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  Abstract 
As climate change continues to pose significant challenges, countries must balance en-
vironmental action with economic recovery. During COP21 in 2015, member states 
pledged to achieve carbon neutrality and set emission reduction targets based on na-
tional circumstances. While most countries aim for 2050, variations exist due to differ-
ences in total carbon emissions, economic structures, and environmental policies. This 
study examines why Germany has set its carbon neutrality goal for 2045, while Japan 
maintains a 2050 target, despite their similar economic models, carbon emission levels, 
and strong environmental commitments. The findings reveal that Germany’s environ-
mental policies are heavily influenced by non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
which actively shape policy decisions, while Japan’s approach is primarily government-
led. By comparing these two cases, this study argues that the role of NGOs is a key 
factor influencing climate policy timelines. These findings offer insights into how dif-
ferent policymaking structures impact carbon neutrality goals and provide valuable les-
sons for countries refining their environmental policy frameworks. 
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1. Introduction 
As climate change intensifies, understanding the factors influencing national environmental policies is crucial. This paper exam-
ines the divergent environmental movements in Germany and Japan, focusing on the role of non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) in shaping carbon neutrality targets. While both nations have similar economic models and historical carbon emissions, 
Germany has committed to achieving carbon neutrality by 2045, whereas Japan targets 2050. This study explores how the influ-
ence of NGOs differs between the two countries and how this divergence impacts their climate policies. 

NGOs have long been a subject of debate in international relations. While some scholars argue that their influence is largely 
ideological rather than empirically verified [1], others emphasize their growing role in environmental governance and policy 
formulation [2]. Environmental groups have been recognized for their ability to shape international obligations [3] and influence 
policy both at the national and global levels (Warner). Kim highlights the symbiotic relationship between NGOs and governments, 
noting their shared goal of addressing societal issues, though their influence varies depending on political structures and public 
engagement [4]. 

Germany and Japan have been central players in global environmental governance, yet their domestic policies differ signifi-
cantly. German environmental research consistently highlights the active role of NGOs in policymaking, with large national 
NGOs exerting significant influence [5]. Public awareness and support for environmental issues further strengthen their position 
[6]. In contrast, Japan’s environmental movement has historically faced challenges. The influence of citizen-led environmental 
activism declined between the 1960s and 1970s, leading to greater bureaucratic control over policymaking. Japanese environ-
mental NGOs, despite their growing presence, still operate within a system where the government assumes primary responsibility 
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for climate policies [7]. Scholars describe Japan’s policy approach as ‘bureaucratic primacy’ [8], with environmental governance 
relying heavily on corporate autonomy rather than regulatory enforcement. While climate change is politicized at the interna-
tional level, Japan’s response to the issue remains passive [30]. However, NGOs have played an indirect role in shaping Japan’s 
environmental policies, as seen in their contributions to the rapid expansion of the official development assistance (ODA) budget 
in the 1990s [6]. 

The continuous evolution of environmental policies worldwide reflects increasing global attention to climate issues. This study 
aims to provide insights into how different governance structures affect climate policymaking and the role of NGOs in driving 
environmental reforms. The following chapters will compare Japan and Germany’s environmental policies, analyse the influence 
of environmental NGOs, and examine their respective paths toward carbon neutrality. The study underscores the importance of 
NGOs as key actors in climate governance and explores how their role can be leveraged to enhance environmental policy effec-
tiveness. 

2. Germany and Japan: Environmental Policy Landscape 
Between 1850 and 2021, both Germany and Japan have predominantly relied on fossil fuels, with similar cumulative CO2 emis-
sions. Germany ranks sixth globally in emissions, while Japan ranks ninth [9]. Germany’s goal of achieving climate neutrality 
by 2045 entails a rapid structural transformation, potentially avoiding nearly one billion tons of CO2 emissions [10]. 

