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While sitting under a tree at the U.N. Environment Programme (UNEP) headquarters in Nairobi in 2018,While sitting under a tree at the U.N. Environment Programme (UNEP) headquarters in Nairobi in 2018,

policy advisor Roland Kupers and UNEP’s policy advisor Roland Kupers and UNEP’s Manfredi CaltagironeManfredi Caltagirone discussed their mutual frustration with discussed their mutual frustration with

existing methane reduction initiatives. They concluded that none were working because they wereexisting methane reduction initiatives. They concluded that none were working because they were

unable to scale to the problem. In response, they brainstormed their own initiative.unable to scale to the problem. In response, they brainstormed their own initiative.

That idea ultimately became the International Methane Emissions Observatory (IMEO), which is hostedThat idea ultimately became the International Methane Emissions Observatory (IMEO), which is hosted

by UNEP. IMEO was officially launched at the 2021 G20, becoming the key institution for implementingby UNEP. IMEO was officially launched at the 2021 G20, becoming the key institution for implementing

the the Global Methane PledgeGlobal Methane Pledge. The Pledge aims to reduce methane emissions to at least 30% below 2020. The Pledge aims to reduce methane emissions to at least 30% below 2020

levels by 2030. At COP26, IMEO launched the levels by 2030. At COP26, IMEO launched the Methane Alert and Response SystemMethane Alert and Response System (MARS), a satellite (MARS), a satellite

initiative that scales up global efforts to detect and act on major emissions sources.initiative that scales up global efforts to detect and act on major emissions sources.

At the Bellagio Center in 2022, IMEO convened its partners to strategize toward its methane reductionAt the Bellagio Center in 2022, IMEO convened its partners to strategize toward its methane reduction

ambitions and to assess whether IMEO was on the right track. The meeting also led to partnersambitions and to assess whether IMEO was on the right track. The meeting also led to partners

committing substantial extra funds for IMEO, which signaled their support.committing substantial extra funds for IMEO, which signaled their support.

In addition to his work with IMEO, Roland is a Professor of Practice at Arizona State University, theIn addition to his work with IMEO, Roland is a Professor of Practice at Arizona State University, the

author of several books, and an independent advisor on issues of complexity, resilience, and energyauthor of several books, and an independent advisor on issues of complexity, resilience, and energy

transition.transition.

How is your work helping to address the climate crisis?How is your work helping to address the climate crisis?

I’ve been involved in methane for two decades. The first decade I worked for Shell, and the second decade I’ve

spent fixing my karma, working on reducing methane emissions both with the Environmental Defense Fund and

UNEP. Methane is the second-largest contributor to climate change after carbon dioxide. Curbing methane

emissions is the single fastest way to tackle climate change in the short term.

What’s unique about IMEO’s theory of change is that we’re an agent-centric initiative. This means that in order to

reduce methane emissions we have to ask, “Which person needs to do something different on Monday morning than

they did on Friday night?” Policymakers, ministers, and CEOs don’t reduce emissions; they change the context. It’s

the gas plant manager who walks into the factory and changes a valve who makes a difference. So we ask: what will

get the plant manager to change their behavior? How can we reconfigure the environment around that individual so

they start acting differently?

A critical aspect is data. Data in the climate space is poor, because almost all of it is allocated from above – literally.

We measure what’s in the atmosphere, we allocate it to countries, companies, and sites, and then we’re surprised

that these people don’t take responsibility for those numbers which rain down on them. So, at IMEO we turn it

around: we want gas plant managers to take measurements in their own installations, and then we check it against

satellite data. If we don’t increase the agency of these people, we won’t reduce emissions.

IMEO is looking at the entire spectrum of methane emissions, across energy, agriculture, and waste. But it’s the

energy sector that’s most straightforward: it’s only a couple thousand people in the world who need to do something

differently. In the energy sector alone, we could realize a 45% reduction in emissions by 2025 and up to 75% by

2030.

