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Futures We WantThe UK

An island nation  that 
makes the most of its 
resources, with an 
appreciation of both 
nature and science. 
Part of a global net-
zero community, 
trading with and 
learning from other 
nations, always with a 
focus on sustainable 
business. 

Overview
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The UK has the potential to be a leader in building a  
net-zero, climate-resilient future. Committed to bringing  
its greenhouse gas emissions to net-zero by 2050,  
it will need to reduce carbon emissions across all of  
its economic sectors, with energy, transport, buildings  
and agriculture being the most critical, while adapting 
to and building resilience against the effects of climate 
change.

What life will look like in 2050 depends on the choices  
we all make today.

This report presents visions of the UK in 2050. 

IT BRINGS TOGETHER:

> What is feasible, based on what is known today  
through the lens of science and innovation

> What is desirable, based on real conversations  
with a range of people in the UK

Those people include representatives from government, 
civil society and business, young people, and other UK 
citizens. They were presented with a summary of the 
science, and asked to imagine the futures they hope  
for based on that science.

This gives leaders and policymakers a new perspective  
as they shape their country’s response to climate change: 
what could a desirable future for the UK look like in a 
climate resilient, net-zero world?

WELCOME TO THE UK 
IN A GLOBAL NET-ZERO, 
RESILIENT 2050.

Overview
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ACADEMIC EXPERTS

The in-country academics who shared inputs  
from the UK were:

Dr Emily Shuckburgh, 
University of Cambridge

Prof Steve Evans, 
University of Cambridge

These regional academics were supported by  
Dr Ethan Aines and Dr Zeynep Clulow from  
the University of Cambridge.

REGIONAL VISIONS, GLOBAL EFFORT

This report is part of a set of visions for six global regions: 
the Arabian Peninsula, Brazil, India, Jamaica, Kenya, and 
the UK. These regions were chosen to reflect the diversity 
of challenges and opportunities in building a globally  
net-zero, climate-resilient future.

Each country’s role in building this future will be different. 
While reading these visions, it’s important to remember 
that they represent possible parts of a future that can 
only be achieved through deep international cooperation.

ABOUT THESE VISIONS

These visions of the UK in 2050 are 
composites, bringing together a mix 
of feasible and desirable solutions 
from academic experts and citizens. 
They are not a comprehensive 
assessment of all options, nor are 
they a prediction of exactly what will 
happen. They offer an impression of 
the changes and possibilities that 
a net-zero, climate-resilient world 
could bring to the UK and beyond.

Pull-out quotes reflect ideas and 
opinions shared in the workshops, 
and while some are captured 
verbatim, others reflect the  
spirit of the views shared.

Overview
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WELCOME TO THE UK 
IN A GLOBAL NET-ZERO, 
RESILIENT 2050.
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The UK in 2050 has embraced 
a new way of living compatible 
with a net-zero world. That 
ranges from the big things – 
like the network of wind farms 
that power the country – to the 
small, like a sharing economy 
that encompasses everything 
from furniture to clothes. Land is 
carefully managed to mitigate  
and adapt to climate risks, such 
as flooding and coastal erosion.  
The result is a more resilient 
country where both people and 
nature can thrive.
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THE UK  
IN 2050

The UK in 2050
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EVIDENCE AND INSIGHTS

The UK has seen major growth in renewable energy sources  
such as wind and solar power. This trend looks set to continue,  
with offshore wind energy now cheaper than gas-fired and  
nuclear power.

2050 VISION

The UK’s embrace of solar, wind and tidal energy will be matched 
by infrastructure investment that makes these sources storable 
and flexible, to meet peaks and dips in demand. Carbon capture 
technologies, such as direct air capture, may also have a role to play.

>  Expanding renewables: Wind and solar already contribute a 
significant proportion of the UK’s energy. With costs tumbling, 
wind power – particularly offshore wind – will be an even bigger 
part of the UK’s energy mix in 2050.

>  Low-carbon heating: Heat pumps and green hydrogen 
technologies could all help the UK’s homes and buildings  
move away from natural gas heating.

>  Energy opportunities: The race to net zero will create a range 
of economic and job opportunities, including building renewable 
energy infrastructure and installing low-carbon technologies in 
homes and buildings. Emerging technologies such as bioenergy 
with carbon capture and storage (BECCS) may open up further 
possibilities. For example, energy firms could generate additional 
revenues by selling captured carbon for use in synthetic fuels  
and horticulture.