Table 1. Comparative Environmental and Economic Indicators of Germany and Japan 

 Germany Japan 

Total area (km2) 357,000 378,000 

Population 83,222,442 125,440,000 

GDP (Per capita) $56,956 $44,585 

Fossil CO2 Share (1850~2021) 93.1 Gt CO2 66.7 Gt CO2 

Per Capita CO2 emissions (2020) 7.69 t 8.15 t 

Share of global cumulative CO2 emissions 5.46% 3.87% 

The Peoples' Climate Vote 77% 79% 

Public Belief in the Climate Emergency Rank:10 Rank:12 

Environmental Performance Index 2020 EPI Score77.2: EPI Score:75.1 

(Data Source: Carbon Brief [9], accessed date 2022.05.03; Our World in Data Germany [33]: CO2 Country Profile [34], accessed data 2024.12.12; The People’s 
Climate Vote [33], accessed date 2024.12.12; Environmental Performance Index [29], accessed date 2022.05.03) 
 

Given their substantial emissions, both Germany and Japan’s environmental policies and climate goals are of global concern. 
As Table 1 illustrates, these countries share similar environmental indicators, making them suitable for a comparative study. The 
next chapter will analyse the differences in their climate policies, highlighting the role of NGOs in shaping their environmental 
strategies. 

3. Comparison of Carbon Neutralization Goal-setting Processes 
3.1 Germany’s Climate Policy and the Role of NGOs 
The German Parliament passed an amendment to the Federal Climate Action Law, advancing the target for achieving climate 
neutrality by five years, from 2050 to 2045. Additionally, the law tightened the interim greenhouse gas emission reduction target, 
increasing the required reduction from 55% to 65% by 2030, compared to 1990 levels [11]. By 2045, Germany aims to achieve 
greenhouse gas neutrality, meaning that emissions and removals of greenhouse gases must be balanced (Climate Change Act: 
Climate Neutrality by 2045). While most countries have set their carbon neutrality goals for 2050, Germany’s decision to accel-
erate its target stemmed from a legal challenge initiated by nine climate activists. According to reports, several of these activists 
were NGO members, including Luisa Neubauer, a key figure with extensive experience in climate activism. Additionally, Swe-
dish climate activist Greta Thunberg supported the appeal. Together, they organized the Fridays for Future school climate strike 
movement, which played a crucial role in advocating for policy change. As a result, Germany’s climate policymaking process 
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has been heavily influenced by climate law mandates, which emerged as a direct outcome of youth-led activism and NGO 
advocacy. The decision-making process is further illustrated in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1. Germany’s carbon-neutralization policy-making process. 

Table 2. Additions to German Climate Law 

Enshrining Germany's national greenhouse gas reduction targets in law 

- At least 65 percent by 2030, compared to 1990 

- At least 88 percent by 2040 

- Net greenhouse gas neutrality by 2045 

- Ambition of national targets can be raised should this be necessary to meet European or international obligations, but not lowered 

 
Prominent German NGOs, such as BUND (Friends of the Earth Germany) and Fridays for Future, supported the alliance of 

nine climate activists in filing a lawsuit with the German Constitutional Court [12]. The Court ruled that the 2019 Climate Law 
was partially unconstitutional, as it failed to protect the environmental rights of young people and lacked concrete post-2030 
emission reduction plans. Consequently, the revised Climate Action Law was required to incorporate a truly sustainable devel-
opment approach that safeguards intergenerational environmental rights. Table 2 outlines the key changes and additions to the 
climate law. The German government, influenced by heightened environmental protection demands, responded by strengthening 
its climate legislation to align with these legal and societal expectations. 

3.2 Japan’s Carbon Neutrality Policy: A Top-Down Decision-making Model 
In October 2020, the Japanese government officially declared its goal to achieve carbon neutrality by 2050 [13]. The policy 
formulation process for Japan’s carbon neutrality goal is summarized in Table 4. This case represents a typical top-down model 
of government-led environmental policymaking. The declaration of net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 was first an-
nounced by Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga, who instructed all cabinet ministers to actively pursue measures toward this goal. 
Shortly thereafter, a “Climate Crisis Declaration” was adopted with bipartisan support in both the House of Representatives and 
the House of Councilors (November 2020). 

