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Key messages 

• Lead markets, in which climate-friendly basic materials are purchased despite higher 

costs due to their product property, can complement the existing policy mix for a 

competitive and climate-neutral industry. However, there are still many unanswered 

questions regarding the design and implementation of specific instruments for in-

creasing demand for climate-friendly basic materials. 

• Lead markets, more specifically corresponding demand-side instruments, should be 

designed specifically for particularly emission-intensive basic materials such as ce-

ment, steel and ethylene to effectively address the needs of the respective industry 

sector (see overview figure below). 

 

• For cement, due to the homogeneous value chain structure, requirements for public 

construction projects based on the CCC label of the industry sector are a viable op-

tion. The German government’s special fund for infrastructure and climate neutrality 

could secure the financing of public construction projects. 

• For steel, a European-level market-based ramp-up mechanism for distributors of flat 

and long products makes sense, while public procurement can provide short-term 

support through minimum shares and pilot projects. 
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• Due to various challenges, low but increasing minimum content requirements for cli-

mate-friendly ethylene in packaging are suited to the industry sector’s specific chal-

lenges – a prerequisite for this is the establishment of a climate-friendly ethylene la-

bel. 

• Discussions at national and EU level should be continued on the basis of these sector-

specific findings so that lead markets can fulfil their intended role in the policy mix.  
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1. Introduction 

Lead markets – more specifically instruments for increasing demand for climate-friendly 

basic materials – can complement CO2 pricing, reduce the need for subsidies and 

strengthen competitiveness by ensuring that additional costs are passed on to consum-

ers without placing a significant burden on them (see Info box: Additional costs at the end-

product level). They can also support the creation of framework conditions for industrial 

transformation, as increased demand creates both planning certainty and investment in-

centives. Furthermore, lead markets address information-related externalities (Martini et 

al. 2024), as labelling allows to distinguish between climate-friendly and climate-damag-

ing basic materials (BMWK 2022). As shown in the figure below, lead markets can thus 

contribute to a balanced policy mix on the demand side (Rogge and Schleich 2018; Pe-

ters et al. 2012). 

 

Figure 1: Existing and new instruments for industrial transformation. Source: own illustration 

 

Although initial steps have been taken at both national and EU levels, there are still 

many unanswered questions regarding the implementation of specific instruments. The 

following analysis addresses these questions with implementation recommendations for 

lead market instruments for the particularly emission-intensive production of cement, 

steel and ethylene to complement the existing policy mix. 
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Info box: Additional costs at the end-product level 

The production of climate-friendly basic materials involves additional costs compared 

to conventional products. These costs vary in the literature, depending, among other 

things, on the considered energy prices. The figure below plots these additional costs 

at the end-product level, assuming full cost roll-over, using Germany as an example. 

The additional costs at the basic material-level are significant but add very little to the 

cost of the end products. If additional costs can be passed on to the end products, the 

cost increase per product will be low, typically around 1%. 

 
 
Figure 2: Additional costs at the basic material and end-product levels, own estimate based on Agora 
Industrie et al. 2021; Agora Industrie et al. 2022; Diesing et al. 2025; Fischer and Küper 2021; Moya and 
Boulamanti 2016; Gruhler and Deilmann 2017; Maurer 2013; Zottler 2014; Wurzer 2016. Source: own 
figure based on the above-mentioned sources 
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2. Lead markets for climate-friendly basic materials 

Lead markets cannot be created using a single instrument; rather, a bundle of instru-

ments is required (see Figure 3). The first prerequisite is a uniform classification of cli-

mate-friendly basic materials, as proposed, for example, by the German Federal Ministry 

for Economic Affairs and Climate Protection in it’s concept “Lead markets for climate-

friendly basic materials” (BMWK 2024). This lays the basis for four key instruments (Han-

non et al. 2015), which are complementary and not mutually exclusive. 

 

Figure 3: Instruments for creating lead markets for climate-friendly basic materials. Source: own illustra-
tion 

 

The first option is to label climate-friendly basic materials with certificates or labels. Ex-

amples of these so-called Type 1 product labels are the LESS (Low Emission Steel Stand-

ard) and CCC (Cement Carbon Class) labels established by industry associations in Ger-

many for climate-friendly steel and cement, respectively (WV Stahl 2024; VDZ n.d.). 

Another option is to have minimum requirements (standards or shares), which increase 

over time, for example the standards set by the Energy Consumption Labelling Regula-

tion (2017/1369). Similarly, ambitious minimum shares can be established for selected 

products, as in the mandatory recycled content requirements in the Packaging and Pack-

aging Waste Regulation (2025/40, PPWR for short). 

Public procurement can also strengthen demand for climate-friendly basic materials via 

a so-called CO2 shadow price, or requirements for selected procurement areas, for exam-

ple the non-price criteria proposed in the Clean Industrial Deal. 
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A market-based ramp-up mechanism can be implemented through gradually increasing 

mandatory shares for climate-friendly proportions in basic materials. Comparable ap-

proaches and quotas are currently being used for the establishment of Sustainable Avia-

tion Fuels (SAF) on the European market (2023/2405). 

