative  CO2 and cumulative  CO2e (R = 0.80) that can be expressed by 
y = 1.1614x + 157.27. This implies a budget of 416–653 billion tonnes of  CO2e, represent-
ing a 67–50% probability of meeting the 1.5  °C target (insert 223–427  GtCO2 as x and 
calculate y).

Third, since the Danish targets are stipulated as point targets, dictating a reduction in the 
flow of GHG emissions in 2025 and 2030 relative to 1990, we convert the global cumula-
tive GHG budgets to pathways for the 2020–2030 period. We do this by assuming linear 
reduction pathways from 2020,6 which implies that the 50% probability estimate (653 bil-
lion tonnes  CO2e) corresponds to reaching net zero in 2045, while the 67% probability 
(416 billion tonnes  CO2e) requires net zero already in 2036 (see Figure SI2 in the Sup-
plementary Information). We take these two linear reduction paths as given for the period 
2020–2030, using them to estimate the Danish (fair) share of global emissions under differ-
ent approaches to burden sharing. Given that these pathways imply a gradual reduction of 
the budgets, we in practice assume no net negative emissions globally after the year of net 
zero, implying a balance between sources and sinks.

4 Global Warming Potential (GWP) refers to the ‘time-integrated radiative forcing due to a pulse emission 
of a given gas, relative to a pulse emission of an equal mass of  CO2’ for a 100-year time horizon (Shine 
2009, p. 468). Note that a problem with national  CO2e reduction targets is that their temperature outcomes 
are sensitive to whether reductions in short-lived or long-lived GHGs are prioritized (the former strategy 
is associated with a lower mid-century peak warming, while the latter is associated with lower long-term 
warming) (Sun et al. 2021). Hence, more accurate assessments of the Paris alignment of national emission 
reduction targets can be made when nations set their targets separately for long-lived and short-lived GHGs 
(Allen et al. 2022; The Danish Council on Climate Change 2022).
5 These scenarios include reduction pathways from 2020 to 2100 that, with a given likelihood, limits 
the temperature increase to 1.5 °C. They typically involve net-negative  CO2 emissions from around 2050 
and have been subject to a range of criticism including that the scenarios rely on a limited set of assump-
tions around future growth trajectories (Hickel et  al. 2021; Keyßer and Lenzen 2021) and substantial 
carbon dioxide removal (Anderson and Peters 2016; Dooley et  al. 2018; Parson and Buck 2020; Carton 
et al. 2020). The amount of carbon dioxide removal modelled in these pathways allows for’overshoot’, i.e., 
exceeding but returning to the temperature goal towards the end of the century. Staying within stipulated 
carbon budgets, by contrast, is expected to limit peak warming to 1.5  °C. For more on the relationship 
between carbon budgets and emission scenarios, see Matthews et  al. (2021) and Matthews and Wynes 
(2022).
6 Note that the global reduction path can take various forms. For simplicity, we apply a linear reduction 
path.
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3  Burden sharing approaches

In this paper, we focus on the distribution of the climate mitigation burden across nations. 
Burden sharing here refers to approaches for allocating mitigation action, be it directly dis-
tributing the obligation to mitigate emissions or indirectly in the form of distributing a 
global carbon or GHG budget7 (Fleurbaey et al. 2014). Approaches to burden sharing can 
be informed by various principles of equity that address issues of fairness. Here, we con-
sider three different equity-based approaches that figure prominently within the literature 
on the topic: responsibility, capacity, and need (Fleurbaey et al. 2014; Dooley et al. 2021; 
Rajamani et al. 2021). To add perspective, we also consider two reference approaches that 
arguably do not adhere to principles of equity in relation to distributive justice on a global 
scale, namely equal-per-capita and grandfathering. Our application of the five burden shar-
ing approaches is presented below and summarized in Table 1.

3.1  Responsibility

Responsibility has, in the context of climate change, been widely understood as a ‘funda-
mental principle’ based on ‘common sense ethics’ (Fleurbaey et al. 2014, p. 318) and is 
based on the idea that obligations follow from actions. Moral responsibility thus derives 
from contributing to global warming, aligning responsibility with the polluter pays prin-
ciple8 (Neumayer 2000; Caney 2005a) and the legal practice of holding agents account-
able for harms and risks they create (Fleurbaey et al. 2014). The responsibility principle 
is integrated into both the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change via CBDR-RC 
as well as the Danish Climate Act, which speaks of a historical responsibility to ‘lead the 
way’ (UNFCCC 1992; Rajamani 2000; Danish Ministry of Climate, Energy and Utilities 
2021). In relation to  the distribution of the mitigation burden, responsibility recognizes 
that  CO2 largely remains in the atmosphere (Shine et al. 2005) and past emissions there-
fore contribute to current and future climate change. The principle stipulates that higher 
cumulative per capita historic emissions translate into a larger responsibility for mitigation. 
Thus, wealthy industrialized countries like Denmark, with high cumulative emissions per 
capita, bear most of the responsibility. In that sense, we can talk of a Danish ‘climate debt’ 
(Pickering and Barry 2012). Moreover, scholars highlight how, because high-emitters have 
benefitted (and possibly strengthened their capacity for mitigation) from using a common 
resource in the form of a global carbon budget, this use should be paid for (Shue 1999; 
Caney 2006, 2010).

We operationalize responsibility in an equal cumulative per capita emission rights 
approach (Höhne et al. 2014). As such, countries with higher-than-average historical per 
capita emissions will need to reduce emissions faster than what is required at the global 
level. This begs the question of how far back in time we should go, since the choice of 
timeframe can change results markedly (den Elzen et  al. 2005). From what date  should 
Denmark be held accountable? In this paper, we consider cumulative emissions since 1990, 
the year of the First Assessment Report by the IPCC, a reference point for the creation 

7 We use the term ‘burden sharing’ to be in line with the literature on the topic, although the term bur-
den sharing does not capture that mitigation action typically entails important co-benefits (Fleurbaey et al. 
2014), such as reducing other forms of pollution (Ürge-Vorsatz et al. 2014).
8 Shue (1999), however, notes that whereas the polluter pays principle is future-oriented, demanding pol-
luters to pay going forward, equity-concerns require that harm inflicted past actions is addressed.
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of the global climate regime, marking a point in time from which policymakers could no 
longer justifiably disregard their responsibility. The year 1990 is also the year of the first 
climate targets in Denmark and the ‘plan of action’ Energi 2000, which explicitly mentions 
the responsibility of countries with relatively higher emissions (Energiministeriet 1990).

To quantify a Danish contribution that adheres to the principle of responsibility, we cal-
culate the Danish climate debt, which is found by adding up ‘above-global-average’ per 
capita emissions over the basis period (here 1990–2019). We then distribute the climate 
debt over a ‘payback period’, for which we use the time from 2020 (when the Danish Cli-
mate Act came into force) to the year of global net zero in our developed GHG pathways 
(years 2036 and 2045, respectively). We use relatively short payback periods to illustrate 
what equal cumulative emissions per capita within the same timeline as the global GHG 
budget entail. We find that Denmark, over the period 1990–2019, has accumulated a cli-
mate debt of 1101 Mt  CO2e. To compensate for this debt during the payback period, Den-
mark needs to have per capita emissions 41 and 61 Mt below the global average for the 
50% and 67% probability budgets, respectively (in contrast, Danish territorial emissions 
in 2021 were around 44 Mt  CO2e (Statistics Denmark 2022)). To calculate a pathway for 
Denmark associated with responsibility, we subtract the ‘yearly payback’ from the global 
per capita emissions under the linear 1.5 °C pathways (see Supplementary Information).

3.2  Capacity

The principle of capacity holds that actors with a higher capacity for action have a greater 
responsibility to act (Caney 2010; Dooley et  al. 2021). Shue (1999, p. 537) notes how 
capacity is ‘widely accepted as a requirement of simple fairness’ and the principle is also 
mentioned in both the Danish Climate Act, which notes that Denmark has a ‘moral respon-
sibility to lead’ (Danish Ministry of Climate, Energy and Utilities 2021), and the UN 
Climate Convention, which emphasizes the notion of ‘respective capabilities’ (UNFCCC 
1992). The capacity principle is relevant across issue areas and is for example captured 
in tax systems with progressive income taxation. In a climate context, capacity has been 
interpreted as wealth (often labelled ‘ability to pay’) as well as other characteristics that 
may make mitigation more or less difficult such as ‘technological, institutional, and human’ 
capacity (Fleurbaey et al. 2014, p. 319). In a recent review on distributive justice, Ryberg 
et  al. (2020) identify income-based allocations as aligning with prioritarianism, which 
holds that those who are worse off should be prioritized in the distribution of benefits (Hol-
tug 2017).

