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Introduction 

This paper sets out the Defra’s key analysis of the UK’s carbon footprint. It shows that 
consumption emissions from non-UK goods and services have overtaken those from UK 
goods and services since 2016 and that this trend is increasing. Linked to that, 
industrial emissions have been reducing over the past 30 years, but consumption 
emissions from goods and service imported from abroad have been increasing.  

The EIUG stresses the advice from the Climate Change Committee (CCC) to Parliament 
that it is important to also consider emissions associated with UK imports to ensure 
that territorial emissions reductions are not just being offset by higher emissions in 
other countries from producing UK imports. This is carbon leakage.  

The EIUG recommends that the Government takes the following measures: 

• Implement the CCC’s recommendation to set a non-legally binding benchmark 
against which to track imported emissions in the short term; 

• Amend the Climate Change Act to include legally binding targets to reduce UK 
consumption emissions in the medium term; 

• Implement an effective Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) for sectors 
most at risk of carbon leakage over time. 

 

Carbon footprint for the UK and England to 2022 

Defra published the carbon footprint for the UK and England to 20221 about greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions associated with UK consumption in May this year. The ‘carbon 
footprint’ refers to emissions that are associated with the consumption spending of UK 
or England residents on goods and services, wherever in the world these emissions 
arise along the supply chain, and those which are directly generated by UK or English 
households through private motoring and burning fuel to heat homes. These emissions 
are often referred to as ‘consumption emissions’ to distinguish them from estimates 
relating to the emissions ‘produced’ within a country’s territory or economic sphere. 
Some of the report’s key points associated with the UK’s ‘carbon footprint’ are: 

 
1 Defra (2025), UK and England's carbon footprint to 2022, gov.uk website. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/uks-carbon-footprint/carbon-footprint-for-the-uk-and-england-to-2022
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• GHG emissions relating to imports rose 80% from 1996 to a peak in 2007 and in 
2022 were 56% higher than 1996. Emissions associated with imports from China 
were at their highest in 2022, at more than four times (316%) the 1996 level; 

• In 2022, emissions relating to the consumption of goods and services produced in 
the UK were 48% lower than in 1996. 

 

Figure 7 in the publication shows the relationship between the UK’s emissions on a 
consumption basis, production basis and territorial basis.  It shows that both emissions 
bases on a consumption and territorials basis have decreased but total consumption 
emissions have not decreases to the same extent. The difference is made up by an 
increase in emission embodied in products and services consumed from abroad.  

 

Figure 8 below shows total consumption emissions and consumption emissions by UK 
goods and services and non-UK goods and services. It shows that consumption 
emissions from non-UK goods and services have overtaken those from UK goods and 
services since 2016 and that this trend is increasing.  

It also shows that, between 1990 and 2007, imported emissions had risen by 48%, 
before falling significantly during the financial crisis in 2008. Since then, imported 
emissions have stayed fairly flat, and 2022 levels remain 13% lower than the 2007 peak.  
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Figure 8. UK GHG consumption emissions by source 

 

 

Figure 9 below shows the UK’s consumption emission broken down by country and the 
European Union. As an open economy, the UK imports consumption emissions from 
many countries, but mostly from the European Union. However, consumption emission 
imported from China has been increases the most relative to the others.    

Figure 9. UK consumption emissions by selected country and EU 
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In its recent progress report2 to Parliament from June 2025, the Climate Change 
Committee (CCC) states “it is important to also consider emissions associated with UK 
imports, to ensure that territorial emissions reductions are not just being offset by higher 
emissions in other countries from producing UK imports”.  

 

Industrial emissions 

The CCC also states that ‘minimising future carbon leakage, through addressing 
emissions from imports and ensuring competitiveness for UK industry, would prevent 
the UK’s strong domestic policy from being undermined by slower progress elsewhere. 
In our Seventh Carbon Budget advice report, we highlighted that the risk of carbon 
leakage, though limited, remains, particularly in energy-intensive sectors and in 
agriculture’.  

Figure 10 below plots the UK territorial emissions, consumption emissions from non-UK 
goods and services and industrial emissions from 1990 to 2022. It shows a trend of 
declining industrial emissions but a trend of increasing consumption emissions from 
products and services imported from abroad.  

Figure 10. UK territorial emissions, consumption emissions from non-UK goods and 
services and industrial emissions from 1990 to 2022 

 

 
2 Climate Change Committee (2025), Progress in reducing emissions – 2025 report to Parliament, London: 
the CCCuk 
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https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Progress-in-reducing-emissions-2025-report-to-Parliament.pdf
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The CCC concludes in its progress report that ‘The reduction in territorial emissions 
since 1990 significantly outweighs the increase in emissions from imports over that 
period, reflecting the fact that emissions reductions in the UK have largely occurred 
without offshoring emissions’ , but that it too simplistic and not granular enough, as it 
masks the emissions from UK industry being replaced to a significant degree by 
consumption emissions from abroad. The UK’s reduction in territorial emissions over 
this period have been driven by the decarbonisation of electricity generation.  

 

Recommendations 

The CCC states In its progress report that ‘the UK’s legally binding targets are set on the 
basis of territorial emissions […]. However, it is important to also consider emissions 
associated with UK imports, to ensure that territorial emissions reductions are not just 
being offset by higher emissions in other countries from producing UK imports’. It 
proposes that the Government set a non-legally binding benchmark against which to 
track imported emissions. The EIUG supports this recommendation.  

However, the EIUG does not think that that is enough and that Government should go 
further: it should amend the Climate Change Act to include legally binding targets to 
reduce UK consumption emissions as well.  

The Government is in the process of introducing a carbon border adjustment 
mechanism (CBAM) for certain energy intensive industries. The aim of a CBAM is to 
minimise the risk of carbon leakage, i.e. the movement of production and associated 
emissions from one country to another due to different levels of decarbonisation effort 
through carbon pricing and climate regulation. The CBAM will put a carbon cost excise 
on certain goods imported into the UK.  

The EIUG support the introduction of an effective CBAM for those sectors most at risk of 
carbon leakage and extend coverage over time. It could ensure that highly traded and 
carbon-intensive goods from overseas face a comparable carbon price to those 
produced in the UK and should level the playing field in term of production and 
consumption emissions.    
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Conclusion 

The UK’s territorial emission have been reducing, but its consumption emissions in 
goods and services imported from abroad have been increasing to the extent that they 
have now overtaken consumption emissions from goods and service produced in the 
UK and this trend is increasing. In its recent progress report to Parliament, the CCC 
states that ‘it is important to also consider emissions associated with UK imports, to 
ensure that territorial emissions reductions are not just being offset by higher emissions 
in other countries from producing UK imports’ and ‘minimising future carbon leakage, 
through addressing emissions from imports and ensuring competitiveness for UK 
industry, would prevent the UK’s strong domestic policy from being undermined by 
slower progress elsewhere’. Apart from introducing the CBAM, the Government should 
take more measures to reduce consumption emissions from goods and service 
imported from abroad.  

 

Arjan Geveke 

Director EIUG 


