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Introduction
Carbon neutrality came up for discussion…

A 4 parts presentation:
• Carbon neutrality debates
• Some theoretical models of carbon neutrality
• Putting the concept to the test in three locations: companies, French state and a 

local authority
• Questions that still need to be answered
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Carbon neutrality debates
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Carbon neutrality debates

• International negociations: carbon or fossils?

A global history of Climate negotiations: naming the causes of climate change without breaking the bank

CO2 becomes the main cause of CC

Objective is to reduce CO2, not oil
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COP 21 marks a turning point,
But an unnamed turning point, with its limits
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Carbon neutrality debates

• The Post-COP 21 



• History of a concept - Limiting semantic blur

A concept in competition with many others:
• Low carbon,
• Decarbonization, 
• Net zero,
• Carbon neutrality,
• Carbon-free,
• Carbon negative

Carbon neutrality debates



• Compromise is the key

But like all compromises...
• Does not name oil,
• Keeps alive the idea that neutrality is possible,
• Play with scales.

Like all compromises, it enables to:
• Bring positions forward: set a goal considered as a maximum, a 

limit in time and space, 
• Move the Overton window

Carbon neutrality debates



Three theoretical carbon-
neutrality models
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Three theoretical carbon-neutrality models

• Negawatt, Towards zero net

Key messages:
• Action is still possible
• No ecological transition without societal transition
• Politicizing energy
• Sobriety
• No more baby steps

International Symposium of LabEx DRIIHM
Inter-Disciplinary Research Facility on Human-Environment Interactions - ANR-11-LABX-0010

June 5th-7th, 2023 – Strasbourg (France)

"Energy transition" Session



• RTE – futurs énergétique, towards carbon neutrality

Three main findings:

• Efficiency, even sobriety,
• Different energy mixes possible, but 

always electric
• Heavy technological investment are 

necessary

Three theoretical carbon-neutrality models



• ADEME

4 systemic scenarios, which:
• Use the usual scenario matrices, 
• Involve very different choices
• Serve as a roadmap
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Three theoretical carbon-neutrality models



Some uses of carbon neutrality
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Some uses of carbon neutrality
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AIE

• Firms: limit the responsability



• French State – decarbonation

Three different levers:
• SNBC, reluctant to use words of neutrality
• Multi-annual energy programming
• National biodiversity strategy

A roadmap with sector-by-sector reductions
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Some uses of carbon neutrality



• Une collectivité territoriale

• Quick turnaround, with no possibility of 
technological innovation,

• Capacity of CO2 storage is limited (at best, 
don't lose current capacity),

• Strong need for compensation

An ERSC sequence:
• Avoid (Eviter)
• Reduce (Réduire)
• Substitute (Substituer)
• Compensate (Compenser)
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Some uses of carbon neutrality



As for a conclusion
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As for a conclusion

• The nature of the debate has changed

• A quantified horizon with high steps to climb quickly,
• New political alliances, 
• The link between consumption and production is made, and the spatial and 

ecological impacts are considered.
• Debates are posed in terms of choices
• Certain local authorities seem to be positioning themselves in priority positions
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• The gaps are wide

• Many blind spots: imported emissions,
• No precise plans presented (outside scope 1), 
• The limits of voluntary commitments,
• Energy consumption seen only from the consumer's point of view,
• The limits of offsetting reveal a debate that has yet to emerge.
• …
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As for a conclusion



• Possible trends
• Tension is rising:

• Fossils are named
• Protests over "carbon neutrality" are strong,
• The shaming shifts to fake stocks
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• Looking ahead to crucial debates:
• What about energy consumption?
• What about the climate/energy/environment nexus?
• The appropriate scale?

How is the window of Overton evolving?

As for a conclusion