To get to a burden sharing approach, we use GDP per capita adjusted for inflation and 
price level differences (purchasing power parity, PPP) as a simple proxy for capacity9 (for 
a more comprehensive approach, see Steininger et al. (2022)). Given that Denmark is well-
positioned in terms of a number of dimensions of capacity (e.g. wealth, public support for 
climate action, and capability for deployment of renewables), a notion that is widespread 
in the Danish polity (Dyrhauge 2021; Voldsgaard et al. 2022), GDP per capita can be seen 
as a relevant, yet arguably conservative proxy for capacity in the Danish case. An impor-
tant question in terms of operationalization is which inequalities we consider. By applying 

9 Concerns have been raised over the use of purchasing power parity exchange rates for estimating GDP 
in relation to the capacity principle given international sourcing of mitigation technologies. Using mar-
ket exchange rates instead significantly increase discrepancies in GDP across countries and would imply 
increased capacity and thereby responsibility for high-income countries (Semieniuk et al. 2023).
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capacity at the country-level, we do not account for inequalities within countries. Others 
have operationalized capacity by only considering individuals above a certain critical level 
of income, so that individuals in the worst positions are not subjected to mitigative respon-
sibility (Kartha et al. 2009).

We follow van den Berg et al. (2020) and quantify capacity by distributing the effort 
of mitigation rather than directly allocating the global GHG budget (see Table 1). More 
specifically, we estimate the discrepancy between a global ‘frozen policy’ scenario and 
the global emission pathways (cf. Section 2), which can be understood as a global emis-
sion gap. This emission gap captures the extent to which global frozen policy emissions 
need to be reduced in percentage terms to stay within a stipulated global GHG budget. 
The capacity for Denmark to reduce its frozen policy emissions is then proportional to 
the relationship between its GDP per capita and the global GDP per capita. Our approach 
relies on a linear association between relative GDP per capita and capacity.10 Specifi-
cally, Denmark’s relative real GDP (PPP) per capita is projected to range from 2.6 to 2.9 
in 2020–2030 (declining over the period), and the global emission gap ranges from 0% in 
2020 to 45–66% in 2030 (depending on whether the 50% or 67% budget pathway is used as 
reference). Consequently, Danish emissions range from being 0% to 119–173% below the 
Danish frozen policy scenario during the decade to live up to capacity.

3.3  Need

The need principle dictates that all people should have their needs met. Notwithstanding 
differences in approach, utilitarian (Singer 2004), egalitarian (Caney 2005b), sufficientar-
ian (Shields 2012), rights-based (Shue 2020), and social contract arguments (Moellen-
dorf 2014) all point to the critical importance of enabling needs fulfillment (Brock 1998; 
Dooley et al. 2021). Thus, emissions related to addressing basic needs have moral prior-
ity. Opposingly, given the destructive impacts and prospects of worsening the conditions 
for meeting basic needs associated with climate change, emissions associated with activi-
ties not related to meeting human needs do not hold the same moral priority and should 
thus be limited or avoided. Giving priority to needs fulfillment resonates with eudaemonic 
notions of well-being (Lamb and Steinberger 2017) and can be related to the distinction 
between ‘subsistence’ and ‘luxury’ emissions (Shue 1993), the notion of ‘decent living’ 
emissions (Rao and Baer 2012), and sufficiency-oriented approaches to climate mitigation 
(Steinberger and Roberts 2010; Brand-Correa et al. 2020; Wiedmann et al. 2020). The need 
principle is also related to the ‘right to development’ enshrined in international law (Fleur-
baey et al. 2014).

To operationalize need, we estimate a hypothetical level of GHG emissions that would 
in theory be required to satisfy the needs of the Danish population with existing technolo-
gies. Thus, for this principle, we do not directly translate a global budget to a ‘fair share’ for 
Denmark. To calculate the GHG emissions associated with need, we instead rely on Mill-
ward-Hopkins et al.’s (2020) estimates for the final energy required for decent living across 
countries (accounting for climatic and population density differences). These estimates 
rely on bottom-up scenarios that meet a range of needs, such as housing, food, hygiene, 

10 This choice means that the increase in capacity is proportional to increases in relative GDP per capita. In 
contract, van den Berg et al. (2020) take the third root of relative GDP per capita to find capacity, implying 
diminishing capacity to increases in relative GDP per capita.
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education, health, mobility, and communication. In our operationalization, we scale decent 
living energy estimates with the population, assuming in principle a completely equal dis-
tribution of energy, drastically lowering total energy demand. In practice, our operationali-
zation of need thus gives absolute priority to people living below the decent living energy 
threshold and considers emissions required to enable their needs fulfillment legitimate.

To quantify need, we find the emission intensity of final energy demand in Denmark 
(relying on 2019 energy statistics and frozen policy emissions). We treat the emission 
intensity as constant and use that to infer emissions given energy consumption in line with 
decent living energy estimates (see Table 1). Because Millward-Hopkins et al. (2020) in 
their baseline scenario focus on the year 2050, assuming full deployment of state-of-the-art 
technology and ‘radical demand-side changes’, we use estimates from their ‘less advanced 
technologies’ scenario, which relies on technologies widely deployed today. To reflect 
some of the uncertainty in the estimate of decent living energy, we consider an additional 
scenario from Millward-Hopkins et al. (2020). That is, we also consider estimates from a 
‘high energy demand-less advanced technologies’ scenario, which increases final energy 
use from 26 to ~40 GJ/capita by assuming a modest increase in energy demand across con-
sumption sectors (e.g., by decreasing the size of the average household). In comparison to 
the actual Danish final energy consumption in 2019 of 107.4 GJ/capita, these scenarios 
thus dictate that final energy use per capita falls by ~75% and 62%, respectively (Danish 
Energy Agency 2020; Millward-Hopkins et al. 2020).

Our approach is meant to illustrate the need principle rather than be an accurate assess-
ment of Danish emissions in a sufficiency scenario. Our estimates are based on marked sim-
plifications and various assumptions with corresponding uncertainties and value judgements, 
including energy efficiency, human energy needs, the relationship between energy needs and 
 CO2 emissions, and Danish energy production. For example, we take the Danish frozen pol-
icy scenario as given when calculating the emission intensity of final energy demand. Also, 
we assume the same energy mix regardless of level of consumption, while the drastic reduc-
tion in energy demand in our scenario would arguably lead to a cleaner energy mix than 
Denmark’s current mix (assuming that renewable energy would still be produced at capacity). 
However, notwithstanding the shortcomings of our approach, there is clearly a substantial 
difference between current emissions associated with affluence and required emissions from 
a ‘decent living’ perspective (Rao and Baer 2012; Millward-Hopkins et  al. 2020; Kikstra 
et al. 2021). The fact that final energy demand in Denmark today is far beyond decent liv-
ing energy estimates does, however, not imply that everyone in Denmark currently has their 
needs met. The satisfaction of needs depends on how energy consumption is distributed,11 
how it is translated into services, and how these services address the satisfaction of needs 
(Brand-Correa et al. 2020; Jaccard et al. 2021; Oswald et al. 2021; Vogel et al. 2021).

3.4  Equal‑per‑capita as a narrow interpretation of equality

Equality, as an equity principle, rests on the equal worth and, thereby, equal rights of all 
humans, which is a common interpretation in international law (Fleurbaey et  al. 2014). 

11 Inequality increases the energy needed to secure decent living standards substantially. If currently 
observed inequalities are to remain, the required energy consumption to secure everyone’s needs are met 
doubles (Millward-Hopkins 2022). And like noted by a reviewer, increased energy use might itself lead to 
inequity above a certain threshold through widening power imbalances, as argued by Illich (Burke and Ste-
phens 2018; Boyle 2023).
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Equality can be interpreted as actors in equal positions carrying equal obligations (Dooley 
et  al. 2021). Such an understanding of equality would grant a greater share of emission 
rights to the disadvantaged, reflecting, e.g., differences in needs,12 responsibility, and 
capacity, thereby resonating with the three other principles introduced above. Because 
we apply responsibility, capacity, and need in ways that resonate with this interpreta-
tion of equality, we include an equal-per-capita emission rights approach in our analysis. 
Although equal-per-capita is a common approach to equality that has been associated 
with egalitarianism (see, e.g., Ryberg et al. 2020), it has rightly been subject to criticism. 
This criticism points to how equal-per-capita solely focuses on equality in relation to one 
parameter—i.e., emissions rights—while ignoring the multiple other ways in which people 
are unequally positioned (Dooley et al. 2021). In this paper, we, therefore, do not consider 
equal-emissions-rights-per-capita an equity-based approach. Critically, the equal-per-capita 
approach is what the Danish Climate Council applied to support the conclusion that Danish 
climate targets resonated with the Paris Agreement before the Danish Climate Act came 
into force13 (The Danish Council on Climate Change 2019a, b).

