
BY BET T Y WANG, KATE LOGAN, AND AKIHO NAGANO

AsiaSociety.org/PolicyInstitute  |   PolicyInstitute@AsiaSociety.org   |   @AsiaPolicy ©2022 The Asia Society. All rights reserved.

AUGUST 2022

CLIMATE ACTION BRIEF  Japan

JAPAN’S 2016 INTENDED 
NATIONALLY DETERMINED 

CONTRIBUTION (INDC)

JAPAN’S 2021 UPDATED NDC 
AND LONG-TERM STRATEGY 

(LTS)
CONTEXT

GHG 
Emissions 
Target

Reduce emissions 26 percent 
by 2030 compared to 2013 
levels.

Reduce emissions 46 
percent by 2030 compared 
to 2013 levels. 

Targets cover all sectors and GHGs. Japan also 
states in its updated NDC that it will strive to 
reduce GHG emissions 50 percent by 2030. 

Net Zero 
Goal

N/A Net zero GHG emissions 
and carbon neutrality by 
2050. 

Announced by Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga 
in October 2020. Before the commitment, 
Japan pledged an 80 percent emissions reduc-
tion by 2050 in its first LTS submission in 2019.

New and  
Renewable  
Energy

Renewables to comprise 
approximately 22 percent–24 
percent of total power gener-
ation in 2030.

No update in NDC. However, 
the most recent Basic 
Energy Plan intends for 
nonfossil power to comprise 
approximately 59 percent of 
power generation in 2030.

“Nonfossil power” includes renewables and 
nuclear. Based on the 2040 energy mix outlook 
outlined in the Basic Energy Plan, renewable 
energy will account for 36 percent–38 percent 
and nuclear for 20 percent–22 percent of total 
generation.

Coal N/A N/A Japan did not sign onto the Global Coal to 
Clean Power Transition Statement at COP26. 
Japan has previously said in 2020 it will phase 
out 100 “inefficient” subcritical coal power 
plant units by 2030 and pledged to stop 
financing unabated coal power abroad as part 
of a G7 statement in May 2021.

Forest 
and Land 
Use

By 2030, remove 37 
MtCO2e/year through forest 
carbon sinks, cropland/
grazing land management, 
and revegetation.

By 2030, remove up to 47.7 
MtCO2e/year through forest 
carbon sinks, cropland/
grazing land management, 
and revegetation.

Targets for land use, land-use change, and 
forestry (LULUCF) are based on Kyoto Protocol 
approaches. Japan also endorsed the Glasgow 
Leaders’ Declaration on Forests and Land Use 
and the Global Forest Finance Pledge.

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MTCO2E)FIGURES AND FACTS

Source: UNFCCC
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GHG emissions have been declining since around 2013. An earlier dip in 2009 was due 
primarily to decreased energy demand from the 2008 financial crisis.

Japan’s energy mix saw extreme shifts following the Fukushima incident in 2011, with nu-
clear’s share declining dramatically and the share of fossil fuels increasing. Nuclear’s share 
has recovered somewhat in recent years, though it remains well below pre-Fukushima 
levels.
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BACKGROUND 

Japan, the fifth-largest emitter in the world, has played 
an important role in tackling climate change glob-
ally as a developed Asian country with a long history 
of environmental and climate regulation. It began 
addressing pollution from its rapid economic devel-
opment as early as the mid-twentieth century. Japan 
later brokered the Kyoto Protocol, the first interna-
tional climate treaty, in 1997. While entrenched indus-
try interests have sometimes hampered Japan’s overall 
climate ambition, by 2019 its emissions had declined 
13.5 percent from their peak in 2013.

Under the first phase of the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, Japan 
achieved a 6 percent emissions reduction below 1990 
levels between 2008 and 2012. In 2009, the govern-
ment declared a more ambitious goal of 25 percent 
reductions below 1990 levels by 2020. However, the 
Tōhoku earthquake and subsequent Fukushima 
nuclear accident in March 2011 forced Japan to adjust 
its climate change strategy by withdrawing its Basic 
Energy Plan that had relied on nuclear energy to cut 
emissions and turning to fossil fuels instead. Japan 
also did not join the second phase of the Kyoto Pro-
tocol on the premise that it did not include enough of 
the world’s emissions to be effective.