Energy
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“I hope that both landscapes  
and biodiversity are re-energised,  
in combination with a range  
of renewables”
– WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT

The UK in 2050

THE UK  
IN 2050
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The UK in 2050

“I BELIEVE THAT 
THE UK CAN BE 
A SAFE, SECURE 
AND DESIRABLE 
SOCIETY SO THAT 
WE CAN CREATE AN 
INFORMED FUTURE 
GENERATION”
– WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT
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“I hope I can access natural 
environments full of flora and fauna 
that are adapted to and flourishing 
in rising temperatures”
– WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT

“I want the importance of good 
management of soil and soil health 
to be widely recognised”
– WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT

EVIDENCE AND INSIGHTS

Over a fifth (21%) of current agricultural land may be 
required for actions to reduce emissions and sequester 
carbon by 2050, such as restored peatlands and forests, 
and growing bioenergy crops. This will require changes in 
agricultural practices to make the most of cultivated land.

The UK’s 2021 Climate Change Risk Assessment 
highlights major climate risks and resilience challenges 
for the UK, such as coastal erosion, flooding, drought, 
and increased wildfires. Adaptation strategies include 
upland habitation restoration, soil monitoring and other 
proactive land management – for example, removing dead 
wood to reduce wildfire risk.

Food and Land
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The UK in 2050

THE UK  
IN 2050



The UK Futures We Want

“By 2050, as a consumer I hope that I can 
easily select food and consumables which 
only have a positive impact on the climate”
– WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT
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THE UK  
IN 2050

The UK in 2050

Food and Land

2050 VISION

In 2050, the UK will have a new relationship with its land,  
with reforested uplands and restored peatlands storing 
carbon, and offering greater resilience to the effects of 
climate change, such as flooding. Advanced technology 
and new techniques will enable farmers to produce more 
from less land – and extended hedgerows will help enhance 
biodiversity around the edges.

>  Smart and regenerative agriculture: Farming in a  
net-zero future is likely to focus on doing more with less. 
Regenerative farming practices involve working in harmony 
with nature to increase productivity and sustainability. 
Technology will also play a key role: smart sensors and 
computing power will usher in a new era of AI-driven 
farming, where fertilisers and other inputs are delivered 
more precisely, and in much smaller quantities. Vertical 
farming, aeroponic greenhouses, and automation such  
as robotic weeding can all play a part.

>  Changing appetites: Changes in the food system will  
be driven by different consumer choices and habits. 
Formerly meat-heavy diets may become less popular 
compared with plant-based options and newly  
mainstream proteins like insects.

>  Redefining waste: ‘Waste’ is a subjective term. In a more 
sustainable UK, food by-products may be transformed 
into valuable materials like medicine, biofuel, or organic 
fertiliser, reducing true ‘waste’ and creating brand new 
economic opportunities.
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“The circular economy isn’t  
just about carbon. Water is  
a key part of it too”
– WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT

EVIDENCE AND INSIGHTS

Climate change presents major water-related risks in the UK, including 
flooding and waterlogging of farmland as well as water scarcity. 
Adaptation strategies include habitat restoration, infrastructure 
investment, and evolving agricultural practices. These transitions  
may bring a host of co-benefits, from improved air and food quality  
and greater ecological resilience.

2050 VISION

As an island nation with many low-lying regions, the UK is vulnerable 
to sea level rises and flooding. Restoring fens, wetlands and coastal 
habitats, as well as increasing upland tree cover, will mitigate these 
risks, protecting homes, reducing storm damage, and safeguarding 
critical ecosystems. Investment in flood defence infrastructure is also 
an important part of protecting homes and coastal economies, and 
increasing the country’s resilience against climate change impacts.

>  Proactive flood planning: Proactive steps to protect coastal towns 
from flooding, winter storms and sea level changes will protect all 
parts of the coastal economy, from aquaculture to wind farms to 
tourism.

>  Natural defences: When it comes to water, the interests of nature and 
people are closely aligned. Restoring key ecosystems – such as fens 
and coastal marshes – is likely to bring big economic benefits  
in terms of flood prevention.

Water
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THE UK  
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During our workshops, people shared a diverse range of hopes, 
ideas and possibilities for life in 2050.