Equal-per-capita can be applied to current and future emissions, as well as cumula-
tive emissions. Given that the latter is the approach we use for responsibility (see Sec-
tion 3.1) and thus address this dimension of inequality, we operationalize ‘equal-per-cap-
ita’ as equally distributing global emissions in 2020–2030 according to population shares 
throughout the decade. Quantifying equal-per-capita is rather straightforward. We take the 
share of the yearly emissions in our global linear reduction pathways that corresponds to 
the Danish fraction of the global population (taking projected demographic changes over 
time into account) (see Table 1). In 2020, the Danish share of the global population in the 
base year was 0.074%.

3.5  Grandfathering

Grandfathering is a burden sharing approach that dictates that future emissions should be 
proportional to past emission levels. It thus favours current high-emitters and has been 
advocated for on the basis of pragmatic and instrumental reasons (Knight 2013). The term 
itself dates back to the post-civil-war USA in the context of black disfranchisement and a 
racist legal clause that granted voting rights on the basis of descendance (Schmidt 1982). 
For distributive justice on a global scale, grandfathering enjoys little support and can-
not be said to be an equity-based approach, because grandfathering goes against ethical 
imperatives related to climate justice (Meyer and Roser 2010; Caney 2012; Moellendorf 
2020; Dooley et al. 2021). Still, grandfathering finds widespread use as a burden sharing 
approach when setting climate targets, for example, in the context of corporate emission 
reduction targets (Bjørn et al. 2021, 2022), and is arguably relevant for certain applications 
such as the allocation of sub-national carbon budgets (Kuriakose et al. 2022). We include 
grandfathering here as a point of reference but maintain a position akin to Dooley et al. 
(2021), namely that grandfathering does not resonate with equity principles for allocating 

12 See, for example, Steininger et al. (2022) for a study which operationalizes need as an interpretation of 
equality.
13 As noted in an earlier footnote, a later report took up this question anew, offering a more nuanced con-
clusion, namely that Danish climate targets only aligned with the 1.5  °C goal if allowing for overshoot 
using an equal-per-capita approach while not aligning with the Paris Agreement temperature goals if apply-
ing a ‘fair share’ approach (The Danish Council on Climate Change 2022).
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a global GHG budget as it attributes emission rights on the basis of an unjust allocation of 
the same rights.

To operationalize Danish emissions towards 2030 under grandfathering, we let the 
Danish share of global emissions in 2020 dictate the allocation of future emissions (see 
Table 1). We make this choice because the Danish Climate Act came into force in 2020 
and because 2020 was also the basis year used in the assessment of the Danish climate tar-
gets made by the Danish Council on Climate Change (2019b). This leaves Denmark with 
0.088% of the global budget.

4  Comparing Danish emissions pathways 2020–2030 under different 
burden sharing approaches

Overall, our findings illustrate that Danish climate policy targets cannot be considered 
fair under the Paris Agreement. For responsibility, capacity, and need, there are substan-
tial gaps between pledged and fair contributions. Whereas a linear reduction pathway from 
2022 onwards in line with Danish climate targets leads to cumulative emissions of close to 
400  MtCO2e, none of the three equity-based pathways implies more than 160  MtCO2e in 
the 2020–2030 period. In this section, we detail this overall result.

Figure 1 shows the emission pathways that result from our operationalization of the dif-
ferent approaches to burden sharing. These pathways reflect Danish emission flows that, 
from a distributive perspective, would align with 1.5 °C given the applied allocation key 
and GHG budget. In that sense, they illustrate pathways that are in line with the 1.5  °C 
pledge enshrined in the Danish Climate Act—emission trajectories that Denmark, in the-
ory, could have followed to be in line with the wording of its climate policy framework 
from the time of its introduction in 2019. The cumulative emissions under these pathways 
are reported in Fig. 2. For the four approaches relating to the global GHG budget, we show 
the resulting national emissions budgets given, respectively, a 50% and 67% likelihood of 
staying below the 1.5  °C goal. For need, we illustrate the emissions resulting from our 
baseline as well as the higher energy demand scenario. To compare with the expected 
emissions under Danish climate policy, we construct two reference pathways (both pre-
sented in Figs. 1 and 2). The first reference pathway represents a frozen policy scenario, as 
estimated by the Danish Energy Agency (Danish Energy Agency 2021). The second refer-
ence pathway assumes a linear reduction from 2022 and onwards that aligns with Danish 
climate emission reduction targets in 2025 and 2030. The linear reduction path represents 
a scenario in which policies that could enforce the Danish targets had been enacted in the 
years immediately following the introduction of the Danish Climate Act. We start the lin-
ear reduction from 2022 onwards (following the frozen policy scenario up until then) to 
reflect the inertia associated with negotiations and implementations on passing the required 
climate policy.

Reflecting on the results, responsibility stands out as it dictates massive amounts of 
negative emissions (we take up the implications of this in the discussion). This finding 
follows from the fact that Danish territorial per capita emissions have been considerably 
above the world average since 1990, and the resulting climate debt of 1.101Mton  CO2e 
accrued in the 1990–2019 period, which is to be compensated for. Responsibility thus con-
siders a period (in this case, 1990–2019) and the accumulated differences between high 
and low emitters in contrast to capacity and need, which use conditions in a single year 
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Fig. 1  Stylized emission pathways 2020–2030 under different approaches to burden sharing. Note: The 
emission scenarios follow from the operationalization described in Section 3. The cumulative emissions for 
each approach sum to the results reported in Fig. 2
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to reflect inequalities. Given that the debt is to be ‘paid back’ throughout the stipulated 
payback period, the length of this payback period greatly influences the yearly payback and 
thus the resulting yearly emissions.

In contrast to responsibility, capacity, as operationalized here, does not acknowl-
edge previous inequalities but focuses instead on current ones (in capacity, that is). The 
approach is forward-oriented in that we consider the future emissions gap between our 
global pathway (see Supplementary Information) and a global frozen policy scenario in 
the 2020–2030 period. The resulting pathways start at 2020 levels, where there is no gap 
between the pathway and frozen policy, before drastically reducing yearly emissions, end-
ing with negative emissions by the end of the decade, reflecting an increasing emission gap 
over the period. For capacity, there is a considerable difference between the cumulative 
emissions consistent with the 50% and 67% budgets, respectively. Under a GHG budget 
representing a 50% likelihood of staying below 1.5 °C, cumulative Danish emissions from 
2020 to 2030 are four times higher than under a 67% budget. These results reflect that, for 
capacity, we distribute the obligation to address the global emissions gap (rather than a 
global budget) and that this gap varies substantially with the probability of staying below 
1.5 °C.

Fig. 2  Cumulative Danish emissions 2020–2030 under different approaches to burden sharing. Note: The 
figure includes two reference scenarios, namely a linear reduction pathway in line with the Danish climate 
targets of 50–54% in 2025 and 70% in 2030 relative to 1990 emissions. Note that need takes on a different 
colour to illustrate that it is not based on a global scenario. Moreover, grandfathering and equal-per-capita 
have been differentiated to illustrate that they are not equity-based approaches for national-level distribution 
of a global resource (see Section  3).  Source: Author’s calculation based on various databases (see sup-
plementary information for details). Frozen policy scenario from Danish Energy Agency (Danish Energy 
Agency 2021). See Fig. 2 for the yearly emission breakdown
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The need pathways represent situations where final energy demand is substantially 
lower than current levels, all else being equal, assuming no further mitigation beyond what 
is implied by the frozen policy scenario projected by the Danish Energy Agency. Cumu-
lative emissions associated with these pathways are higher than under responsibility and 
need but drastically lower than under the burden sharing approaches of equal-per-capita 
and grandfathering. In our baseline estimate for need, per capita emissions correspond to, 
respectively, ~25% and ~30% of actual Danish and global per capita emissions in 2020.14 In 
the high energy demand scenario, the figures increase by ~50%,15 thus still dictating sub-
stantially lower emissions for Denmark. The difference between the baseline and the high 
energy scenarios is less than for responsibility and capacity, given that need, as calculated 
here, does not relate to the global budget estimates but instead relies on different assump-
tions for decent living energy (see Section 3.3).

