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From long-term ambition to real-world transformation: insights
from UNEP’s new synthesis report

A new report from the United Nations Environment Programme Copenhagen
Climate Centre (UNEP-CCC) brings together lessons from long-term
decarbonization strategies across national, sectoral and city levels, examining
what countries are learning as they translate net-zero goals into practical
pathways for implementation.

 Read the full UNEP synthesis report to explore the findings and country
experiences in more detail.
 

DDP contribution: National pathways to net zero

The Deep Decarbonization Pathways initiative (DDP), coordinated by IDDRI
and partners, led Chapter 3 of the report: “National Pathways to Net Zero: Key
Characteristics and Policy Insights”, building on insights from the DDP’s recent
annual reports and drawing together evidence from detailed national
decarbonization pathways developed across the network.
The chapter synthesises findings from the DDP Annual Report 2024, which
explored national transition strategies towards carbon neutrality across
countries and sectors, and the DDP Report 2025, which assessed progress,
emerging challenges and opportunities across national climate action over the
past decade. By bringing these insights together, Chapter 3 highlights not only
where countries are heading, but what immediate actions, structural shifts and
international cooperation are needed to turn long-term ambitions into
implementable pathways.

Read the DDP 2024 report “ Making It Happen: National Pathways to Net
Zero”

 Read the DDP 2025 report: “ A Decade of National Climate Action:
Stocktake and the Road Ahead”

Key insights from the DDP-led Chapter 3

The chapter highlights that reaching net zero is not simply about setting
end goals, it requires integrated policy packages that connect immediate
action with long-term structural change. 

Net zero requires acting now while preparing for long-term transformation.
Countries need to accelerate emissions reductions where low-carbon solutions
are already available — particularly in power, transport and land use — while
simultaneously investing in the infrastructure, institutions and technologies
needed for deeper reductions over time. Policy packages are also needed to
address the socio-economic challenges of the transition, guarding against price
shocks that undermine the affordability of essential services and supporting the
structural changes required in the industrial system.

The chapter also highlights three key requirements for net-zero
transitions

1. Fossil fuel dependence must decline, and this can be done in a way
that supports development.
Across national pathways, DDP finds a consistent pattern: achieving net zero
depends on a sustained reduction in direct fossil fuel use, large-scale
electrification, and managing economic transitions in ways that support
development priorities and social outcomes. The report notes that carbon
capture and storage is expected to play a more limited role than direct
reductions in fossil fuel dependence.

2. Maximizing carbon sinks in land use is essential. 
National pathways highlight the important role of carbon sinks in land-use and
forestry sectors to balance residual emissions that remain in hard-to-abate
sectors. But expanding sinks cannot come at the expense of other development
priorities: country-specific approaches are needed to safeguard food systems,
support rural economies, strengthen resilience and protect biodiversity. 

3. International cooperation remains crucial.
National transitions cannot happen in isolation. Finance, technology
cooperation and trade arrangements will play a critical role in enabling
countries to pursue transitions aligned with their own national development
strategies and priorities.

Why this matters now

As countries prepare updates to their climate and development strategies, the
report reinforces a central DDP message: long-term planning is not separate
from near-term action. National pathways analysis provides an essential
benchmark for assessing whether current commitments, policies and
investment decisions are genuinely aligned with long-term climate and
development goals. Effective transitions depend on aligning development
objectives, investment decisions and climate goals through credible, country-
driven pathways.

Importantly, ambition cannot be measured through emissions trends alone.
Assessing progress towards carbon neutrality requires a deeper examination of
whether countries are advancing the profound transformations needed across
energy systems, infrastructure, industry, land use, institutions and socio-
economic systems. 

By bringing together evidence from national pathways, the report highlights that
effective transitions depend not only on setting targets, but on understanding
the pace, sequencing and structural changes required to deliver them.
Achieving net zero is therefore as much a governance and transformation
challenge as it is a technological one — requiring credible long-term strategies,
coordinated institutions and sustained policy action across all levels of decision-
making.
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