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The Quebec government has on many occa-
sions signalled its commitment to fighting 
climate change. The province has set several 
targets for reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions, aiming to have them disappear 
almost completely by 2050.1 Yet Quebec’s 
share of global GHG emissions is so tiny that 
achieving the provincial objectives would 
have an insignificant impact on the evolution 
of the temperature of the planet.

QUEBEC NOT A MAJOR EMITTER
Situating the quantity of GHGs emitted by 
Quebec in a global context makes it clear that 
meeting its targets would have practically no ef-
fect on the climate. Canadian GHG emissions 
represented 1.6% of global emissions in 2013 
(the latest year for which data are available).2 
Since Quebec emits around 11% of GHGs in 
Canada, we can estimate that the province is re-
sponsible for around 0.18% (or 18 hundredths of 
1%) of global emissions. This minuscule propor-
tion is probably overestimated, since Canada’s 
share of global emissions has been falling for a 
few years, as has Quebec’s share of Canadian 
emissions.3

Quebec wants to reduce its emissions by 20% 
between 1990 and 2020. This very ambitious ob-
jective represents just 0.038% (or 38 thousandths 
of 1%) of today’s global emissions. Given that 
the province has already reduced its emissions 
by 11% between 1990 and 2016, the remaining 
portion of the objective to be achieved by 2020 
represents an even tinier portion of global emis-
sions, namely 0.018% (or 18 thousandths of 1%; 
see Figure 1). Moreover, the Premier of Quebec 
said recently that even this target would prob-
ably not be met.4

Meeting the Quebec target would also be cancelled out 
very quickly by the biggest polluter on the planet: China. 
Between 2005 and 2013, Chinese GHG emissions in-
creased by 559 million tonnes of CO2 equivalent (MtCO2e) 
each year. In comparison, Quebec’s total reduction tar-
get is 17.3 MtCO2e for the period from 1990 to 2020.5 In 
other words, due to the significant growth of its emis-
sions, China cancels out all of Quebec’s 30-year reduc-
tion objectives in just eleven and a half days.6

None of this means that Quebec can’t make significant 
progress and even be the Canadian champion in certain 
regards. For example, Quebec has the lowest emissions 
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Note: For the year 2013, except for the Quebec reduction target, which is based on the 
2016 emission level.  
Sources: Environment and Climate Change Canada, “Canadian Environmental 
Sustainability Indicators: Global greenhouse gas emissions,” 2017, p. 5; Environment and 
Climate Change Canada, D-Tables-Canadian-Economic-Sector-Provinces-Territories, 
November 21, 2018.

Share of global emissions represented by Quebec’s 
2020 reduction target



Viewpoint – GHG Reductions: Ambitious Targets for an Insignificant Impact

REFERENCES
1. Quebec’s GHG emissions need to be 20% below the 1990 level in 2020, 37.5%  
 below this level in 2030, and from 80% to 95% below it in 2050. Quebec Department  
 of the Environment and the Fight against Climate Change, Engagements du Québec,  
 Nos cibles de réduction d’émissions de GES.
2. Environment and Climate Change Canada, “Canadian Environmental Sustainability  
 Indicators: Global greenhouse gas emissions,” 2017, p. 5.
3. Ibid., p. 6; Environment and Climate Change Canada, D-Tables-Canadian-Economic- 
 Sector-Provinces-Territories, November 21, 2018.
4. Martin Croteau, “Climat : ‘La réforme s’en vient’, promet la ministre Chassé,” La 
 Presse, November 30, 2018.
5. Environment and Climate Change Canada, op. cit., endnote 2, p. 10.
6. Author’s calculations.
7. Environment and Climate Change Canada, op. cit., endnote 3; Statistics Canada,  
 Table 17-10-0005-01: Population estimates on July 1st, by age and sex, 2016.
8. Environment and Climate Change Canada, op. cit., endnote 3; Statistics Canada,  
 Table 36-10-0222-01: Gross domestic product, expenditure-based, provincial and  
 territorial, annual, 2016.
9. Germain Belzile, “Quand le Québec subventionne la pollution,” Le Journal de  
 Montréal, August 16, 2017; Martin Croteau, “Le plus gros pollueur du Québec pas  
 encore soumis au marché du carbone,” La Presse, April 23, 2018.
10. Germain Belzile and Mark Milke, “Are Electric Vehicle Subsidies Efficient?” Economic  
 Note, MEI, June 22, 2017.
11. Germain Belzile, “Le puissant Fonds vert ou le ‘puits sans fond’ vert?” Le Journal de  
 Montréal, October 19, 2017.
12. Benjamin K. Sovacool, “How Long Will It Take? Conceptualizing the Temporal  
 Dynamics of Energy Transitions,” Energy Research & Social Science, No. 13, 2016,  
 p. 206. 

per person in Canada, with just 9.3 tonnes per 
capita, compared to 19.4 tonnes per capita for 
the country as a whole. Quebec also experi-
enced the second-largest drop in per capita 
GHG emissions between 1990 and 2016, a 25% 
decrease, behind only Ontario (-34%).7

The picture is comparable when we measure 
quantity of emissions as a function of GDP. For 
each million dollars generated by the Quebec 
economy, 207 tonnes of GHGs were emitted 
into the atmosphere in 2016. Canada’s figure 
was twice as high, and Alberta’s was four times 
as high. Since 1990, GHG emissions as a pro-
portion of GDP have fallen by 45% in Quebec. 
(A similar trend is evident in all the provinces 
except Saskatchewan, where this ratio has re-
mained stable.)8

WHAT TO DO?
Overall, Quebec’s record in terms of GHG emis-
sions is very good compared to the other prov-
inces. The impact of Quebec’s GHG emissions 
on the global climate is negligible to say the 
least; if we look specifically at the impact of the 
expected reductions by 2020, it is practically 
non-existent.

What can Quebec do to contribute to the en-
vironmental effort? A first step would be to stop 
putting forward public policies that are ineffect-
ive, or downright harmful. For example, by sub-
sidizing the McInnis Cement plant, the Quebec 
government helped create the biggest GHG 
emitter in the province.9 There are subsidies for 
the purchase of electric vehicles, which cost 
nearly $300 per tonne of GHGs not emitted.10 
There is also the Green Fund, which reduces 
emissions at a cost of over $2,000 per tonne. 
(By way of comparison, the price of carbon on 
the carbon market is currently around $20, and 
the federal tax will reach a peak of $50 per 
tonne in 2022.)11
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The rest will depend on the energy transition, which is 
well underway. That being said, it will only really be 
achieved when it is accompanied by a technological 
transition. These transitions take time. For example, 
coal, which we started using in a significant way in the 
middle of the 19th century, reached its peak in the global 
energy mix only around 1900 (around 50% of the total), 
when oil had already started to replace it. Over a hun-
dred years later, coal still has not disappeared, and 
serves to produce around 25% of primary energy.12 The 
same phenomenon is at work for oil. The advent of new 
technologies that emit less GHGs is inevitable, but will 
take a certain amount of time.

In sum, Quebec can make laudable efforts to reduce its 
CO2 emissions, but it is illusory to think that this will have 
a significant impact. The real solution lies above all in 
technological innovation.