The two approaches that are recognized as inequitable in relation to the distribution of a 
global resource, namely equal-per-capita and grandfathering, result in substantially higher 
cumulative emissions. Of the two, an equal-per-capita distribution implies lower emis-
sions than grandfathering throughout the decade. For grandfathering, emissions follow the 
global pathways, meaning that emissions in 2030 are reduced by, respectively, 40% and 
63% relative to 2020. Grandfathering thereby barely aligns Danish climate targets with a 
budget representing a 50% chance of not exceeding 1.5 °C. Under equal-per-capita respect-
ing a 67% 1.5 °C budget, however, cumulative Danish emissions are 30% lower than the 
level associated with a linear reduction in line with the country’s official emission targets.

5  Discussion

The results we present above challenge the assertion that the mitigation path associated 
with the 2025 and 2030 Danish emission reduction targets is in line with the Paris tempera-
ture goals and bring into perspective the notion of Denmark as a ‘green frontrunner’. In this 
section, we relate to issues of GHG accounting that condition our approach and discuss the 
implications of our findings.

The cumulative allowable emissions that follow from different equity approaches 
reframe the Danish narrative from a green frontrunner to an indebted culprit (responsibil-
ity in particular). These findings resonate with other and more general analyses (Anderson 
et al. 2020; van den Berg et al. 2020; Williges et al. 2022) and illustrate the consequences 
of examining national climate policies in light of distributive justice. These consequences 
hold important implications. They illustrate the risks of perpetuating partial and mislead-
ing notions of climate progressiveness if equity is ignored and underline how any assess-
ment of national efforts relative to global goals assumes some burden-sharing approach, be 
it explicit or implicit (Dooley et al. 2021). We, therefore, need to pay attention to how these 
approaches align with principles of equity, as they are conceptualized in academic analysis 
and, importantly, agreed upon and written into international climate governance.

In Sections 3 and 4, we give weight to one approach at a time to illustrate their respec-
tive implications. Distributive climate justice is not, however, a matter of choosing and 

14 While Danish per capita territorial emissions amounted to ~ 7.6  MtCO2eq and global per capita emis-
sions to ~ 6.4  MtCO2eq, we calculate the baseline Danish emissions per capita for need as ~ 1.9  MtCO2eq.
15 In the high energy demand scenario, our estimate for Danish need emissions per capita in 2020 is ~ 2.9 
 MtCO2eq.
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then following one approach. Different approaches can be weighed against each other 
(Steininger et al. 2022) or combined into one (van den Berg et al. 2020) as with CBDR-RC 
(Anderson et al. 2020). For example, Denmark is particularly well placed to lower emis-
sions (capacity), currently consumes much more energy than what is needed for decent liv-
ing (need), and has historically emitted significant amounts of GHG on a per capita basis 
(responsibility). Given our results, any consideration of fairness would significantly raise 
the bar for Danish climate policy, while even the globally inequitable approaches of grand-
fathering and equal-per-capita demand more ambitious targets.

On top of that, we note that our estimated Danish emission budgets refer to the emission 
accounting rules of  the UNFCCC, as do the official Danish climate targets. The conven-
tions within those rules of considering territorial emissions (as opposed to consumption-
based emissions), ignoring emissions from international transport, and ignoring biogenic 
emissions arguably benefit a country like Denmark (Tilsted et  al. 2021). The country’s 
consumption-based emissions are higher and have decreased at a slower pace than its terri-
torial emissions (Danish Energy Agency 2023a, b); international transport emissions from 
Danish companies have increased since 1990 (Statistics Denmark 2022); biogenic emis-
sions have increased along with the share of biofuels in the Danish power mix since 1990 
(Danish Energy Agency 2023b). Hence, alternative accounting rules could increase the gap 
even further between Denmark´s current emission trajectory and fair levels of emissions.

In the face of the dwindling 1.5  °C budget (not to mention climate realpolitik), one 
might ask if the Danish budgets estimated in this study are simply infeasible and, thus, 
irrelevant. This objection is arguably pertinent for all equity approaches we consider, but 
particularly so in the case of responsibility, which suggests that Denmark should compen-
sate for its climate debt through net-negative emissions already in this decade. Relying on 
carbon dioxide removal (be it either land-based or through negative emission technolo-
gies), with its implications for, for example, land and energy use, can lead to highly unjust 
outcomes16 (Dooley et al. 2018; Carton et al. 2020, 2021; Bluwstein and Cavanagh 2023). 
In practice, the diminishing carbon budget arguably means that distributive climate justice 
related to mitigation has become a matter of achieving a ‘least unfair’ allocation (Mor-
row 2017; Stoddard and Anderson 2022, p. 3). Infeasibility, however, does not imply irrel-
evance. For example, Finland’s climate act is based, in part, on an analysis by its national 
climate council, similar to the one we have done here (Ollikainen et al. 2019). The act seeks 
to address equity and justice concerns by combining more ambitious near-term targets with 
net negative emissions (as a way of paying off climate debt) from 2035 (relying on Finn-
ish forests as carbon sinks) (Ministry of the Environment 2023). The apparent infeasibility 
of equity-based pathways also underlines the need to keep in mind other dimensions of 
distributive climate justice than mitigation and national reduction rates, namely adaptation 
and impact (Paavola and Adger 2006; Moellendorf 2015; Wallimann-Helmer 2015; Khan 
et  al. 2020), for instance by pledging increased unconditional climate finance and com-
pensation for loss and damage (Fanning and Hickel 2023). The purpose of our analysis is 
not to provide emission scenarios that correspond to ‘truly fair’ contributions of individual 
nations. Rather, we intend to speak back to narratives and rankings that deem certain actors 
and nation-states as climate progressive. Invoking ‘an imaginary of the modern world as a 

16 In terms of what a fair approach to negative emissions could look like, recent studies illustrate how fair-
ness considerations shape the distribution of carbon dioxide removal responsibilities across nations and 
regions (Pozo et al. 2020; Fyson et al. 2020) and how fairness considerations are crucial in relation to net 
zero targets (Khosla et al. 2023).
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stratified order, whose actors are imagined as continuously striving to perform better than 
others’ (Brankovic 2022, p. 801), such narratives and rankings constitute political acts that 
arguably reinforce and legitimize inequitable relations.

The very idea that the Danish Climate Act can be the ‘most ambitious in the world’ 
presupposes that climate policy can be reduced to a single comparable and accurately 
measurable dimension of performance. Pitting nation-states against each other in this way 
instils the notion that climate action should be considered first and foremost in relation to 
others rather than in its own right and renders obscure the dimensionalities and tempo-
ralities of socio-technical transformations (Beck et al. 2021). Framing Denmark as a green 
champion on a global scale helps fend off criticisms and pressures for change that demand 
a more transformative-oriented approach to climate policy. As such, incumbents rely on 
continuous disregard for global equity and distributive justice to defend non-transformative 
policies and strategies (Beck et al. 2021).

6  Conclusion

Claiming that the Danish Climate Act is among the world’s most ambitious is a politi-
cal act with stark implications. Relying on a climate leadership frame, Danish politicians 
fend off criticism leveraged against them for inadequate action and put aside concerns over 
the burden of responsibility that comes from historical emissions. Yet, pathways that fol-
low the targets enshrined in the Danish Climate Act are significantly different from equity-
based approaches (and the notion of CBDR-RC enshrined in international climate govern-
ance) for a reasonable likelihood of realizing the 1.5  °C goal. The responsibility, need, 
and capability approaches all entail significantly lower cumulative emissions in the current 
decade than what follows from Danish climate policy targets. Even when applying burden 
sharing approaches that are not equity-based, i.e. equal-per-capita and grandfathering, the 
Danish targets fall short. Our assessment is based on an evaluation starting from the year 
2020 when the Danish Climate Act came into force and, hence, does not account for the 
inadequate global efforts and the drastic reductions in global carbon budgets since then. 
Nuancing the often-praised example of Denmark has the merit of illustrating that positing 
the role of a climate pioneer in this case requires sidelining moral imperatives. As such, the 
extent to which rich and ‘over-consuming’ countries (Fanning et al. 2022) are able to do so 
is integral to the politics of green transformations.