Some existing regulations, especially at the European level, offer a starting point for the 

creation of lead markets – and in some cases, this is specifically their aim – but this var-

ies depending on the instrument. While there are starting points for minimum require-

ments or public procurement, for example, new regulations are necessary to introduce a 

market-based ramp-up mechanism at the European level. These would need to take into 

account such aspects as tradability, local content criteria, sanctions and flexibility op-

tions. 

 

Figure 4: Existing regulations as a starting point for lead market instruments. Source: own illustration 
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3. Design of lead market instruments 

To establish the lead market instruments for climate-friendly cement, steel and ethylene, 

there are three design parameters, which will be assessed in detail (see table below). 

Leverage point Determines at which product level/value chain stage (basic material, intermediate 
product or end product) requirements are defined; at the level of basic materials 
and intermediate products, both manufacturers and distributors can be obliged to 
comply, while for end products, distributors or consumers can be obliged to com-
ply 

Level of ambition Consists of the recognised property and the addressed quantity share; can be ad-
justed by the product requirement to be met, i.e., the maximum greenhouse gas 
emissions per unit, and by the share that must meet this requirement 

Time frame Determines the point in time or period during which the level of ambition applies; 
not only the point in time at which it is set, but also the adjustment of the product 
requirement and the share over time are decisive 

 
Table 1: Design parameters for lead market instruments 

 

3.1. Leverage point 

While requirements for basic materials provide a targeted incentive for the transfor-

mation of industry sectors, the additional costs can be passed on to consumers at subse-

quent stages in the value chain. It is also conceivable to incentivise further emission 

avoidance options for intermediate and end products, for example through the increased 

use of secondary products. However, focusing on this part of the value chain carries the 

risk that only selected products will be regulated. 

Closer examination of the selected basic materials reveals a variety of industry sector 

characteristics, such as diversity of products and consumer markets, but also material 

substitution. This does not allow for a uniform statement on which stage of the value 

chain should be regulated.  

For cement, the lower product diversity and homogeneous consumer markets mean that 

lead market instruments are conceivable both for distributors of the intermediate prod-

uct concrete, and for distributors or consumers of the end products buildings and infra-

structure. However, regulating consumers is challenging due to their high diversity. 
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The wide variety of steel end products, on the other hand, suggests the regulation of dis-

tributors of intermediate products, with supporting regulations for distributors of partic-

ularly relevant products, such as buildings or cars. It would be beneficial to differentiate 

between intermediate products based on quality differences. 

In contrast to cement and steel, the production of ethylene is linked to various options 

for material substitution and interactions. Despite the high complexity of the consumer 

market, the most effective approach seems to be the regulation of distributors of se-

lected end products – especially packaging, as the largest product segment. 

 

Figure 5: Leverage point by industry sector. Source: own illustration 

 

3.2. Level of ambition 

It is advisable to specify requirements by referring to existing proposals for climate-

friendly basic materials – such as “Lead markets for climate-friendly basic materials” de-

veloped by the German Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and Climate Protection 

(BMWK), which is based on the recommendations by the International Energy Agency 

(IEA) (BMWK 2024; IEA 2022). Accordingly, requirements for “low emission” and "near 

zero" basic materials can be specified. Requirements for “low emission” basic materials 

would incentivise transitional technologies towards climate-friendly basic material indus-

tries, and larger quantities of basic materials would be available earlier. On the other 

hand, requirements for “near zero” basic materials would secure demand for an early 

transition to more expensive climate-friendly production processes, with smaller quanti-

ties available. Consequently, “low emission” basic materials would need to require a 

higher quantity share, relative to “near zero” basic materials, to achieve a similar level of 

ambition. 

In both options, the aim is to stimulate the necessary transformation of production 

routes and value chains. Looking at the three industry sectors, it becomes clear that 
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there is no uniform conclusion, as the necessary transformation of the sectors differs fun-

damentally. 

Since the establishment of carbon capture and storage (CCS) is necessary to achieve the 

target in cement production, the “near zero” definition appears to be appropriate for set-

ting requirements. This means that the quantity addressed must be ambitious but 

achievable, to ensure that the requirements are met. 

This contrasts with the steel sector, where the definition of “low emission” steel can also 

encourage a switch to new steel production processes, such as direct reduction with nat-

ural gas. In this case, the required quantity can be higher and, over time, the level of am-

bition can be increased by tightening the emission intensity requirement. 

For ethylene, the “near zero” definition seems to be the right approach for establishing 

new production processes that also avoid end-of-life emissions. However, a holistic view 

of petrochemical production, taking into account its by-products and precursors, is nec-

essary to counteract a one-sided maximisation of climate-friendly ethylene production. 

