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President Biden's climate summit 
On 22 and 23 April 2021, United States (US) President Joe Biden convened a virtual summit of 40 world leaders 
in a bid to galvanise global efforts to address the climate crisis. There he announced new targets of cutting US 
net greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 'between 26 and 28 %' by 2025, and by 'between 50 and 52 %' by 2030, 
compared with 2005 levels. Biden also announced initiatives to help developing countries decarbonise, and 
encouraged other countries to match US ambition. The summit, one of a number of events leading up to the 
(delayed) 26th United Nations Climate Change Conference of the Parties (COP26) in Glasgow (United Kingdom) 
in November 2021, prompted several other countries to pledge new targets. The EU has welcomed the new US 
targets, but questions remain about their level of ambition and feasibility.   

Biden’s climate agenda 
Upon entering office in January 2021, President Biden re-joined the Paris Agreement and identified climate 
change as both an existential crisis requiring global collaboration, and a matter of US national security. In 
March 2021, he invited 40 world leaders to participate in a two-day virtual summit, to begin on Earth Day 
2021 (22 April). The EU was represented by the Presidents of the European Commission and European 
Council, Ursula von der Leyen and Charles Michel, and also by the leaders of Denmark, France, Germany, 
Italy, Poland and Spain. In connection with the April summit, President Biden updated the United States’ 
nationally determined contribution (NDC) under the Paris Agreement to reflect a new 2030 US net 
emissions reduction pledge of 50 % to 52 % on 2005 levels. Measured both in absolute and in per capita 
terms, the United States remains one of the world’s biggest emitters of GHG emissions, with no adopted 
federal statutory cap on future emissions. Some observers believe that federal legislation will be needed to 
meet the new US targets, although the Biden Administration has signalled it plans to rely on private-sector 
innovation and the falling cost of renewables. If both the United States and the EU meet their new 2030 
targets, the United States will still remain a major emitter in the global context, emitting between 69 % and 
76 % more than the EU (see chart below).  

Outcomes of the April summit 
Beyond the new 2025 and 2030 emissions targets, Biden also announced a package of supporting measures 
to accelerate decarbonisation, including financial support for developing countries. The summit prompted 
several countries to pledge steeper emissions cuts, and to announce a range of sectorial technology 
innovation partnerships. Japan increased its 2030 target from 26 % to between 46 % and 50 % below 2013 
levels; the United Kingdom to 78 % below 1990 levels in 2035, and Canada from 30 % to 40-45 % below 
2005 levels. South Korea will strengthen its emissions reduction contribution towards its 2050 climate 
neutrality goal, and promised to put an end to public overseas coal financing. Some key economies, such 
as India, China and Russia, left their emissions ambitions unchanged, as did Australia, however China did 
announce that it will adopt the Kigali Amendment to phase out hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs) and strictly limit 
coal consumption increases. Brazil pledged climate neutrality by 2050, moving its target forward a decade, 
with an estimated 50 % reduction in emissions by 2030. At Biden’s encouragement, shortly before the 
summit, President Jair Bolsonaro had promised to end illegal deforestation of the Amazon by 2030, but also 
called for US$1 billion in support of this objective – a message he repeated at the summit. Some observers 
question the credibility of this pledge, with others noting the continued advance of deforestation.  
A number of new partnerships and public-private sector initiatives were also announced, including: the 
India-US Climate and Clean Energy Agenda Partnership for 2030; the US-Danish Mission Innovation 
initiative to decarbonise the global shipping sector; and an agriculture innovation partnership involving 
the United States, Australia, Brazil, Denmark, Israel, Singapore and Uruguay. Private-sector announcements 
included a 'moonshot for the electric grid' announced by Alphabet Inc.; the Bill Gates-led Breakthrough 
Energy Catalyst coalition of private investors; and the finance sector also supporting finance alliances for 
Net Zero. 

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/international/negotiations/paris_en
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/02/01/2021-02177/tackling-the-climate-crisis-at-home-and-abroad
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/NSC-1v2.pdf
https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/ndcstaging/PublishedDocuments/United%20States%20of%20America%20First/United%20States%20NDC%20April%2021%202021%20Final.pdf
https://ourworldindata.org/annual-co2-emissions
https://www.ft.com/content/b95de724-75c8-4155-88ed-5808fb761942
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/04/22/biden-climate-goal-congress-484141
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/04/23/fact-sheet-president-bidens-leaders-summit-on-climate/
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/biden-budgets-14-bln-hike-climate-includes-big-boosts-epa-science-2021-04-09/
https://www.ft.com/content/3ea3e9f6-1c18-42c7-9912-c51efed3f721
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/04/23/leaders-summit-on-climate-summary-of-proceedings/
https://www.reuters.com/business/environment/japan-government-propose-new-target-cutting-greenhouse-gases-by-46-nikkei-2021-04-22/
https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/canada-pledge-greenhouse-gas-emissions-earth-day/
https://ieefa.org/south-korea-pledges-end-to-state-financing-of-coal-fired-plants/
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2021-04/22/c_139899289.htm
https://www.reuters.com/business/environment/bolsonaro-says-brazil-will-reach-climate-neutrality-by-2050-2021-04-22/
https://www.reuters.com/business/environment/brazil-must-cut-deforestation-15-20-year-reach-2030-goal-says-vice-president-2021-04-16/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/brazils-climate-overture-to-biden-pay-us-not-to-raze-amazon-11618997400
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/apr/22/joe-biden-brazil-amazon-rainforest-jair-bolsonaro-deforestation
https://news.mongabay.com/2021/04/as-climate-summit-unfolds-no-biden-bolsonaro-amazon-deal-forthcoming/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-india-joint-statement-on-launching-the-u-s-india-climate-and-clean-energy-agenda-2030-partnership/#:%7E:text=The%20United%20States%20and%20India%20are%20launching%20the%20%E2%80%9CU.S.%2DIndia,Clean%20Energy%20Agenda%202030%20Partnership.%E2%80%9D&text=In%20its%20new%20nationally%20determined,below%202005%20levels%20in%202030.
https://www.energy.gov/articles/doe-launches-international-clean-energy-initiatives-tackle-climate-crisis
https://www.state.gov/launching-agriculture-innovation-mission-for-climate/
https://blog.x.company/why-the-electric-grid-needs-a-moonshot-6dbac9b8b2c2
https://www.breakthroughenergy.org/our-story/our-story
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/04/23/leaders-summit-on-climate-summary-of-proceedings/