After the Paris Agreement was adopted in 2015, Japan 
initially pledged to reduce emissions by 26 percent 
below 2013 levels by 2030 in its Intended Nationally 
Determined Contribution (INDC) and by 80 percent 
by 2050 in the first version of its Long-Term Strategy 
(LTS). In its updated Basic Energy Plan in 2018, Japan 

set major goals to guide its decarbonization and build 
the foundation for renewable energy to become its 
core energy source by 2050.

Japan has led in developing energy-efficient tech-
nologies and products since the 1970s’ energy crisis 
and has leveraged its well-developed public trans-
portation system and frequent remodeling of build-
ings to reduce emissions. However, Japan still heavily 
depends on coal and other fossil fuels in its energy 
production, and its financing of coal-fired plants 
abroad has drawn severe criticism from environmen-
tal groups.

LATEST DEVELOPMENTS

In October 2020, Japan announced its ambition to 
reach carbon neutrality by 2050, only a month after 
China committed to carbon neutrality by 2060 and 
a week after South Korea’s 2050 carbon neutrality 
pledge. Japan’s move followed updates to its Nationally 
Determined Contribution earlier in March of that year. 
Japan’s net zero target was later enshrined in 2021 in 
revisions to the Act on Promotion of Global Warming 
Countermeasures, which further stressed the impor-
tance of renewable energy for achieving the target and 
introduced measures on greenhouse gas (GHG) emis-
sions reporting. Months later, Prime Minister Yoshi-
hide Suga pledged a new interim target of reducing 
emissions 46 percent below 2013 levels by 2030 during 
his speech at the U.S.-hosted Leaders Summit on 
Climate in April 2021.

After Prime Minister Fumio Kishida assumed office 

in October 2021, Japan committed an additional $10 
billion of climate finance for developing countries 
over the next five years during COP26. Japan also 
endorsed the Global Methane Pledge, the Glasgow 
Breakthrough Agenda, the Leader’s Declaration on 
Forests and Land Use, and the Global Forest Finance 
Pledge and put in place specific regulations to 
mandate climate-related financial disclosures for 
large companies.

On coal, Japan announced in July 2020 that it would 
stop new financing for overseas coal “in principle.” 
This major shift in policy received praise from civil 
society and put pressure on Korea and China to follow 
suit. More recently, Japan has also withdrawn support 
for ongoing large-scale coal-fired power plant projects 
in Bangladesh and Indonesia. However, at COP26, 
Japan was criticized for not joining the Global Coal to 
Clean Power Transition Statement and developing the 

ADRIAN DENNIS - POOL/GETTY IMAGES

https://www.climatewatchdata.org/data-explorer/historical-emissions?historical-emissions-data-sources=cait&historical-emissions-gases=all-ghg&historical-emissions-regions=All%20Selected&historical-emissions-sectors=%2Ctotal-excluding-lucf&page=1&sort_col=2019&sort_dir=DESC#data
https://www.meti.go.jp/english/press/2015/1117_02.html
https://japan.kantei.go.jp/hatoyama/statement/200909/ehat_0922_e.html
https://www.env.go.jp/en/earth/cc/2030indc.html
https://www.env.go.jp/en/earth/cc/2030indc.html
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/The Long-term Strategy under the Paris Agreement.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/The Long-term Strategy under the Paris Agreement.pdf
https://www.meti.go.jp/english/press/2018/0703_002.html
https://www.asahi.com/ajw/articles/14475626
https://japan.kantei.go.jp/99_suga/statement/202010/_00006.html
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/NDC/2022-06/SUBMISSION OF JAPAN%27S NATIONALLY DETERMINED CONTRIBUTION %28NDC%29.PDF
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/NDC/2022-06/SUBMISSION OF JAPAN%27S NATIONALLY DETERMINED CONTRIBUTION %28NDC%29.PDF
https://www.nippon.com/en/news/yjj2021052600187/
https://www.cas.go.jp/jp/seisaku/datsutanso/dai3/siryou1-1.pdf
https://www.cas.go.jp/jp/seisaku/datsutanso/dai3/siryou1-1.pdf
https://www.mofa.go.jp/ic/ch/page6e_000236.html
https://japan.kantei.go.jp/100_kishida/statement/202111/_00002.html
https://www.globalmethanepledge.org/
https://ukcop26.org/cop26-world-leaders-summit-statement-on-the-breakthrough-agenda/
https://ukcop26.org/cop26-world-leaders-summit-statement-on-the-breakthrough-agenda/
https://ukcop26.org/glasgow-leaders-declaration-on-forests-and-land-use/
https://ukcop26.org/glasgow-leaders-declaration-on-forests-and-land-use/
https://ukcop26.org/the-global-forest-finance-pledge/
https://ukcop26.org/the-global-forest-finance-pledge/
https://www.regulationasia.com/japan-fsa-to-mandate-climate-disclosures-from-april-2022-report/
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Environment/Climate-Change/Tokyo-vows-at-G-7-to-cut-off-overseas-coal-financing-this-year
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/06/23/national/japan-aid-coal-indonesia-bangladesh/
https://ukcop26.org/global-coal-to-clean-power-transition-statement/
https://ukcop26.org/global-coal-to-clean-power-transition-statement/
https://japan.kantei.go.jp/100_kishida/statement/202111/_00002.html
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utilization of ammonia and hydrogen to decarbonize 
its thermal power plants. Prime Minister Kishida has 
promoted the use of fossil power plants as necessary 
to integrate renewable energy, leading observers to 
worry that Japan may continue to rely on coal power 
beyond 2030 or even out toward 2050.