 
Figure 2. Japan’s carbon-neutralization policy-making process. 

In response to the central government's declaration, local governments across Japan expressed strong support. As of the latest 
data, over 281 municipalities had declared their own net-zero targets by 2050, covering more than 101 million people, or ap-
proximately 80% of the Japanese population [14]. These developments clearly reflect a centralized, state-driven approach to 
environmental policy, with limited involvement from external stakeholders. Public participation in the policymaking process has 
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been minimal, and policies have been largely accepted passively by citizens. The decision-making framework is illustrated in 
Figure 2. 

Following the national declaration, various sectors proposed corresponding environmental strategies in line with governmental 
directives. A prominent example is the “Green Growth Strategy”, an industrial policy aimed at creating a virtuous cycle between 
economic development and environmental sustainability, in cooperation with the business community. However, despite these 
policy announcements, both the revised “Act on Promotion of Global Warming Countermeasures” and the updated Green Growth 
Strategy have been criticized for lacking specificity. They fail to clearly outline key components necessary for ensuring policy 
effectiveness and transparency, such as detailed targets, mechanisms for reviewing emissions scope, or procedures for carbon 
offsetting and clearance. As a result, the Climate Action Tracker has rated Japan’s climate policies and actions as “insufficient” 
[15]. This highlights the need for more comprehensive planning, greater transparency, and stricter regulatory requirements in 
Japan’s future environmental legislation and policy implementation efforts. 

3.3 Comparison of Environmental NGOs 
3.3.1 Germany 
Before analyzing contemporary environmental NGOs in Germany, it is essential to distinguish between environmental organi-
zations that existed prior to German reunification in 1990. In West Germany, many environmental organizations emerged be-
tween 1983 and 1984, with their activities gaining momentum especially after the Chernobyl nuclear disaster in 1986. In contrast, 
East Germany faced severe environmental degradation due to extensive coal mining from the 1970s to the 1980s. During that 
period, environmental activism, often operating under the auspices of the Protestant Church, represented a rare form of civil 
resistance to state authority [16]. 

Among the many NGOs, Deutsche Umwelthilfe (DUH), or German Environmental Action, founded in 1975, has been at the 
forefront of environmental advocacy for over four decades. DUH continues to be highly active and influential in contemporary 
environmental policymaking. Notably, in 2021, DUH played a pivotal legal role by filing lawsuits at the state level to push for 
stricter environmental protections. 

When the German government announced its initial carbon neutrality target for 2050, several prominent NGOs—including 
Greenpeace, Germanwatch, Friends of the Earth Germany (BUND), and Brot für die Welt—publicly expressed concerns. They 
argued that the measures outlined at the time were insufficient for Germany to meet its greenhouse gas reduction goals [17]. 
These organizations have consistently advocated for more ambitious climate policies and played a key role in shaping public 
discourse and influencing policy decisions. 

Based on official information from NGO websites and public reports, Table 3 provides an overview of several major German 
environmental NGOs, including those mentioned above. The table outlines their establishment years, areas of focus, and current 
policy engagement, offering a snapshot of the German environmental civil society landscape. 

Table 3. German environment NGOs & NPOs 

Bund für Umwelt und Naturschutz Deutsch-
land (BUND) 

Environmental Action Germany 
Deutsche Umwelthilfe (DUH) e.V. Stiftung Naturschutz Berlin 

Bürgerinitiative Umweltschutz e.V. Die Umwelt-Akademie e.V. EuroNatur Stiftung 

Climate KIC Die Umwelt-Akademie e.V. Germanwatch e.V. 

Association for German Nature Conservation 
Deutscher Naturschutzring (DNR) energiewerk Stiftung Greenpeace e.V. 

Landesverband Erneuerbare Energien NRW Ökolöwe – Umweltbund Leipzig e.V. QuerWaldEin e.V. 

