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THE POWER OF UNDERSTANDING

Sustainability comes 
in waves…

1 Source: Media and Climate Change Observatory

2 Source: Boykoff et al, “united States Newspaper Coverage of Climate Change or Global Warming 2000 -2025 University of Colorado

2001: International 

Year of Biodiversity 

and the Marrakesh 

Partnership signed

2004-2008: 

Upward 

wave as 

‘CSR’ and 

brand 

purpose 

became 

mainstream

2008-2016: OUCH -

Financial crash 

followed by global 

recession → almost a 

decade long slow on 

sustainability

Total media articles mentioning 
climate change or global warming1

The New York Times and Washington Post contribute the largest number of articles

Growing US newspaper coverage or climate 
change, 2000 through early 20252

Data shows the number of articles per month based on NexisUni searches for articles mentioning 
either climate change or global warming
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And then the 
good years came!!!

2019 to 2022 were boom years for sustainability:

Public interest in sustainability-relevant topics peeked. Purposeful brands 

thrived. Millennials and GenZ were active in a green revolution.

ESG started to transform markets, green energy outpaced expectation, 

universities trained thousands of sustainability experts and business 

sustainability rocketed.



THE POWER OF UNDERSTANDING

Crash started 
in 2023

• Greenhushing is the practice where organizations deliberately under-report or withhold information about their sustainability initiatives and 

environmental goals. Often to avoid scrutiny or criticism. Unlike greenwashing, which involves exaggerating sustainability cl aims, 

greenhushing involves a strategic silence regarding genuine efforts.

• Graph source: UNGC/PWC CEO Survey 2025

By late 2024/2025, the wave 

had swung way down…
→

Sustainability terms have faded away from earning call conversations 

(ie. quarterly year results presentations) since their 2021 peak

Media coverage has fallen, 

investor concern evaporated.

Greenhushing* gained traction.

And much of the world no longer 

centers on sustainability.



THE POWER OF UNDERSTANDING

After every drop… Another 
peak starts building

Source: Boykoff et al, “united States Newspaper Coverage of Climate Change or Global Warming 2000 -2025 University of Colorado

But it might get worse 

before it gets better
→

Growing US newspaper coverage or climate change, 2000 through 

early 20252

These waves are tracked for over 50 

years. On that trajectory, we won’t see 

today's down wave reverse into an 

upwave until 2027, with the climb 

speeding in 2028.

The down waves moments are hard.

But also, the best time to reset.

Transformations started in previous 

down waves, so it is an opportunity 

moment, for those with vision.

Data shows the number of articles per month based on NexisUni searches for articles mentioning either climate 
change or global warming



THE POWER OF UNDERSTANDING

From ‘climate change is not real’ to ‘it is not human made’ 
to today’s: ‘it is too late anyway’!

Communicating the six key truths about climate change has the 

potential to help build public and political will for climate solutions:

It’s real
(Climate change 

is happening) It’s us
(Human activity is 

causing climate 

change)

Experts agree
(There is a scientific 

consensus about 

human-caused 

climate change)
It’s bad

(Climate change 

harms people)
Others care
(Most people are 

concerned about 

climate change and 

support action)

There’s hope
(Actions can be 

taken to limit 

the harm)

Badullovich, N., Kotcher, J., Myers, T. A., Rosenthal, S. A., Leiserowitz, A., & Maibach, E. (2025). Understanding six “key truths” abou t climate 

change predicts policy support, discussion, and political advocacy. Climatic Change, 178. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-025-03934-3
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Marie Curie

Dans la vie, rien n’est a 

craindre, tout est a 

comprendre. Il est temps que

nous comprenions plus afin que

nous craignions moins. 

”

“



THE POWER OF UNDERSTANDING

1.5 °C is dead but 

2°C is still very 

much to ‘play for’ 

but will require a 

big step up in 

world’s efforts 

since under 

current policies, 

we are headed 

for 2.5 to 3°C

https://www.sustainabilitybynumbers.com/p/global-carbon-emissions-

2025?utm_campaign=post&utm_medium=email&triedRedirect=true&hide_intro_popup=true
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Three technological routes to reach reduce emissions
(and the order is important):

Falko Ueckerdt, Christian Bauer, Alois Dirnaichner, Jordan Everall, Romain Sacchi, Gunnar Luderer. Potential and risks of hydrogen-based e-

fuels in climate change mitigation. Nature Climate Change, 2021; DOI: 10.1038/s41558-021-01032-7

3 technological routes 

towards carbon neutrality 
(order is important!):

Molecules will remain 

crucial for some 

industries AND to store 

energy over long time 

periods or transport it 

over long distances!