The results carry implications for, amongst other things, the degree and form of mitiga-
tion, international climate finance, and climate reparations. Our focus here on mitigation 
efforts as an aspect of distributive climate justice remains limited. Indeed, the scale and scope 
of climate justice (with its relation to other forms of injustice) demand a much broader and 
more comprehensive approach, i.e., one of transformative justice (Newell et al. 2021).

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1007/ s10584- 023- 03583-4.

Acknowledgements We want to express our immense gratitude to Jens Friis Lund. Without him this article 
would not have seen the light of day. The article is based in part on an analysis of Danish climate policy by 
the Climate and Transitions Council (KOR) that we are both members of. We extend our thanks to the other 
council members’ who contributed to that analysis. We also thank Joel Millward-Hopkins for helping us 
with clarifications related to decent living energy estimates as well as two anonymous reviewers for many 
valuable and instructive comments on earlier versions of this paper.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-023-03583-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-023-03583-4


 Climatic Change (2023) 176:103

1 3

103 Page 18 of 22

Author contribution Joachim Peter Tilsted: conceptualization, methodology, formal Analysis, writing—
original draft preparation, writing—reviewing and editing, visualization. Anders Bjørn: conceptualization, 
methodology, investigation, formal analysis, writing—reviewing and editing.

Funding Open access funding provided by Lund University.

Data availability All data generated or analyzed during this study are either included in this published arti-
cle or publicly available (see supplementary information for full list of data sources).

Declarations 

Competing interests The authors declare no competing interests.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article 
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly 
from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http:// creat iveco mmons. org/ licen ses/ by/4. 0/.

References

Allen MR, Peters GP, Shine KP et  al (2022) Indicate separate contributions of long-lived and short-
lived greenhouse gases in emission targets. NPJ Clim Atmos Sci 5:1–4. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ 
s41612- 021- 00226-2

Anderson K, Peters G (2016) The trouble with negative emissions. Science 354:182–183. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1126/ scien ce. aah45 67

Anderson K, Broderick JF, Stoddard I (2020) A factor of two: how the mitigation plans of ‘climate progres-
sive’ nations fall far short of Paris-compliant pathways. Climate Policy 20:1290–1304. https:// doi. org/ 
10. 1080/ 14693 062. 2020. 17282 09

Armstrong McKay DI, Staal A, Abrams JF et al (2022) Exceeding 1.5°C global warming could trigger mul-
tiple climate tipping points. Science 377:eabn7950. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1126/ scien ce. abn79 50

Bahn M (2019) Klimaminister om historisk klimalov: Der er »virkelig, virkelig noget på spil«. Information. 
https:// www. infor mation. dk/ indla nd/ 2019/ 12/ klima minis ter- histo risk- klima lov- virke lig- virke lig- paa- 
spil. Accessed 30 Aug 2022

Beck S, Jasanoff S, Stirling A, Polzin C (2021) The governance of sociotechnical transformations to sustain-
ability. Current Opinion Environ Sustain 49:143–152. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. cosust. 2021. 04. 010

Bergek A, Hansen T, Hanson J et al (2023) Complexity challenges for transition policy: lessons from coastal 
shipping in Norway. Environ Innov Soc Transitions 46:100687. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. eist. 2022. 
100687

Bjørn A, Lloyd S, Matthews D (2021) From the Paris Agreement to corporate climate commitments: eval-
uation of seven methods for setting ‘science-based’ emission targets. Environ Res Lett 16:054019. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1088/ 1748- 9326/ abe57b

Bjørn A, Tilsted JP, Addas A, Lloyd SM (2022) Can science-based targets make the private sector Paris-
aligned? A review of the emerging evidence. Curr Clim Change Rep 8:53–69. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1007/ s40641- 022- 00182-w

Bluwstein J, Cavanagh C (2023) Rescaling the land rush? Global political ecologies of land use and cover 
change in key scenario archetypes for achieving the 1.5 °C Paris agreement target. J Peasant Stud 
50:262–294. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 03066 150. 2022. 21253 86

Boyle E (2023) Rethinking energy studies: equity, energy and Ivan Illich (1926–2002). Energy Res Soc Sci 
95:102903. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. erss. 2022. 102903

Brand-Correa LI, Mattioli G, Lamb WF, Steinberger JK (2020) Understanding (and tackling) need satisfier 
escalation. Sustain Sci Pract Policy 16:309–325. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 15487 733. 2020. 18160 26/ 
FORMAT/ EPUB

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41612-021-00226-2
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41612-021-00226-2
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aah4567
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aah4567
https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2020.1728209
https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2020.1728209
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.abn7950
https://www.information.dk/indland/2019/12/klimaminister-historisk-klimalov-virkelig-virkelig-paa-spil
https://www.information.dk/indland/2019/12/klimaminister-historisk-klimalov-virkelig-virkelig-paa-spil
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2021.04.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2022.100687
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2022.100687
https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/abe57b
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40641-022-00182-w
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40641-022-00182-w
https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2022.2125386
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2022.102903
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2020.1816026/FORMAT/EPUB
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2020.1816026/FORMAT/EPUB


Climatic Change (2023) 176:103 

1 3

Page 19 of 22 103

Brankovic J (2022) Why rankings appear natural (but aren’t). Bus Soc 61:801–806. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 
00076 50321 10156 38

Brock G (ed) (1998) Necessary goods: our responsibilities to meet others needs. Rowman & Littlefield Pub-
lishers, Lanham, MD

Burck, Jan, Thea Uhlich, Christoph Bals, Niklas Höhne, and Leonardo Nascimento. (2021) Climate change 
performance index 2022. Germanwatch, NewClimate Institute, Climate Action Network Interna-
tional. https:// newcl imate. org/ resou rces/ publi catio ns/ the- clima te- change- perfo rmance- index- 2022. 
Accessed 30 Aug 2022

Burke MJ, Stephens JC (2018) Political power and renewable energy futures: a critical review. Energy Res 
Soc Sci 35:78–93. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. erss. 2017. 10. 018

Caney S (2005a) Cosmopolitan justice, responsibility, and global climate change. Leiden J Int Law 18:747–
775. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1017/ S0922 15650 50029 92

Caney S (2005b) Justice beyond borders: a global political theory. Oxford University Press, Oxford
Caney S (2006) Environmental degradation, reparations, and the moral significance of history. J Soc Philos 

37:464–482. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/j. 1467- 9833. 2006. 00348.x
Caney S (2010) Climate change and the duties of the advantaged. Crit Rev Int Soc Pol Phil 13:203–228. 

https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 13698 23090 33263 31
Caney S (2012) Just emissions. Philos Public Aff 40:255–300. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ papa. 12005
Carton W, Asiyanbi A, Beck S, Buck HJ, Lund JF (2020) Negative emissions and the long history of carbon 

removal. WIREs Clim Change 11. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1002/ wcc. 671
Carton W, Lund JF, Dooley K (2021) Undoing equivalence: rethinking carbon accounting for just carbon 

removal. Frontiers Clim 3:30. https:// doi. org/ 10. 3389/ FCLIM. 2021. 664130/ BIBTEX
Danish Energy Agency (2020) Energistatistik:2019. https:// ens. dk/ sites/ ens. dk/ files/ Stati stik/ energ istat 

istik 2019_ dk- webti lg. pdf
Danish Energy Agency (2021) Klimastatus og -fremskrivning 2021, Copenhagen. https:// ens. dk/ sites/ 

ens. dk/ files/ Basis frems krivn ing/ kf21_ hoved rappo rt. pdf
Danish Energy Agency (2023a) Danmarks globale klimapåvirkning - Global afrapportering. https:// ens. 

dk/ sites/ ens. dk/ files/ Analy ser/ hoved rappo rt_-_ danma rks_ globa le_ klima paavi rknin g_-_ global_ 
afrap porte ring_ 2023. pdf

Danish Energy Agency (2023b) Klimastatus og -fremskrivning 2023. https:// ens. dk/ sites/ ens. dk/ files/ 
Basis frems krivn ing/ kf23_ hoved rappo rt. pdf

Danish Ministry of Climate, Energy and Utilities (2019) Bred aftale om ambitiøs og bindende klimalov. Regerin-
gen.dk. https:// www. reger ingen. dk/ nyhed er/ 2019/ bred- aftale- om- ambit ioes- og- binde nde- klima lov/. 