Stiftung Leben & Umwelt Stiftung Naturschutz Berlin Stiftung "Wir helfen dem Wald" 

TERRA MATER e.V. Umwelt- und Tierhilfe Tierschutzverein für Berlin und Umgebung 
Corporation e.V. VEBU 

Vegetarische Initiative e.V. VIER PFOTEN Deutschland e.V. Welttierschutzgesellschaft (WTG) e.V. 

World Wildlife Fund (WWF) German Nature Conservation Association 
(NABU) ROBIN WOOD 

 
Although Germany is internationally recognized for its proactive stance on environmental policy, not all climate-related 

measures are met with unanimous support domestically. The country’s ambitious climate goals have drawn criticism from some 
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sectors. For instance, analysts at the German Economic Institute (Institut der deutschen Wirtschaft) have expressed concerns that, 
in response to the Federal Constitutional Court’s ruling, the federal government may be engaging in what they term “climate 
target activism” (Klimaziel-Aktionismus)—pursuing overly aggressive targets without sufficiently grounded strategic planning 
[18]. 

Germany’s environmental policy is deeply intertwined with its political structure. Former Chancellor Angela Merkel, who led 
the country for 16 years, gained a reputation as a pro-environment leader. Environmental issues enjoy broad political consensus 
across party lines, and Germany is home to a prominent Green Party, whose platform centers on environmental protection. 
Although the Green Party did not win the most recent federal election, it continues to command substantial electoral support. 
While the positive contributions of German NGOs have been widely acknowledged in existing literature, their role extends 
beyond advocacy to that of a historically significant social movement capable of influencing legislative processes. This under-
scores the importance of continued in-depth research on the evolving role and impact of environmental NGOs in Germany. 

3.3.2 Japan 
In contrast to Germany, environmental NGOs in Japan have played a relatively limited role in shaping national environmental 
policymaking. As noted by Schreurs (2001), Japanese NGOs had minimal influence in placing global air pollution issues on the 
country’s political agenda during the 1980s [19]. The Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), which has dominated Japanese politics 
for decades, has generally not pursued environmental issues as a central pillar of its policy platform. While environmental con-
cerns do receive attention in Japan, political parties—particularly the LDP—tend to engage with such topics less frequently or 
only in response to external pressures. Some studies further suggest that, unlike Germany’s relatively horizontal policy diffusion, 
Japan’s policymaking is more hierarchical or top-down in nature, limiting the opportunities for NGOs to influence decision-
making processes. 

Despite this, Japan is home to a significant number of environmental NGOs and NPOs. Table 4 presents a selection of notable 
organizations, including WWF Japan, Greenpeace Japan, Japan Climate Initiative, and various academic and advocacy institu-
tions such as the Japan Solar Energy Society, the Botanical Society of Japan (BSJ), and the Citizens' Nuclear Information Center 
(CNIC). These organizations span a wide range of environmental focus areas, from climate change to biodiversity and renewable 
energy. 

Table 4. Japan environment NGOs & NPOs (not fully) 

AEON Environmental Foundation WWF Japan Japan Solar Energy Society 

Asia-Pacific Water Forum (APWF) Association of Japanese Geographers Blue Planet Prize 

Botanical Society of Japan (BSJ) Citizens' Nuclear Information Center (CNIC) Earthwatch Japan 

Ecological Society of Japan (ES) ELSA Nature Conservancy Energy Conservation Center, Japan 

Global Environment Centre Foundation 
(GEC) Global Environment Information Centre (GEIC) Green Action 

Green Cross Japan Greenpeace Japan Japan Climate Initiative 

 
However, the actual influence of these organizations on national policy remains limited. As some scholars and observers have 

pointed out, many Japanese environmental NGOs suffer from longstanding structural weaknesses that have persisted for over 
two decades. These challenges include institutional rigidity, limited organizational capacity, and, most critically, insufficient 
financial and human resource support. As a result, many NGOs in Japan struggle to maintain sustained advocacy efforts or 
effectively participate in environmental governance. While the number of organizations is substantial, the impact they exert often 
remains symbolic or marginal, raising questions about their institutional effectiveness and long-term viability. 