Japan also did not support the Declaration on Accel-
erating the Transition to 100 percent Zero Emission 
Vans and Cars, even though it has led the automobile 
industry internationally, and the government has set 
a target of 100 percent electric vehicles in new vehicle 
sales by 2035. In reality, Japan lags behind in progress 
toward its targets as well as in international compe-
tition. For instance, Toyota has lobbied strongly to 
continue including carve outs for hybrid vehicles 
production.

READING BETWEEN THE LINES

Japan’s updated target of 46 percent emissions reduc-
tions by 2030 represents significant progress com-
pared to its previous target. The new target aligns 
with the Paris Agreement’s intention to limit global 
temperature rise to 2°C, though it falls short of being 
1.5°C-compatible. However, Japan has not yet pro-
posed concrete sectoral measures to achieve its ambi-
tious goal. PM Kishida has also deprioritized climate 
action given the easing of international pressure after 
Japan updated its NDC.

The biggest challenge for Japan will be transforming 
the power sector. Although Japan announced last year 
that it would stop new support for overseas coal-fired 

plants, its Basic Energy Plan updated in October 2021 
maintains the share of coal in domestic energy pro-
duction at 19 percent in 2030, while aiming to increase 
renewable energy to 36 percent–38 percent from 18 
percent in 2019.

Expanding renewable sources has been a barrier as 
Japan’s geography and frequent natural disasters 
have historically inhibited growth. Deep shorelines 
and mountainous topography make it challenging 
to install both offshore and onshore wind farms and 
solar panels. Whether Japan should restart existing 
nuclear reactors and/or construct new ones remains 
controversial in the wake of the Fukushima disaster, 
even though Japan has improved regulatory authority 
and safety standards for nuclear power.

New technologies are starting to address some of 
the barriers to Japan’s clean energy transition. The 
Japanese government is actively advancing floating 
offshore wind as a promising technology. The gov-
ernment is also investing in technologies that make 
thermal power plants cleaner, including carbon 
capture, utilization, and storage (CCUS) and the use 
of ammonia and hydrogen co-firing, although these 
investments have been critiqued for giving license to 
extend the lifespan of existing fossil energy plants. 
Another challenge is preventing unstable energy 
supplies and high electricity prices from negatively 
impacting citizens during the transition period.

The manufacturing industry is responsible for 37 
percent of Japan’s CO2 emissions and is another 

crucial area for addressing Japan’s carbon neutrality 
– especially carbon-intensive sectors like steel and 
cement. In steel production, which alone accounts for 
more than one-tenth of the country’s total emissions, 
the use of cleaner electric furnaces only accounts for 
25.4 percent of production, as compared to more 
than 70 percent in the United States and 31 percent 
in South Korea. Under a pathway toward net zero, 
industry will have to go beyond the pursuit of energy 
efficiency by replacing existing equipment with clean 
technologies like hydrogen reduction steelmaking. 
This will require significant investment and policy 
support to ensure the sector maintains its interna-
tional competitiveness.

Promoting electric vehicles (EVs) will be critical for 
achieving Japan’s net zero goal, as the transportation 
sector is responsible for one-fifth of the country’s CO2 

emissions. Although Japan was an early promoter of 
EV research, its production capacity has lagged sig-
nificantly compared to that of neighboring countries 
like China and South Korea. The government will need 
to collaborate with the auto sector to accelerate EV 
deployment and solve bottom-up infrastructure chal-
lenges like charging station availability.