Danish Ministry of Climate, Energy and Utilities (2021) Bekendtgørelse af lov om klima. https:// www. 
retsi nform ation. dk/ eli/ lta/ 2021/ 2580. Accessed 5 July 2022

den Elzen M, Fuglestvedt J, Höhne N et al (2005) Analysing countries’ contribution to climate change: 
scientific and policy-related choices. Environ Sci Policy 8:614–636. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. 
envsci. 2005. 06. 007

Dooley K, Christoff P, Nicholas KA (2018) Co-producing climate policy and negative emissions: trade-
offs for sustainable land-use. Global Sustainability 1:e3. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1017/ sus. 2018.6

Dooley K, Holz C, Kartha S et al (2021) Ethical choices behind quantifications of fair contributions under 
the Paris Agreement. Nat Clim Chang 11:300–305. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ S41558- 021- 01015-8

Dyrhauge H (2021) Political myths in climate leadership: the case of Danish climate and energy pioneer-
ship. Scand Polit Stud 44:13–33. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ 1467- 9477. 12185

Energiministeriet (1990) Energi 2000 - handlingsplan for en bæredygtig udvikling. Energiministeriet, 
Copenhagen

Fanning AL, Hickel J (2023) Compensation for atmospheric appropriation. Nat Sustain 1–10. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1038/ s41893- 023- 01130-8

Fanning AL, O’Neill DW, Hickel J, Roux N (2022) The social shortfall and ecological overshoot of 
nations. Nat Sustain 5:26–36. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ s41893- 021- 00799-z

Fleurbaey M, Kartha S, Bolwig S et  al (2014) Sustainable development and equity. In: Edenhofer O, 
Pichs-Madruga R, Sokona Y et al (eds) Climate change 2014: Mitigation of climate change. Con-
tribution of working group III to the fifth assessment report of the intergovernmental panel on 
climate change. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge and New York, pp 238–350

Friedlingstein P, Jones MW, O’Sullivan M et al (2022) Global carbon budget 2021. Earth System Sci-
ence Data 14:1917–2005. https:// doi. org/ 10. 5194/ essd- 14- 1917- 2022

Geden O (2016) An actionable climate target. Nature Geosci 9:340–342. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ ngeo2 699
Guterres A (2019) Remarks to high-level political forum on sustainable development. https:// www. un. 

org/ sg/ en/ conte nt/ sg/ speec hes/ 2019- 09- 24/ remar ks- high- level- polit ical- susta inable- devel opment- 
forum. Accessed 19 Jan 2023

https://doi.org/10.1177/00076503211015638
https://doi.org/10.1177/00076503211015638
https://newclimate.org/resources/publications/the-climate-change-performance-index-2022
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2017.10.018
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0922156505002992
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9833.2006.00348.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/13698230903326331
https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.12005
https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.671
https://doi.org/10.3389/FCLIM.2021.664130/BIBTEX
https://ens.dk/sites/ens.dk/files/Statistik/energistatistik2019_dk-webtilg.pdf
https://ens.dk/sites/ens.dk/files/Statistik/energistatistik2019_dk-webtilg.pdf
https://ens.dk/sites/ens.dk/files/Basisfremskrivning/kf21_hovedrapport.pdf
https://ens.dk/sites/ens.dk/files/Basisfremskrivning/kf21_hovedrapport.pdf
https://ens.dk/sites/ens.dk/files/Analyser/hovedrapport_-_danmarks_globale_klimapaavirkning_-_global_afrapportering_2023.pdf
https://ens.dk/sites/ens.dk/files/Analyser/hovedrapport_-_danmarks_globale_klimapaavirkning_-_global_afrapportering_2023.pdf
https://ens.dk/sites/ens.dk/files/Analyser/hovedrapport_-_danmarks_globale_klimapaavirkning_-_global_afrapportering_2023.pdf
https://ens.dk/sites/ens.dk/files/Basisfremskrivning/kf23_hovedrapport.pdf
https://ens.dk/sites/ens.dk/files/Basisfremskrivning/kf23_hovedrapport.pdf
https://www.regeringen.dk/nyheder/2019/bred-aftale-om-ambitioes-og-bindende-klimalov/
https://www.retsinformation.dk/eli/lta/2021/2580
https://www.retsinformation.dk/eli/lta/2021/2580
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2005.06.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2005.06.007
https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2018.6
https://doi.org/10.1038/S41558-021-01015-8
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9477.12185
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-023-01130-8
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-023-01130-8
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-021-00799-z
https://doi.org/10.5194/essd-14-1917-2022
https://doi.org/10.1038/ngeo2699
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/speeches/2019-09-24/remarks-high-level-political-sustainable-development-forum
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/speeches/2019-09-24/remarks-high-level-political-sustainable-development-forum
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/speeches/2019-09-24/remarks-high-level-political-sustainable-development-forum


 Climatic Change (2023) 176:103

1 3

103 Page 20 of 22

Hickel J, Brockway P, Kallis G et al (2021) Urgent need for post-growth climate mitigation scenarios. 
Nat Energy. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ s41560- 021- 00884-9

Höhne N, den Elzen M, Escalante D (2014) Regional GHG reduction targets based on effort sharing: a com-
parison of studies. Climate Policy 14:122–147. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 14693 062. 2014. 849452

Holtug N (2017) Prioritarianism. In: Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Politics. Oxford University Press. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1093/ acref ore/ 97801 90228 637. 013. 232

Huppmann D, Kriegler E, Krey V, et al (2019) IAMC 1.5°C scenario explorer and data hosted by IIASA. 
https:// zenodo. org/ record/ 33633 45.

IEA (2021) Net zero by 2050 - a roadmap for the global energy sector. IEA, Paris https:// www. iea. org/ 
repor ts/ net- zero- by- 2050

Jaccard IS, Pichler P-P, Többen J, Weisz H (2021) The energy and carbon inequality corridor for a 1.5 °C 
compatible and just Europe. Environmental Research Letters 16:064–082. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1088/ 
1748- 9326/ abfb2f

Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen SI, Groff M, Tamás PA et al (2018) Entry into force and then? The Paris agree-
ment and state accountability. Climate Policy 18:593–599. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 14693 062. 
2017. 13319 04

Kartha S, Baer P, Athanasiou T, Kemp-Benedict E (2009) The Greenhouse Development Rights frame-
work. Climate Dev 1:147–165. https:// doi. org/ 10. 3763/ cdev. 2009. 0010

Keyßer LT, Lenzen M (2021) 1.5 °C degrowth scenarios suggest the need for new mitigation pathways. 
Nature. Communications 12:2676. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ s41467- 021- 22884-9

Khan M, Robinson S, Weikmans R et al (2020) Twenty-five years of adaptation finance through a cli-
mate justice lens. Clim Change 161:251–269. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s10584- 019- 02563-x

Khosla R, Lezaun J, McGivern AM, Omukuti J (2023) Can ‘Net Zero’ still be an instrument of climate 
justice? Environ Res Lett. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1088/ 1748- 9326/ acd130

Kikstra JS, Mastrucci A, Min J et al (2021) Decent living gaps and energy needs around the world. Envi-
ronmental Res Lett 16:095006. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1088/ 1748- 9326/ AC1C27

Knight C (2013) What is grandfathering? Env Polit 22:410–427. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 09644 016. 2012. 740937
Kuriakose J, Jones C, Anderson K et  al (2022) What does the Paris climate change agreement mean for 

local policy? Downscaling the remaining global carbon budget to sub-national areas. Renew Sustain 
Energy Transition 2:100030. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. rset. 2022. 100030

Lamb WF, Steinberger JK (2017) Human well-being and climate change mitigation. Wiley Interdiscip Rev: 
Climate Change 8:e485. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1002/ WCC. 485

Matthews HD, Wynes S (2022) Current global efforts are insufficient to limit warming to 1.5°C. Science 
376:1404–1409. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1126/ scien ce. abo33 78

Matthews HD, Tokarska KB, Nicholls ZRJ et  al (2020) Opportunities and challenges in using remain-
ing carbon budgets to guide climate policy. Nat Geosci 13:769–779. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ 
s41561- 020- 00663-3

Matthews HD, Tokarska KB, Rogelj J et  al (2021) An integrated approach to quantifying uncertain-
ties in the remaining carbon budget. Commun Earth Environ 2:1–11. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ 
s43247- 020- 00064-9

Meinshausen M (2019) Deriving a global 2013–2050 emission budget to stay below 1.5°C based on the 
IPCC Special Report on 1.5°C. https:// www. clima techa nge. vic. gov. au/__ data/ assets/ word_ doc/ 0019/ 
421705/ Deriv ing-a- 1. 5C- emiss ions- budget- for- Victo ria. docx