What breakthroughs need to happen for us to both avoid the worst impacts ofWhat breakthroughs need to happen for us to both avoid the worst impacts of

climate change and prepare communities to adapt to the new challenges thatclimate change and prepare communities to adapt to the new challenges that

will arise?will arise?

We need the gas plant manager who has the agency to fix the emissions to also take

the measurements. But we have to remember that data alone doesn’t change behavior.

I don’t mean that data is useless – as Elinor Ostrom has written, for collective action,

you need a trusted source of information. And there’s a lot of excitement in the satellite

world, with the launch of new instruments in the next 18 months that will revolutionize

our capacity to quantify methane emissions.

This is necessary but not sufficient, because it’s all about human behavior. For example,

IMEO had a session last year with 25 Libyan oil and gas operators. Our satellite

scientists looked at Libya to assess whether there were any large emission sources, and

found nine super emitters in a single site I had never heard of. But the engineer who

managed the site happened to be in the room.

And so what happened next was really interesting. This person, who runs an oil and gas

facility in the middle of nowhere amid civil unrest, just had his facility picked up by a

global satellite. So he perked up. Then, of course, the next question was, “What is going

on in your facility?” Eight of the nine super emitters dated from the 1960s with poor

infrastructure and no easy solution. But the ninth source was a huge tank, which he

admitted was a mystery. Turns out there was a valve that had been open for years, and

all they had to do was close it.

The world is full of these things. Climate solutions are all about the connection to

motivation, behavior, and agency. Our chief scientist says that half of the emissions can

be fixed by a guy with a wrench. Afterwards, of course, it gets harder.

What keeps you up at night about achieving these goals? What makes youWhat keeps you up at night about achieving these goals? What makes you

optimistic?optimistic?

I’m optimistic because methane in the energy sector is a relatively ring-fenced issue. If

we do this single initiative well, IMEO can shave 0.25C off global warming. It’s really

exciting.

In the past two years the world has woken up to methane, and now everybody wants to

reinvent the wheel. So what keeps me up at night is politics getting involved and

people creating competing initiatives, either with good intent and out of ignorance, or

out of ill intent to slow things down.

Methane in the energy sector is one of those rare public policy issues where a single

institution would be most efficient in fixing the problem. This would not be true, for

example, if you look at methane emissions from rice. In every country, in every culture,

rice farming is hugely context dependent – so the data discipline might well be

centralized in IMEO, but the action would need to let a thousand flowers bloom.

Whereas, in the energy sector, it’s far more homogeneous. They all use the same

pumps, valves, and compressors; they go to the same schools. So this can be dealt with

by a single institution. I’m concerned that with competing institutions, the industry

might conclude, “Well, no one agrees how we should proceed,” and then it all slows

down.

But what we’ve seen, for example, with the 1987 Montreal Protocol – one of the rare

treaties to achieve universal ratification – is that if the world says, “Okay, let’s fix this,”

then we can do it. And I believe with IMEO we have the infrastructure to solve this

problem.

Learn moreLearn more: Find out more about UNEP’s methane mitigation efforts, IMEO, and MARS.

You can also read “An Eye on Methane: International Methane Emissions Observatory

2022 report” and visit Roland’s website.

More from this IssueMore from this Issue

B L O G  P O S TB L O G  P O S T

Paula DiPerna on Pricing the
Priceless

More

B L O G  P O S TB L O G  P O S T

Lewis Perkins on How to
Decarbonize the Fashion Industry

More

B L O G  P O S TB L O G  P O S T

Shloka Nath on Building a New
Coalition of Climate Funders in
India

More

SEP

25
2023

SEP

25
2023

SEP

25
2023

Get quick updates in ourGet quick updates in our
ee‑‑newsletter.newsletter.

