
The Gigatonne Lab

“If we have any hope of keeping climate 
change below two degrees celsius, the peak 
year of carbon emissions has to be 2016”
Jim Yong Kim, President World Bank

The Gigatonne Lab is an initiative designed to identify 
and execute a portfolio of actions that reduce carbon 
emissions by one gigatonne within a two-year timeframe. 

The Lab will bring together talent, resources and 
strategies bound by a clear, action-orientated target. We 
will demonstrate in practice that abatement at scale is 
possible at a pace dictated by the science. The Lab brings 
together leading corporations, financial institutions, 
regional governments and experts in the field of finance, 
policy, technology and climate science. 

We need to cut at least 1GT of emissions per year –  instead 
emissions are still rising

The need for deep, rapid reductions in greenhouse gas 
emissions is urgent. To have just a 50% chance of limiting 
global warming to 2°C this century, global emissions need 
to decline 1GT CO

2
e every year until 2050. Climate change 

is already costing our economies billions every year, 
warming over 2 degrees would be disastrous. Yet, rather 
than declining, global emissions are on the rise. 

The complexity of de-carbonising our economy, however, 
means that rapid progress is extremely difficult to 
achieve at scale. At the same time, there is no shortage of 
promising ideas. Investments in a greener economy are 
rising fast. The idea of a renewable electricity future, for 
example, is becoming reality. 

Current aspirations for solving the problem fall short of 
what is needed

Analyses abound that tell the story of how much change 
is needed to achieve a peaking of emissions. Meanwhile, 
current strategies fail to be sufficiently ambitious and 
tend to:

• Set targets in terms of what is politically tenable  
 (politics-based target setting), or 

•	 Set targets in terms of what is easily achievable   
 given current technology and organisational   
 structures (bottom-up target setting), or 

• Fail to set or achieve any ambitious targets   
 because they struggle to collaborate across
 disciplines, ideologies, and trust barriers. 
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Effective solutions must be created and delivered through 
more systemic, collaborative approaches

Currently government, civil society, business and 
academia tend to operate within silos. For institutions 
to move at the required scale and pace, our effort and 
resources must focus on approaches that are systemic, 
inter-disciplinary and strategically scoped to address 
the abatement challenge. In particular the Lab aims to 
reduce the transaction costs between sectors through 
building full-time, multi-stakeholder teams armed with 
the resources to act at speed. 

The Gigatonne Lab: Matching ambition to the scale of the 
challenge 

 Launching the Lab requires a number of pre-conditions 
are met. These range from key strategic decisions about 
geographies and sectors, about financial instruments 
and about the exact constitution of teams undertaking 
the work. 

The Gigatonne Lab will commence with a rapid-6 month 
feasibility phase, commencing in 2015.

The Gigatonne Lab
Reducing carbon emissions by 1,000,000,000 tonnes in two years



The Gigatonne Lab

During the first, feasibility phase the team will focus on 
scoping, including systems mapping, and meta-analysis 
of existing research into opportunities for gigatonne-
scale emissions reductions. During this phase we will 
convene 40-60 senior leaders from across government, 
business, finance, academia and civil society to decide 
how the Lab will tackle the challenge. We anticipate each 
of the stakeholders involved to make a go/no go decision 
at the end of the feasibility phase. This phase will then be 
followed by a 6 month start-up phase, with the countdown 
for achieving 1 GT of reductions beginning in 2016. 

Over the 2-years where actual reductions will be made, the 
Gigatonne Lab will use agile processes to move forward 
the most promising strategies for reducing emissions, 
leading to prototyping, testing and the roll out of a 
portfolio of initiatives. 

Diverse teams of stakeholders will learn to work 
together. The Lab makes use of methodologies that have 
been successfully applied to overcome other seemingly 
intractable challenges, including the peaceful transition 
to democracy in South Africa, the mainstreaming of 
sustainable food models and most recently on the eLab, 
an initiative run by the Rocky Mountain Institute to 
transform the electricity grid across the USA. 

The Lab will build on other international climate change 
initiatives – but look to take them to the next level by:

• Connecting different ideas, strategies,    
 institutions and leaders from across 
 government, business, finance, academia and   
 civil society  – providing the right environment   
 for successful collaboration between the
  different parties; 

• Identifying the most promising ideas and   
 approaches, what blocks may currently exist   
 and how they can be removed; 

• Providing access to key influencers, decision- 
 makers and financiers so that the most   
 promising strategies for emissions reductions  
 can be scaled more successfully;

• Taking an action-orientated approach; 

• Demonstrating that the Lab can achieve   
 gigatonne-scale carbon reductions will pave   
 the way for replication and scaling up. 

Bring together those players with the right know-how, 
relationships and resources

We are now inviting a select group of major businesses, 
NGOs, multi-lateral and public sector organisations who 
have expressed early interest in participating in the 
feasibility phase. 

Creating a new generation of climate leadership

The Gigatonne Lab represents an innovative, timely 
and at-scale attempt to demonstrate the viability of low-
carbon development pathways. This calls for a group of 
individuals and institutions to go through an extremely 
steep learning curve that no one has traveled before. 
Travelling this path will lead to the creation of a new 
generation of climate leadership, one that is action-
orientated and focused on practical results. 

For large companies participation in the Lab represents a 
significant opportunity to take a leadership role in creating 
the low carbon economy, with the associated benefits 
for inspiring employees, enhancing organisational 
learning, developing new strategic partnerships, driving 
breakthrough innovation, identifying new market 
opportunities and increasing brand value.

For financial partners the Lab will increase understanding 
of where the greatest opportunities exist for low carbon 
finance; will provide a forum for developing, testing and 
enhancing climate finance mechanisms; and is likely to 
present specific investment opportunities among the 
portfolio of initiatives that are created.

For regional governments the Lab represents a significant 
opportunity to attract investment on major capital 
projects. In addition to investment benefits, the Lab will 
deliver an array of social and environmental returns.

For academic partners the Gigatonne Lab will offer 
premier opportunities to bridge the gap between theory 
and practice by bringing forward policy ideas to decision-
makers, and to conduct research on the outcomes of 
policy implementation.

For donors, the Lab represents a chance to support a 
systems-level intervention that has the potential to be a 
game changer in how climate change is addressed.

Contact

For further information please contact:
Zaid Hassan zaid@social-labs.com