Those ideas range from emerging technologies to innovative 
consumer products. Together, they paint a picture of the kinds  
of futures people may want to see.

>  Harnessing public enthusiasm post-COVID: A recent poll 
suggested that 79% of the UK public want to see a net-zero 
recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic.

>  Housing built for efficiency: A net-zero transition will involve 
a range of big and small changes to homes and cities. Simple 
switches include better insulation, while bigger changes will be 
clear in new builds that have ultra-low or zero energy demands, 
such as those following ‘Passivhaus’ design principles

>  New ways to get around (or not): Changes in the wake of 
COVID-19 have shown what’s possible in terms of ‘digital 
commuting’. Improving bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure  
will make getting around a city less energy-intensive. Shared 
mobility technologies – like driverless electric taxis and ride-
sharing schemes – could also empower more people to live 
without a car.

The UK in 2050
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“I hope that intergenerational 
decision-making will make  
it easier to be involved  
in climate leadership”
– WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT

“I want to have taken my first 
flight in an electric plane!”
– WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT

OTHER HOPES AND IDEAS 
FROM UK CITIZENS
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>   Localised living: By 2050, day-to-day life may be more local than 
in recent years thanks to 15-minute neighbourhoods where key 
resources – from shops to parks to offices – are within easy reach 
by foot or bicycle. This builds stronger communities, improves 
public health, and reduces costs (both carbon and financial) that 
come with travel.

>  Repairable and recyclable: In 2021, many everyday products – 
particularly technology – are increasingly hard to repair.  
New design standards could change that, and foster a culture 
of ‘community repair shops’ which create local jobs, and reduce 
waste. More broadly, modular and recyclable products could 
reduce the energy costs of a high-consumption economy.

>  More liveable cities: The UK’s towns and cities were not built 
with recent summer heatwaves in mind. Adaptation may involve 
new priorities in urban planning, including more tree cover and 
installing water fountains.

>  From product to service: The UK has seen rapid growth of a 
service-based, sharing economy in areas such as urban mobility 
where the popularity of e-bikes and e-scooters has risen sharply. 
There is huge potential for this trend to grow into new areas –  
from clothes to power tools. 

>  Long-term carbon sequestration: The UK economy is likely  
to expand into new high-tech areas over the coming decades. 
Greenhouse gas removal technology is one example: the industry 
is predicted to be worth over £35 billion globally by 2050. The UK’s  
strength in manufacturing, along with access to promising  
carbon storage reservoirs, could make it a world leader.

“By 2050, I hope that every 
manufacturer has calculated the 
carbon impact of their products so 
that we can make more educated 
decisions in procurement processes”
– WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT

OTHER HOPES AND IDEAS 
FROM UK CITIZENS
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The UK in 2050

“BY 2050, AS A 
YOUNG PERSON I 
HOPE THAT CLIMATE 
ADAPTATION WILL 
BE IMPLEMENTED 
SO THAT FUTURE 
GENERATIONS DO 
NOT HAVE TO SUFFER  
THE CONSEQUENCES 
OF CLIMATE CHANGE”
– WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT
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The UK in 2050

“I’M A KEEN 
TRAVELLER.  
I WOULD LIKE  
TO BE ABLE TO  
DO THIS WITHOUT 
A NEGATIVE 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
IMPACT”
– WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT
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The UK in 2050

“BY 2050, WE 
BELIEVE THAT 
THE UK WILL BE 
A GLOBAL FORCE 
FOR INNOVATION 
IN GREEN 
TECHNOLOGY”
– WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT
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These visions give us a taste of 
what people in the UK want to 
see. But what might the path to 
delivering them look and feel like?

THE UK TODAY AND TOMORROW

The UK’s high-consumption economy makes it a big 
greenhouse gas emitter per capita. It’s also heavily 
dependent on several high-emissions industries, 
particularly aviation. And many habitats that could  
help make the UK more resilient to climate change,  
from peatlands to coast marshes, are currently  
degraded or under threat.

KEY CONSIDERATIONS INCLUDE:

>  Changing homes: The UK’s homes are some of the 
oldest in Europe, with poor efficiency and insulation, 
as well as gas- or oil-powered heating. Adapting this 
housing stock for a net-zero, climate-resilient world  
is likely to be expensive.