SUBSCRIBE NOW

STAY UPDATED

BLOG/

Roland Kupers on Accelerating GlobalRoland Kupers on Accelerating Global
Methane MitigationMethane Mitigation

3 MIN READTIME / 09.25.23

BACK TO

Bellagio Perspectives:Bellagio Perspectives:
Climate ChangeClimate Change
Climate change is the challenge of our lifetimes. The latest

Bellagio Perspectives features 11 climate-leader alumni who

are driving a range of breakthroughs to tackle the climate

emergency, from financing and governance to advocacy

and on-the-ground activism.

READ MORE

Roland Kupers

Which person needs to do something di!erent on
Monday morning than they did on Friday night?”
Policymakers, ministers, and CEOs don't reduce
emissions; they change the context.

“

”

Roland Kupers

Climate solutions are all about the connection to
motivation, behavior, and agency.

“
”

The Rockefeller Foundation's mission is to promote the

well-being of humanity and make opportunity universal

and sustainable.

Subscribe

Sign up for our newsletter to stay updated on all the latest

news and events.

S I G N  U PS I G N  U P

Copyright 2024 The Rockefeller Foundation.
All Rights Reserved

Grants

Annual Reports

Governance Documents

Terms of Use

Transparency in Coverage Rule

Resources

Privacy Policy

Accessibility Commitment 
Statement

All Offices

Washington, D.C., United States

Bellagio Center, Italy

Bangkok, Thailand

Locations

Nairobi, Kenya

New York City, United States

Contact Us

Careers

Get In Touch

FacebookTwitterlinkedInInstagramYouTube

facebook

twitter

linkedin

copy url

Our Work News, Ideas & Reports About Us Subscribe  

https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/insights/perspective/roland-kupers-on-accelerating-global-methane-mitigation/#
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/bellagio-perspectives/climate-change/
https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/energy/what-we-do/methane/meet-imeo-team#:~:text=methane%20detection%20system-,Manfredi%20Caltagirone%C2%A0,-Manfredi%20Caltagirone%20is
https://www.globalmethanepledge.org/
https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/energy/what-we-do/methane/imeo-action/methane-alert-and-response-system-mars
https://report.ipcc.ch/ar6/wg2/IPCC_AR6_WGII_FullReport.pdf
https://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1257/jep.14.3.137
https://www.methanesat.org/
https://www.unep.org/ozonaction/who-we-are/about-montreal-protocol
https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/energy/what-we-do/imeo
https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/energy/what-we-do/methane/about-imeo
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/press-release/un-announces-high-tech-satellite-based-global-methane-detection
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/40864/eye_on_methane.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y
https://www.rolandkupers.com/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/insights/perspective/paula-diperna-on-pricing-the-priceless/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/insights/perspective/lewis-perkins-on-how-to-decarbonize-the-fashion-industry/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/insights/perspective/shloka-nath-on-building-a-new-coalition-of-climate-funders-in-india/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/blog
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/grants/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/annual-reports/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/governance-reports/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/terms-of-use/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/transparency-in-coverage-rule/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/privacy-policy/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/accessibility-commitment-statement/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/about-us/offices/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/office/washington-dc/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/bellagio-center/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/asia/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/africa/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/office/new-york-city-united-states/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/about-us/contact/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/about-us/careers/
https://www.facebook.com/rockefellerfoundation/
https://twitter.com/rockefellerfdn
https://www.linkedin.com/company/the-rockefeller-foundation
https://www.instagram.com/rockefellerfdn/
http://www.youtube.com/rockefellerfound
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/insights/perspective/roland-kupers-on-accelerating-global-methane-mitigation/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/insights/perspective/roland-kupers-on-accelerating-global-methane-mitigation/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/insights/perspective/roland-kupers-on-accelerating-global-methane-mitigation/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/insights/perspective/roland-kupers-on-accelerating-global-methane-mitigation/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/insights/perspective/roland-kupers-on-accelerating-global-methane-mitigation/#
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/search/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/

