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Briefing note on Chris Skidmore’s Mission Zero report

Divisions over the net zero have come to the fore with publication of “Mission Zero”, a report by former energy minister Chris Skidmore MP commissioned by the Truss government.
Skidmore’s review backs the current Net Zero Strategy from 2021, says 2050 is still the right target date but says that the government must do much more.  It must give “clarity, certainty and consistency”, it says. 
We need long-term programme, not piecemeal projects; a close alignment to “nature-based solutions”, and a presumption in favour of net zero in planning rules – and at Highways England [now called National Highways], the report says.
Launching the review, Skidmore said that a global race to net zero had begun and there was a danger of the UK being left behind.  The UK was at a fork in the road – turn right to “net zero” or left to “not zero”. 
Reactions vary widely.  The Guardian says that the report amounted to a damning indictment of government’s failure to drive forward with net zero in order to meet the legally binding 2050 target. Lord David Frost tweeted condemned the report’s "very expensive, dirigiste, and productivity-destroying recommendations".  
Simon Nixon, The Times’ columnist and chief leader writer, called for honesty about the true cost of net zero.  Skidmore was right to say that transition to net zero is a global race that Britain cannot afford to use but “he is not above a bit of boosterism of his own”. 
Ironically, as the report was released, Ghana was in London presenting new licences for oil and gas exploration and declared itself delighted with levels of interest. 
Skidmore said that the government would most likely not respond to the Mission Zero report before the end of March, which would be after the March 15 Budget.

Energy costs
On energy costs, Skidmore says that industrial efficiency is “absolutely key, we are focussed on homes at the moment”.  [Energy costs are weighted against industry in the UK, compared with our European competitors – that was the case before the Ukraine war.]
A cultural change is needed to get the National Grid up to the challenge, he said, echoing concerns over investment levels and planning.  
Skidmore’s Mission Zero report lists seven conclusions:  
· net zero is creating an era of change and opportunity; 
· the UK must act decisively to seize opportunities; 
· the benefits of investing today outweigh the costs; 
· “unlocking the ambitions of places and communities” will deliver the best results; 
· “work is needed to secure the benefits and minimise the cost” of net zero; 
· 2050 remains the right target; and
· more government action is required.
Areas for more action include:
· skills and support for SMEs and measures to promote investment;
· tax incentivises to invest in decarbonisation;
· “protecting industries from environmental undercutting” and carbon leakage;
· providing a pathway for UK ETS  (Emissions Trading Scheme) until 2040;
· building the skills needed for the transition; 
· helping SMEs upskill: a ‘Help to Grow Green’ campaign, offering information resources and vouchers for SMEs to plan and invest in the transition.  Buildings is an important area for information;
· a solar revolution – absence of a plan for solar is attacked.  There should be a consultation on mandating solar on all new houses.  Planning constraints should be lifted on all solar roofing; and 
· by autumn 2023, government should publish a plan for “developing and deploying R&D and technologies that are critical for enabling the net zero pathway to 2050”.
Curious background
The review is one of the more curious episodes of the past few, unprecedented, months.   Skidmore was asked by prime minister Liz Truss’s BEIS secretary, Jacob Rees-Mogg to review the government’s approach to net zero.  
Skidmore had switched his support from Sunak to Truss, as the two campaigned to succeed Boris Johnson as PM.  There had been some surprise that Skidmore, an experienced minister, didn’t get a ministerial role from Truss - Skidmore had been a minister in three departments and had signed the 2050 Net Zero Pledge into law in June 2019.  
His terms of reference from Rees-Mogg focus on: 
· maximising growth, investment, exports etc.
· supporting UK energy security and affordability 
· minimising costs borne by businesses and consumers, particularly in the short-term.

But Truss and Rees-Mogg were soon gone and the task evidently took on new life when Rishi Sunak became prime minister.   Skidmore said last week that he had originally envisaged a short report and apologised for its length, at 339 pages.
Rees-Mogg had said that we should not leave a square inch of gas in the North Sea and the report appears to be firmly in the opposite side of the argument.  It says little about minimising costs in the short-term.  



Cumbrian coking coal 
At the launch of the report, Skidmore was asked about the Cumbrian coking coal mine, planning consent for which was given by Michael Gove in December and is now is being challenged through the courts.   
Skidmore said that allowing the mine was a mistake.  His reason was that  “the prize of climate leadership is so precious – and once it’s gone, it’s gone”.  
He doubted if the mine will go ahead.  “Let’s see if it actually happens.  If [his Mission Zero] report is taken forward, it never will,” he said.  He recommends changing the National Planning Framework in England to support net zero.
The mine was allowed on the basis that coking coal is currently required for most steel making and that while we need it, it might as well come from Cumbria for domestic use and export to Europe as be imported, probably at a higher carbon cost.  The coal from the mine would not be used for conventional energy production.
The issue highlights some of the challenges of net zero and of the legally-binding Pledge that Skidmore signed into law in 2019, which will be key to the legal challenge to the new mine.  He might have been asked – but wasn’t – whether we should also close the UK steel works and refuse to allow products to be sold that contain steel from conventional mills around the world.  
There is a growing concern that while the UK is regulating ahead of other for net zero, it is creating little wealth in the process.  Electric vehicles and offshore wind are quoted as examples.  Skidmore also wants to create UK jobs and prosperity.  The challenge is finding the best way to do that. 
In December, Skidmore, aged 41, announced he would not stand at the next general election.  

Central banks split
Separately, there is a split between the UK and the EU on one side and the US about the role of central banks in promoting net zero.
Jerome Powell, head of the US Federal Reserve, is reported to have rebuked bank rate-setters who have pushed green policies.  The US Fed would “stick to our knitting… We are not, and will not be, a policy-maker.”  
“The public reasonably expects supervisors to require that banks understand, and appropriately manage, their material risks, including financial risks of climate change.  We should not be getting ahead of ourselves in terms of the mandate.”
Powell was speaking in Sweden and criticising trends at the Bank of England and the European Central Bank, according to a report in The Times.
Commentators have noted strong divisions in the US over net zero.  It is committing huge investments to new technology and also enabling more federal land to be used for oil and gas extraction.  It is reported that Wyoming state legislators are seeking to ban electric vehicles. 


Comment welcome
Net zero is becoming an important issue in the business world, regardless of the politics.  It is closely aligned at company level with driving down energy costs but also influences investment, supply chain and design issues.  We welcome in-confidence feedback from members.  
Links: 
MISSION ZERO - Independent Review of Net Zero (publishing.service.gov.uk)
Net zero review: terms of reference - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/jan/12/why-net-zero-tsar-review-is-a-damning-indictment-of-tory-government-chris-skidmore 
https://news.sky.com/story/cumbria-coal-mine-should-never-have-been-approved-says-governments-climate-tsar-12788168
Called-in decision: at former Marchon Site, Pow Beck Valley and area from the former Marchon Site to St Bees coast, Whitehaven, Cumbria (ref: 3271069 - 7 December 2022) (publishing.service.gov.uk)
EAMA_response_to_the_Skidmore_review_of_net_zero.pdf

Jack Semple
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