EPRS President Biden's climate summit 

This document is prepared for, and addressed to, the Members and staff of the European Parliament as background material to assist them in their 
parliamentary work. The content of the document is the sole responsibility of its author(s) and any opinions expressed herein should not be taken 
to represent an official position of the Parliament. Reproduction and translation for non-commercial purposes are authorised, provided the source 
is acknowledged and the European Parliament is given prior notice and sent a copy. © European Union, 2021. 

eprs@ep.europa.eu  (contact)     http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu  (intranet)     http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank  (internet)     http://epthinktank.eu  (blog)    

 

EU and the leaders' summit on climate 
On 21 April, the day before Biden’s summit, the European Parliament and Council agreed on the text of a 
European Climate Law with legally binding targets of 'at least 55 %' net emissions reductions by 2030 on 
1990 levels, and climate neutrality by 2050. To reach these ambitions, numerous 'Fit for 55' proposals are 
expected by mid-2021 to raise the ambitions of the 2030 climate and energy framework. The EU's April 
sustainable finance package was also released on 21 April, and Charles Michel dedicated his summit speech 
to this topic. Since 1990, the EU has taken a number of steps to reduce its GHG emissions, with the European 
Green Deal currently being the framework driving decarbonisation efforts. 

Emissions targets in context 
The choice of base year is important when comparing emissions reduction targets. The United States and other 
countries have chosen 2005 as their base year for reduction targets, which is the approximate year in which US 
emissions peaked and began to decline. The EU uses 1990, which is the approximate year in which EU emissions 
peaked. For example, the United States’ new objective for 2030 is to cut emissions by between 50 and 52 % below 
2005 levels, which amounts to a cut of between 41 and 43 % below the EU’s base year 1990 (based on Integrated 
Carbon Observation System (ICOS) data). The EU’s target for 2030 is to cut its net emissions by at least 55 % below 
1990 levels, a year in which EU total emissions were already more than a billion tonnes below US total emissions. 

Looking ahead to COP26 
The goal of the 2015 Paris Agreement is to keep global warming well below 2°C and to make efforts to 
prevent it from rising more than 1.5°C. To stay within these limits and avoid the consequences warned 
about in the 2018 special report (SR1.5) of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, more efforts 
are needed. Progress assessments are calculated based on signatories’ submitted NDCs. The latest analysis 
confirmed that NDCs submitted by 31 December 2020 would not suffice to meet the warming limit goals. 
The updated US commitments, though almost doubling US 2030 efforts, does not change this projection. 

The 2019 COP25 addressed outstanding issues relating to the rulebook for implementation of the Paris 
Agreement, but failed to reach a full agreement. COP26, which was postponed due to the pandemic, is 
scheduled to finalise rules on carbon credits trading and other cooperative approaches, as provided for 
under Article 6. Key high-level events on the road to COP26 in November 2021 include: the G7 meeting in 
June, and G20 meeting in October. The intersessional event, to prepare for COP26, is scheduled to be held 
virtually from 31 May to 17 June 2021. The UNFCCC website provides an overview. 

Role of the European Parliament 
The European Parliament has consistently 
pushed for higher climate ambitions and was the 
first of the EU institutions to call, in 2017, for a 
'mid-century zero emissions strategy for the EU' 
ahead of COP24. In 2019, Parliament adopted a 
resolution declaring a climate and environment 
emergency. The 21 April 2021 agreement on the 
European Climate Law reflects key positions of 
Parliament such as the establishment of an 
independent scientific advisory board and 
introducing a carbon budget, which will guide 
the emissions reduction target for 2040. 
Parliament, having argued for a 60 % 2030 target, 
did not manage to increase the official target. A 
limit to the possible role of carbon sinks in 
reaching the net target was however agreed, 
delivering a more concrete total emissions 
reduction target. 

US and EU GHG emissions targets up to 2030 

 
Data source: ICOS, US Paris Agreement NDC, and authors’ 
calculation. 
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