--> CCU

CCS makes sense for 

some industries with 

‘unavoidable’ emissions

1 Increase efficiency

2
Electrify what is 

possible (far beyond 

our cars)

3
Need for molecules 

(both bio and e-based!) 

→ CCU & CCS
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Studies differ in share of electrons versus molecules, but many seem to 
converge to between 50 and 75 % of the energy use will be electricity by 2050*

* assuming we meet our climate ambitions! 

Electrons and 

molecules will 

be needed!

→ Road transport and low-temperature heating — are now 

open to electrification. Together, they account for almost 

50% of global final energy demand. 

→



THE POWER OF UNDERSTANDING

Crude oil and gas today not only serves as energy source in today’s refinery but 
also as carbon feedstock supply for all products leaving the refinery

Smaller Future 

Refineries (2050)

Future refineries based on 

renewable carbon  will be 

alsmost half their current size 

due to the electrification of 

personal transport, reducing 

the need for gasoline 

Vogt, E.T.C., Weckhuysen, B.M. The refinery of the future. Nature 629, 295–306 (2024). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-024-07322-2

Renewable Energy and 

Material Needs

Replacing crude oil with biomass, CO2, 
and recycled plastics will require vast 

amounts of renewable energy, 

(Gigwatt scale per refinery).
This scale of deployment demands 

significant materials and metals, 

which must be sourced sustainably 
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Where to do what? Shipping intermediates (not hydrogen!), between EU 
renewable rich areas to renewable scare areas makes a lot of sense!

→
Shipping 

intermediates makes 

more sense that 

shipping hydrogen.

Restricting imports to Europe captures 

half of the global benefit which offers a 

compromise between supply chain 

security and competitiveness.

This allows Western EU to retain both the further processing 

of the precursors into steel, fertilisers and plastics, as well 

as the high value-added parts of the supply chain like 

automobile production and other manufacturer goods. 

Base

(German H2)

EH

(EU H2)
WH

(World H2)

EHP

(EU intermed.)
WHP

(World intermed.)

Fig 1. Scenario framework to explore the influence of imports on the German industry and energy system. While 

the Base scenario represents a domestic industry with hydrogen self-sufficiency, the geographic scope of allowed 

imports expands on the horizontal axis, while the diversity of import products increases on the vertical axis.

Fig 2. Consumer costs to meet industrial demand in Germany with savings across different levels of independence (a), 

relative cost savings overall and the industrial sector compared to the Base scenario (b) and prices of industry 

precursors in Germany (c).
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Key recommendations for 
policymakers and industry

→ To what extent can electrification be a key lever to 

defossilise the chemical sector?

Recommendations: Electrify high-temperature processes. Invest in 

grid upgrade and pilot projects to accelerate deployment. Where 

renewables are limited, look into the import of intermediates from 

energy-rich regions.

→ What could be the role of hydrogen in the defossilisation

of the chemical industry?

Recommendations: Deploy low-carbon hydrogen, prioritizing 

ammonia and methanol synthesis, and integrate with CO2 utilization 

for platform chemicals. Build hydrogen infrastructure and foster 

cross-sector partnerships, starting with low-carbon hydrogen and 

transitioning to green hydrogen as renewables expand.

→ What are the impacts of competition and opportunities for 
collaboration on sustainable carbon? 

Recommendations: Invest in DAC for long-term carbon supply and 

integrate with renewable energy and hydrogen. Leverage existing 

infrastructure for biomethane and CO2 transport and adapt supply 

chains to regional realities. 
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CO2 management technologies target either emission reduction or carbon 
removal. Two dimensions structure the technological landscape: 
biogenic vs fossil and storage vs use



THE POWER OF UNDERSTANDING

Combining potential, ESG score, storage timescale and TRL 
allows evaluating the different CO2 management technologies



The incumbents have 

been predicting the 

end of the transition 

for decades.

THE POWER OF UNDERSTANDING

Pessimists sound clever, 
optimists change the world

Pessimist’s and optimist’s take on solar and wind uptake

→



Thank for your 

attention!

Contact:

jan.mertens@engie.com

Janmert.mertens@ugent.be

THE POWER OF UNDERSTANDING

Discover all our reports

on our research & 

innovation website:

https://innovation.engie.com/en/e

merging-sustainable-

technologies-2025 

Editions available online: 

2019 to 2025
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