>  Ecosystems on the brink: The UK’s successful response 
to climate change depends on the preservation and 
expansion of habitats that soak up carbon, including 
peat bogs and forests. But these habitats themselves 
are threatened by a changing climate, and risk becoming 
net emitters if they are further degraded.

>  Early-stage technologies: Aviation, a key part of the 
UK economy, is amongst the most environmentally 
damaging of human activities. The UK can play a key 
role in developing the technologies that could solve this 
problem, such as hydrogen or battery-powered flight, 
but these technologies are not yet proven. 
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Achieving these visions
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TRANSITIONS
Achieving these visions
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The hard work of meeting many of these challenges  
has already begun. It’s important that we acknowledge  
this progress, while also understanding the scale  
of the task ahead.

CURRENT FUTURE

Wind power is already a major part of the UK’s energy  
mix, and new projects now cost less to set up than 
equivalent gas generators.

The UK’s coastal assets offer countless gigawatts  
of untapped potential that can help the UK achieve  
its net-zero ambitions.

The UK has committed to phase out the sale of new  
petrol and diesel cars by 2030, as part of a wider push  
into electric vehicles.

Greater investment in electric vehicle charging 
infrastructure will drive mass adoption. And other 
changes – from cycle lanes to vehicle sharing –  
will reduce both congestion and pollution.

London plays a dominant role in global financial services. 
Regulators and businesses are already finding ways to 
redirect capital towards green technology and climate 
resilience, with investment options like sustainable land 
bonds and green mortgages.

A broader shift will be driven by consumers,  
businesses, regulators and governments demanding that 
sustainability is put at the heart of the financial economy.
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“I HOPE  
THAT MORE 
GREEN SPACES 
WILL HELP 
MAKE LIFE 
HEALTHIER, 
COOLER 
AND MORE 
PLEASANT  
IN THE UK”
– WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT
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Achieving these visions
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CONVERSATION
STARTERS

Achieving these visions
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This report is a thought experiment, 
offering a window into people’s 
hopes, fears and ideas for a net-
zero, climate-resilient future. It’s 
designed to give citizens a voice, and 
policymakers a more international 
and more inclusive perspective.

Every country’s role in a net-zero, 
climate resilient future is different. 
And by profiling some of the 
solutions and innovations that might 
work in the context of the UK, this 
document aims to inspire action on 
climate change in other regions too.

QUESTIONS TO START THE CONVERSATION INCLUDE:

>  How can all of society – including coastal, rural and 
vulnerable communities – help shape the path to 2050? 

>  How can nature-based solutions be adopted to 
complement the rapid phase out of fossil fuels without 
delaying decarbonisation? 

>  What needs to happen to ensure the transition to net 
zero is just, without exporting the problem (in the form of 
embodied carbon in the supply chain) to other countries? 

>  How should policymakers, financial institutions, industry 
and citizens intensify action in the next decade, to enable  
a smoother journey to a net-zero, climate resilient future? 

>  What incentives are needed to help accelerate and scale 
carbon capture and storage technologies? 
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ABOUT
THIS PROJECT

What we did

These visions were created in three stages between  
April and August 2021:

>  An international collaboration of experts from the six 
regions, coordinated by the University of Cambridge, 
gathered existing research from around the world on 
science & innovation solutions which could support a 
global transition to a resilient, net-zero future, including 
information around their impact and wide-ranging 
benefits.

>  The findings of these experts were shared with groups 
of citizens, from each of the six regions, who were then 
asked to share their hopes and ideas for their own region 
in a resilient, net-zero world. These citizens came from a 
variety of groups and backgrounds, with representation 
from industry, youth groups, civil society, government 
and Indigenous populations. 

>  The science from the experts and the ideas and 
perspectives from the citizens were brought together  
to create these visions. 
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This report is part of a set of visions 
commissioned in 2021 by the UK ahead of 
their COP26 Presidency. These visions aim 
to explore what the future could look like 
in a climate-resilient, net-zero world. They 
highlight some of the innovations that could 
make this future a reality, and explore what 
science can tell us about the wide-ranging 
benefits of achieving this future.

The visions cover a series of cross-cutting 
themes and six regions: the Arabian 
Peninsula (specifically focused on the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates), Brazil, India, Jamaica, Kenya, 
and the UK. They were chosen to reflect the 
diversity of challenges and opportunities  
in building a sustainable future.
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