Meinshausen M, Yann Robiou du Pont, Talberg A (2018) Greenhouse gas emissions budgets for Victoria. 
https:// www. clima techa nge. vic. gov. au/__ data/ assets/ pdf_ file/ 0016/ 421702/ Green house- Gas- Emiss 
ions- Budge ts- for- Victo ria. pdf

Meyer LH, Roser D (2010) Climate justice and historical emissions. Crit Rev Int Soc Pol Phil 13:229–253. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 13698 23090 33263 49

Millar R, Allen M, Rogelj J, Friedlingstein P (2016) The cumulative carbon budget and its implications. Oxf 
Rev Econ Policy 32:323–342. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1093/ oxrep/ grw009

Millward-Hopkins J (2022) Inequality can double the energy required to secure universal decent living. Nat 
Commun 13:5028. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ s41467- 022- 32729-8

Millward-Hopkins J, Steinberger JK, Rao ND, Oswald Y (2020) Providing decent living with minimum 
energy: a global scenario. Glob Environ Change 65:102168. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. gloen vcha. 2020. 
102168

Ministry of the Environment (2023) The reform of the climate change act. https:// ym. fi/ en/ web/ ym/ the- 
reform- of- the- clima te- change- act. Accessed 9 Feb 2023

Moellendorf D (2014) The moral challenge of dangerous climate change: values, poverty, and policy. Cam-
bridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41560-021-00884-9
https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2014.849452
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.013.232
https://zenodo.org/record/3363345
https://www.iea.org/reports/net-zero-by-2050
https://www.iea.org/reports/net-zero-by-2050
https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/abfb2f
https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/abfb2f
https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2017.1331904
https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2017.1331904
https://doi.org/10.3763/cdev.2009.0010
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-021-22884-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-019-02563-x
https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/acd130
https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/AC1C27
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2012.740937
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rset.2022.100030
https://doi.org/10.1002/WCC.485
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.abo3378
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41561-020-00663-3
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41561-020-00663-3
https://doi.org/10.1038/s43247-020-00064-9
https://doi.org/10.1038/s43247-020-00064-9
https://www.climatechange.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/word_doc/0019/421705/Deriving-a-1.5C-emissions-budget-for-Victoria.docx
https://www.climatechange.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/word_doc/0019/421705/Deriving-a-1.5C-emissions-budget-for-Victoria.docx
https://www.climatechange.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0016/421702/Greenhouse-Gas-Emissions-Budgets-for-Victoria.pdf
https://www.climatechange.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0016/421702/Greenhouse-Gas-Emissions-Budgets-for-Victoria.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/13698230903326349
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxrep/grw009
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-32729-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2020.102168
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2020.102168
https://ym.fi/en/web/ym/the-reform-of-the-climate-change-act
https://ym.fi/en/web/ym/the-reform-of-the-climate-change-act


Climatic Change (2023) 176:103 

1 3

Page 21 of 22 103

Moellendorf D (2015) Climate change justice. Philos Compass 10:173–186. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ phc3. 
12201

Moellendorf D (2020) Responsibility for increasing mitigation ambition in light of the right to sustainable 
development. Fudan J Hum Soc Sci 13:181–192. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s40647- 020- 00277-4

Morrow DR (2017) Fairness in allocating the global emissions budget. Environ Values 26:669–691
Neumayer E (2000) In defence of historical accountability for greenhouse gas emissions. Ecol Econ 33:185–

192. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/ S0921- 8009(00) 00135-X
Newell P, Srivastava S, Naess LO et al (2021) Toward transformative climate justice: an emerging research 

agenda. Wiley Interdiscip Rev: Climate Change 12:e733. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1002/ WCC. 733
Ollikainen M, Weaver S, Seppälä J (2019) An approach to nationally determined contributions consistent 

with the paris climate agreement and climate science: application to Finland and the EU. The Finnish 
Climate Change Panel. https:// www. ilmas topan eeli. fi/ wp- conte nt/ uploa ds/ 2019/ 10/ Finla nds- globa lly- 
respo nsible- contr ibuti on_ final. pdf

Oswald Y, Steinberger JK, Ivanova D, Millward-Hopkins J (2021) Global redistribution of income and 
household energy footprints: a computational thought experiment. Glob Sustain 4:e4. https:// doi. org/ 
10. 1017/ sus. 2021.1

Paavola J, Adger WN (2006) Fair adaptation to climate change. Ecol Econ 56:594–609. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1016/j. ecole con. 2005. 03. 015

Parson EA, Buck HJ (2020) Large-scale carbon dioxide removal: the problem of phasedown. Global Envi-
ron Polit 20:70–92. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1162/ glep_a_ 00575

Pickering J, Barry C (2012) On the concept of climate debt: its moral and political value. Crit Rev Int Soc 
Pol Phil 15:667–685. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 13698 230. 2012. 727311

Raiser K, Çalı B, Flachsland C (2022) Understanding pledge and review: learning from analogies to the 
Paris Agreement review mechanisms. Climate Policy 22:711–727. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 14693 062. 
2022. 20594 36

Rajamani L (2000) The principle of common but differentiated responsibility and the balance of commit-
ments under the climate regime. Rev Eur Comp & Int’l Envtl L 9:120–131

Rajamani L, Jeffery L, Höhne N et al (2021) National ‘fair shares’ in reducing greenhouse gas emissions 
within the principled framework of international environmental law. Climate Policy 21:983–1004. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 14693 062. 2021. 19705 04

Rao ND, Baer P (2012) “Decent living” emissions: a conceptual framework. Sustainability 4:656–681. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 3390/ su404 0656

Ryberg MW, Andersen MM, Owsianiak M, Hauschild MZ (2020) Downscaling the planetary boundaries in 
absolute environmental sustainability assessments – a review. J Cleaner Product 276:123287. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. jclep ro. 2020. 123287

Schmidt BC Jr (1982) Principle and prejudice: The supreme court and race in the progressive era. Part 3: 
Black Disfranchisement from the KKK to the Grandfather Clause. Columbia Law Review 82:835–905

Semieniuk G, Ghosh J, Folbre N (2023) Technical comment on “Fairness considerations in global mitiga-
tion investments.”. Science 380:eadg5893. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1126/ scien ce. adg58 93

Seto KC, Davis SJ, Mitchell RB et al (2016) Carbon lock-in: types, causes, and policy implications. Annu 
Rev Environ Resour 41:425–452. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1146/ annur ev- envir on- 110615- 085934

Shields L (2012) The prospects for sufficientarianism. Utilitas 24:101–117. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1017/ S0953 
82081 10003 92

Shine KP (2009) The global warming potential—the need for an interdisciplinary retrial: an editorial com-
ment. Clim Change 96:467–472. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s10584- 009- 9647-6

Shine KP, Fuglestvedt JS, Hailemariam K, Stuber N (2005) Alternatives to the global warming potential for 
comparing climate impacts of emissions of greenhouse gases. Clim Change 68:281–302. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1007/ s10584- 005- 1146-9

Shue H (1993) Subsistence emissions and luxury emissions. Law & Policy 15:39–60. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1111/j. 1467- 9930. 1993. tb000 93.x

Shue H (1999) Global environment and international inequality. Int Aff 75:531–545. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1111/ 1468- 2346. 00092

Shue H (2020) Basic rights: subsistence, affluence, and U.S. foreign policy, 40th anniversary edn. Princeton 
University Press, Princeton

Singer P (2004) One world: the ethics of globalization, 2nd edn. Orient longman, Hyderabad
Smith CJ, Forster PM, Allen M et al (2019) Current fossil fuel infrastructure does not yet commit us to 1.5 

°C warming. Nat Commun 10:101. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ s41467- 018- 07999-w
Statistics Denmark (2022) Emissionsregnskab 2021. Nyt fra Danmarks Statistik 317 https:// www. dst. dk/ 

Site/ Dst/ Udgiv elser/ nyt/ GetPdf. aspx? cid= 41824

https://doi.org/10.1111/phc3.12201
https://doi.org/10.1111/phc3.12201
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40647-020-00277-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0921-8009(00)00135-X
https://doi.org/10.1002/WCC.733
https://www.ilmastopaneeli.fi/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Finlands-globally-responsible-contribution_final.pdf
https://www.ilmastopaneeli.fi/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Finlands-globally-responsible-contribution_final.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2021.1
https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2021.1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2005.03.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2005.03.015
https://doi.org/10.1162/glep_a_00575
https://doi.org/10.1080/13698230.2012.727311
https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2022.2059436
https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2022.2059436
https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2021.1970504
https://doi.org/10.3390/su4040656
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2020.123287
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2020.123287
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.adg5893
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-environ-110615-085934
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820811000392
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820811000392
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-009-9647-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-005-1146-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-005-1146-9
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9930.1993.tb00093.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9930.1993.tb00093.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.00092
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.00092
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-018-07999-w
https://www.dst.dk/Site/Dst/Udgivelser/nyt/GetPdf.aspx?cid=41824
https://www.dst.dk/Site/Dst/Udgivelser/nyt/GetPdf.aspx?cid=41824