4. Comprehensive Comparison of Environmental Awareness and NGO Roles: Germany vs. Japan 
Figure 3 presents a comparative analysis of German and Japanese citizens' attention to social issues, with a specific focus on 
environmental concerns. The German data are sourced from Statista, based on the survey “What are the most important problems 
facing Germany?” conducted on September 17, 2021 [20]. Although the COVID-19 pandemic was a dominant concern prior to 
this period, the survey results show that environmental issues had emerged as the most prominent concern among German citi-
zens, with 40% of respondents identifying it as a top issue, surpassing even the pandemic. This heightened attention to environ-
mental matters coincided with Germany’s federal election, indicating that environmental discourse was closely linked to the 
political agenda during that time. 
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Figure 3. Comparison of German and Japanese citizens' attention to social problems. 

In contrast, the data for Japan are derived from the International Social Survey Program (ISSP), in collaboration with the NHK 
Broadcasting Culture Research Institute. The 2020 survey highlights that Japanese citizens’ concern for environmental issues 
increased compared to previous years, rising from only 4% in 2010. However, despite this upward trend, the report concludes 
that Japan’s overall public attitude toward environmental issues remains relatively stagnant, with limited progress in public 
engagement [21]. 

It is important to clarify that this comparison does not necessarily imply that Germans are more environmentally conscious 
than Japanese citizens. Rather, it reflects the different social and political contexts in which environmental issues are embedded. 
In Germany, environmental concerns are more likely to manifest in individualized civic engagement, whereas in Japan, environ-
mental awareness is often shaped by collective harmony and social norms. Ando et al. (2010) found that in Japan, subjective 
norms and interpersonal relationships significantly influence individual environmental behavior [22], whereas in Germany, per-
ceived behavioral control plays a more prominent role, suggesting a more autonomous, self-directed approach in the German 
context. Japanese society tends to prioritize social balance and harmony, while German society reflects lower dependency on 
governmental directives and greater civic spontaneity. These distinctions underscore the importance of understanding cultural 
and structural factors when assessing environmental governance models. There is no single superior approach; rather, effective 
governance must be grounded in context-specific citizen engagement and collective action. 

After comparing the institutional and civic dynamics of Germany and Japan, it becomes evident that despite scholarly critiques 
of Japanese NGOs’ limited influence, Japan has made little progress in strengthening environmental NGOs, even after partici-
pating in major international climate agreements such as the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement. This reflects a persistent 
top-down, hierarchical policy structure in Japan. While such a system is theoretically expected to deliver policy efficiency, in 
practice, it is often hindered by an overreliance on voluntary compliance and a lack of transparency. In contrast, German envi-
ronmental NGOs have been more successful in compensating for institutional or resource limitations through access to diverse 
information channels and stronger ties with civil society [5]. Their influence on environmental policymaking—particularly 
through litigation, public mobilization, and media engagement—has been more pronounced. 

In conclusion, the role of environmental NGOs is most immediately visible in their efforts to address environmental degrada-
tion; however, their broader contributions include indirectly shaping environmental legislation and policies, as well as mediating 
conflicts in an era of rising environmental disputes. While Germany’s NGO model may be difficult to replicate due to cultural 
and systemic differences, it serves as an instructive case in the global pursuit of effective environmental governance. As climate 
change continues to pose a global emergency, leveraging the expertise and institutional functions of environmental organizations 
is essential for building a resilient, participatory, and adaptive governance framework. Therefore, there are significant differences 
in environmental policies at the national level between the two countries [32]. 