WHAT TO WATCH FOR NEXT

With Japan set to host the G7 in 2023, international 
audiences may expect Japan to take bolder action 
on the climate agenda, especially in the lead-up to 
COP28, which will be hosted by the Asia-Pacific Group 
and see the first Global Stocktake on the world’s col-
lective progress. Potential leadership actions could 

JAPAN

https://ukcop26.org/cop26-declaration-on-accelerating-the-transition-to-100-zero-emission-cars-and-vans/
https://ukcop26.org/cop26-declaration-on-accelerating-the-transition-to-100-zero-emission-cars-and-vans/
https://ukcop26.org/cop26-declaration-on-accelerating-the-transition-to-100-zero-emission-cars-and-vans/
https://www.meti.go.jp/english/press/2020/1225_001.html
https://www.reuters.com/business/autos-transportation/exclusive-japan-emphasised-hybrids-policy-document-after-lawmaker-cited-lobbying-2022-06-24/
https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/japan/
https://www.meti.go.jp/english/press/2021/1022_002.html
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/05/26/business/energy-shortages-nuclear-restart-debate/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/05/26/business/energy-shortages-nuclear-restart-debate/
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/electric-power-and-natural-gas/our-insights/japan-offshore-wind-the-ideal-moment-to-build-a-vibrant-industry
https://www.offshorewind.biz/2022/04/26/japans-first-floating-offshore-wind-farm-nears-construction-phase/
https://www.offshorewind.biz/2022/04/26/japans-first-floating-offshore-wind-farm-nears-construction-phase/
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/japans-jera-aims-use-20-ammonia-coal-power-plant-2024-2021-05-24/
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/japans-jera-aims-use-20-ammonia-coal-power-plant-2024-2021-05-24/
https://www.bir.org/publications/facts-figures/download/821/175/36?method=view
https://www.bir.org/publications/facts-figures/download/821/175/36?method=view
https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/ed5f4484-f556-4110-8c5c-4ede8bcba637/GlobalEVOutlook2021.pdf
https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/ed5f4484-f556-4110-8c5c-4ede8bcba637/GlobalEVOutlook2021.pdf
https://unfccc.int/topics/global-stocktake/global-stocktake
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include Japan committing to phase out coal by 2030 
and/or achieving zero carbon electricity by 2035. 
Although Japan has pushed back on such commit-
ments, given its limited resources as an island nation 
and the challenges of the ongoing global energy crisis, 
international efforts like the U.S.-Japan Climate Part-
nership could help build support for an accelerated 
energy transition.

Japan’s clean transition will require a massive expan-
sion of renewables and deep decarbonization in the 
manufacturing industry. Technologies like float-
ing offshore wind, next-generation solar cells, CCUS, 
zero-carbon fuels, and hydrogen reduction steelmak-
ing will need investment and innovation. To speed 
up this process, Japan recently appointed Minister of 
Economy, Trade, and Industry Koichi Hagiuda as the 

new Green Transformation minister to lead on 2050 
carbon neutrality commitments and design a roadmap 
of clean energy investment in the next decade. Inter-
national collaboration could also facilitate progress: 
Japan has not only offered billions of dollars of over-
seas climate finance but has also established techno-
logical partnerships for hydrogen (Hydrogen Energy 
Ministerial Meeting) and CCUS (Asia CCUS Network) 
involving the United States, European countries, Aus-
tralia, and Asian nations. These initiatives could help 
Japan speed up research and development and build 
supply chains for necessary materials.

While Japanese people have already adopted ener-
gy-efficient equipment and low-carbon lifestyles, 
further behavioral changes could accelerate progress. 
Encouraging environmentally conscious customers to 

purchase clean energy, which has been possible since 
the electricity market liberalization in 2016, could 
speed up renewables deployment and uptake.

Carbon pricing is another tool to watch. Prepara-
tions to establish the first national market for carbon 
trading will be launched in September 2022, and the 
market will go into full operation in April 2023. Addi-
tional financial resources from carbon pricing could 
further boost public climate investments and build 
on the $15.7 billion Green Innovation Fund launched 
in 2021. This past May, PM Kishida announced that 
Japan would mobilize another $157 billion by issuing 
green sovereign bonds, signaling Japan’s willingness to 
expand green investment and consider carbon pricing 
to secure revenue.
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