 Climatic Change (2023) 176:103

1 3

103 Page 22 of 22

Steinberger JK, Roberts JT (2010) From constraint to sufficiency: The decoupling of energy and carbon from 
human needs, 1975–2005. Ecol Econ 70:425–433. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. ecole con. 2010. 09. 014

Steininger KW, Williges K, Meyer LH et al (2022) Sharing the effort of the European green deal among 
countries. Nat Commun 13:3673. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ s41467- 022- 31204-8

Stoddard I, Anderson K (2022) A new set of Paris compliant CO2-budgets for Sweden. Carbon Budget 
Briefing Note 1(CBBN1). https:// klima tkoll en. se/ Paris_ compl iant_ Swedi sh_ CO2_ budge ts- March_ 
2022- Stodd ard& Ander son. pdf

Stoknes PE, Rockström J (2018) Redefining green growth within planetary boundaries. Energy Res Soc Sci 
44:41–49. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. erss. 2018. 04. 030

Sun T, Ocko IB, Sturcken E, Hamburg SP (2021) Path to net zero is critical to climate outcome. Sci Rep 
11:22173. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ s41598- 021- 01639-y

The Danish Council on Climate Change (2019a) A framework for Danish climate policy. https:// www. klima 
raadet. dk/ en/ analy ser/ frame work- danish- clima te- policy

The Danish Council on Climate Change (2019b) Baggrundsnotat til Klimaraadets analyse rammer for dansk 
klimapolitik. https:// www. klima raadet. dk/ en/ system/ files_ force/ downl oads/ baggr undsn otat_ til_ klima 
raade ts_ analy se_ rammer_ for_ dansk_ klima polit ik. pdf? downl oad=1

The Danish Council on Climate Change (2022) Danmarks klimamål. https:// klima raadet. dk/ sites/ defau lt/ 
files/ node/ field_ files/ Danma rks% 20kli mama% CC% 8Al_ analy se_0. pdf

The Danish Government (2022a) Grøn skattereform – Et grønnere og stærkere Danmark i 2030. https:// 
www. reger ingen. dk/ aktue lt/ publi katio ner- og- aftal eteks ter/ groen- skatt erefo rm- et- staer kere- og- groen 
nere- danma rk-i- 2030/

The Danish Government (2022b) Regeringsgrundlag 2022. Statsministeriet. https:// www. stm. dk/ media/ 
11768/ reger ingsg rundl ag- 2022. pdf

Tilsted JP, Bjørn A, Majeau-Bettez G, Lund JF (2021) Accounting matters: revisiting claims of decoupling 
and genuine green growth in Nordic countries. Ecol Econ 187:107101. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. ecole 
con. 2021. 107101

Tong D, Zhang Q, Zheng Y et al (2019) Committed emissions from existing energy infrastructure jeopard-
ize 1.5 °C climate target. Nature 572:373–377. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ s41586- 019- 1364-3

UNFCCC (1992) United nations framework convention on climate change. https:// unfccc. int/ resou rce/ docs/ 
convkp/ conve ng. pdf

United Nations (2015) Paris agreement, United Nations
Ürge-Vorsatz D, Herrero ST, Dubash NK, Lecocq F (2014) Measuring the co-benefits of climate 

change mitigation. Annu Rev Environ Resour 39:549–582. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1146/ annur ev- envir 
on- 031312- 125456

van den Berg NJ, van Soest HL, Hof AF et  al (2020) Implications of various effort-sharing approaches 
for national carbon budgets and emission pathways. Clim Change 162:1805–1822. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1007/ s10584- 019- 02368-y

van Vuuren DP, Stehfest E, Gernaat DEHJ et  al (2018) Alternative pathways to the 1.5 °C target reduce 
the need for negative emission technologies. Nature Clim Change 8:391–397. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ 
s41558- 018- 0119-8

Vogel J, Steinberger JK, O’Neill DW et al (2021) Socio-economic conditions for satisfying human needs 
at low energy use: an international analysis of social provisioning. Glob Environ Change 69:102287. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. gloen vcha. 2021. 102287

Voldsgaard A, Mazzucato M, Conway R (2022) From competition state to green entrepreneurial state: New 
challenges for Denmark. Samfundsokonomen 2. https:// doi. org/ 10. 7146/ samfu ndsok onomen. v2022 
i2. 132832

Wallimann-Helmer I (2015) Justice for climate loss and damage. Clim Change 133:469–480. https:// doi. org/ 
10. 1007/ s10584- 015- 1483-2

Wiedmann T, Lenzen M, Keyßer LT, Steinberger JK (2020) Scientists’ warning on affluence. Nature. Com-
munications 11:3107. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ s41467- 020- 16941-y

Williges K, Meyer LH, Steininger KW, Kirchengast G (2022) Fairness critically conditions the carbon 
budget allocation across countries. Glob Environ Change 74:102481. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. gloen 
vcha. 2022. 102481

Wolf MJ, Emerson JW, Esty DC et  al (2022) 2022 environmental performance index. Yale Center for 
Environmental Law & Policy New Haven, CT. https:// epi. yale. edu/ epi- resul ts/ 2022/ compo nent/ epi. 
Accessed 28 June 2022

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2010.09.014
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-31204-8
https://klimatkollen.se/Paris_compliant_Swedish_CO2_budgets-March_2022-Stoddard&Anderson.pdf
https://klimatkollen.se/Paris_compliant_Swedish_CO2_budgets-March_2022-Stoddard&Anderson.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2018.04.030
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-01639-y
https://www.klimaraadet.dk/en/analyser/framework-danish-climate-policy
https://www.klimaraadet.dk/en/analyser/framework-danish-climate-policy
https://www.klimaraadet.dk/en/system/files_force/downloads/baggrundsnotat_til_klimaraadets_analyse_rammer_for_dansk_klimapolitik.pdf?download=1
https://www.klimaraadet.dk/en/system/files_force/downloads/baggrundsnotat_til_klimaraadets_analyse_rammer_for_dansk_klimapolitik.pdf?download=1
https://klimaraadet.dk/sites/default/files/node/field_files/Danmarks%20klimama%CC%8Al_analyse_0.pdf
https://klimaraadet.dk/sites/default/files/node/field_files/Danmarks%20klimama%CC%8Al_analyse_0.pdf
https://www.regeringen.dk/aktuelt/publikationer-og-aftaletekster/groen-skattereform-et-staerkere-og-groennere-danmark-i-2030/
https://www.regeringen.dk/aktuelt/publikationer-og-aftaletekster/groen-skattereform-et-staerkere-og-groennere-danmark-i-2030/
https://www.regeringen.dk/aktuelt/publikationer-og-aftaletekster/groen-skattereform-et-staerkere-og-groennere-danmark-i-2030/
https://www.stm.dk/media/11768/regeringsgrundlag-2022.pdf
https://www.stm.dk/media/11768/regeringsgrundlag-2022.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2021.107101
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2021.107101
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-019-1364-3
https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/convkp/conveng.pdf
https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/convkp/conveng.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-environ-031312-125456
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-environ-031312-125456
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-019-02368-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-019-02368-y
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-018-0119-8
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-018-0119-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2021.102287
https://doi.org/10.7146/samfundsokonomen.v2022i2.132832
https://doi.org/10.7146/samfundsokonomen.v2022i2.132832
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-015-1483-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-015-1483-2
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-16941-y
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2022.102481
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2022.102481
https://epi.yale.edu/epi-results/2022/component/epi

	Green frontrunner or indebted culprit? Assessing Denmark’s climate targets in light of fair contributions under the Paris Agreement
	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Deriving a global emission budget comparable with the official Danish target
	3 Burden sharing approaches
	3.1 Responsibility
	3.2 Capacity
	3.3 Need
	3.4 Equal-per-capita as a narrow interpretation of equality
	3.5 Grandfathering

	4 Comparing Danish emissions pathways 2020–2030 under different burden sharing approaches
	5 Discussion
	6 Conclusion
	Anchor 14
	Acknowledgements 
	References