5. Discussion 
The amendment of Germany’s climate law following an NGO-led appeal is not an isolated case. A notable parallel can be drawn 
with a 2021 Dutch court ruling that ordered Royal Dutch Shell to reduce carbon dioxide emissions, demonstrating how legal 
action can serve as a mechanism for environmental policy change. However, there is still a lack of systematic research to establish 
a clear framework for understanding the interaction between NGOs and environmental policy reforms. To address this gap, I 
propose a new analytical framework (Figure 4), which provides a conceptual model for understanding how NGOs can intervene 
in national policymaking. 
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Figure 4. NGO-Government Interaction Framework. 

This framework outlines a potential pathway through which NGOs may influence governmental policies. It assumes a sepa-
ration of powers between government agencies and the judiciary, where NGOs can challenge legal and regulatory shortcomings 
in court. However, in reality, NGOs often lack sufficient power to directly confront governments, as their existence is deeply 
intertwined with state institutions. While the German case exemplifies a successful intervention, its effectiveness cannot be 
detached from the broader German social environment, where NGOs benefit from strong public support and high levels of civic 
engagement in environmental issues. 

At the same time, while German NGOs have played a pivotal role in promoting environmental laws and policies, their success 
is closely linked to the political landscape. In Germany, major political parties have integrated environmental protection into 
their governance priorities. This was particularly evident during the 2021 federal elections, when environmental issues received 
more public attention than the COVID-19 pandemic, illustrating the inseparability of environmental concerns from electoral 
politics. The influence of NGOs in Germany can thus be understood as a catalyst for democratic reform in the decision-making 
process. 

In contrast, Japan's environmental governance model follows a voluntary approach, relying more on industry self-regulation 
and government incentives rather than legal mandates. Consequently, NGOs in Japan face greater institutional barriers in influ-
encing policy through legal channels. Two key challenges hinder this pathway: The lack of youthful activism within Japan’s 
NGO sector, which limits its ability to exert pressure. Structural differences in governance, particularly the ambiguous relation-
ship between the government and judiciary, constrain legal avenues for policy intervention. These differences highlight why the 
German model of NGO-driven legal action is difficult to replicate in Japan and underscore the need for alternative pathways to 
strengthen NGO participation in Japanese environmental policymaking. 

6. Conclusion 
This paper proposes a conceptual framework to illustrate how environmental NGOs can influence national policy outcomes, 
particularly within institutional contexts where the separation of powers between the government and the judiciary allows for 
legal and political intervention. Under such conditions, NGOs are able to leverage judicial mechanisms to exert pressure on the 
government and advocate for more ambitious environmental policies. As climate change continues to dominate global policy 
agendas, the dynamics of climate governance—and particularly the role of non-state actors—will remain a critical area for schol-
arly inquiry. 

Traditionally, NGOs have relied on public mobilization, advocacy campaigns, and partnerships to gain governmental attention. 
However, these efforts often yield limited influence and, in some cases, provoke political resistance. The German case offers an 
alternative pathway, demonstrating how NGOs, through strategic legal action, can become significant agents in shaping envi-
ronmental policy. This not only broadens our understanding of participatory governance but also invites new perspectives on 
how civic actors interact with formal policy institutions. Through a comparative analysis of Germany and Japan, this study yields 
several key implications: It highlights the strategic importance of NGOs in shaping and advancing environmental policy agendas. 
It calls for greater inclusivity and pluralism in environmental governance by incorporating diverse societal actors. It provides 
empirical insights and a theoretical reference for future research on climate policy formation, both domestically and in the broader 
international context. 

That said, the paper does not suggest an uncritical endorsement of policies enacted under external pressure. While NGO-led 
advocacy may accelerate policy change, the effectiveness and long-term sustainability of such policies remain contingent upon 
institutional coordination, administrative capacity, and continued civic oversight. Future environmental governance must there-
fore not only accommodate NGO participation in policymaking but also ensure their role in monitoring and evaluating policy 
implementation. In conclusion, while the German experience offers a promising model, efforts should be made to enhance the 
influence of environmental NGOs in countries where policy inertia and weak enforcement persist. Strengthening NGO engage-
ment can contribute to more responsive and accountable environmental governance, ultimately fostering collaborative policy-
making between governments and civil society. 
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