 

Figure 6: Level of ambition by industry sector. Source: own illustration 

 

3.3. Time frame 

In the short term, the availability of climate friendly basic materials is determined by ex-

isting and planned production capacities, and the availability of the necessary infrastruc-

ture. Subsidising new production processes can increase the availability of such basic ma-

terials, but in the medium term, requirements must go beyond this to fulfil the intended 

role in the policy mix. A viable option is to consider on cost-efficient technology pathways, 

such as the technology mix scenario in the Ariadne scenario report for Germany (Luderer 

et al. 2025). 

Here, too, no uniform conclusion emerges for all three industry sectors under considera-

tion. An additional challenge is the inherent uncertainty of future technology pathways. 
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The technology mix scenario is rather optimistic and envisages climate-friendly produc-

tion quanities in the short term that exceed current project announcements. 

For example, only a small share of “near zero” cement can realistically be considered by 

2030, as CCS will be necessary and has not yet been established. In the medium term, 

however, this share must increase significantly to ensure that the targets are achieved by 

2045. 

For steel, a higher share can be addressed before 2030 due to the availability of lower 

emission steel production processes. However, the level of ambition must be adjusted be-

fore 2045 by tightening both the product requirements and the quantity share ad-

dressed. 

For ethylene, as with cement, a relatively low share of “near zero” appears to be appro-

priate from 2030 onwards, as the production facilities are not yet available and will re-

quire a significant amount of renewable electricity and hydrogen. However, this share 

must increase significantly by 2045. 

 

Figure 7: Temporal progression by industry sector. Source: own illustration  
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4. Implementation proposals for lead market instruments 

Lead market instruments play different roles over time (see Figure 8). First, labelling is 

necessary to make the carbon footprint visible. Voluntary agreements are a first step, but 

they must subsequently become mandatory. Minimum requirements at the European 

level can provide short-term security, but they only offer incentives for specific product 

groups. In addition, public procurement can create initial markets in the short term, but 

these are limited in scope and their relative importance declines over time. In the me-

dium term, a market-based ramp-up mechanism at the European level is one way of gen-

erating significant demand. Due to their complementarity, minimum requirements and 

public procurement can be established in parallel, but earlier than a market-based ramp-

up mechanism. 

 

Figure 8: Role of the various lead market instruments over time. Source: own illustration 
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4.1. Minimum requirements for specific product groups 

Minimum requirements can be implemented either through emission intensity require-

ment (minimum standards) or requirements on the use of certain materials (minimum 

shares). While the former is solution-neutral, the latter has a more direct impact on the 

respective basic material industries. Minimum requirements can play an important role, 

especially for basic materials with a complex structure of end sectors and products. 

In the case of cement, it is questionable whether minimum requirements offer sufficient 

incentive for the transformation of the industry, as no ambitious minimum shares can be 

set in line with existing regulations (Construction Products Regulation, Energy Perfor-

mance of Buildings Directive). 

Minimum requirements for steel end products can have a supporting function in the 

short term. While it is possible to set ambitious minimum shares within the framework of 

the Ecodesign for Sustainable Products Regulation, the regulation of products is frag-

mented and lengthy. 

Minimum requirements could create an incentive to switch from fossil feedstocks for eth-

ylene production in the short term. Since packaging is already regulated, setting “near 

zero” minimum content requirements that increase over time, in line with the Packaging 

and Packaging Waste Regulation, appears promising. 

 

Figure 9: Suitability of minimum requirements by industry sector. Source: own illustration 

 

4.2. Requirements in public procurement 

Public procurement can be implemented via a CO2 shadow price on the one hand, and via 

requirements for selected procurement areas on the other. While the former is solution-

neutral, the latter has a more direct effect on the respective basic material industries. It 

can play a decisive role in establishing lead markets, as requirements can be tested be-

fore they are widely applied. 
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Public procurement is particularly relevant for cement beyond the pilot phase, as the 

public sector is a significant consumer. In the short term, requirements could be estab-

lished for the use of “near zero” cement in public construction projects, increasing over 

time. 

Public procurement can play a supporting role for steel (e.g. buildings or cars) in the 

short term. This only works for the construction sector in conjunction with cement, as 

secondary steel is mainly used, while the automotive sector has only a weak signal effect 

due to low demand. 

The advantages and opportunities of public procurement cannot be used effectively for 

ethylene, as the public sector is of little relevance for plastic packaging. There is direct 

demand for plastics from the public sector in the construction industry, but only small 

quanities of ethylene are used there. 

 

Figure 10: Suitability of public procurement by industry sector. Source: own illustration 

 

4.3. Market-based ramp-up mechanism at the European level 

The Market-based ramp-up mechanism is the instrument with the greatest potential for 

creating a lead market, although there are risks such as material substitution. In addi-

tion, it will require complex monitoring and appropriate certification. However, as the in-

strument addresses the entire market (as far as possible), it is only suitable for basic ma-

terials where the necessary processes are widely available. 

The advantages of a market-based ramp-up mechanism, in terms of establishing a pre-

dictable ramp-up pathway, cannot be meaningfully applied to cement. The level of ambi-

tion required to transform the industry would be highly impractical to achieve across the 

board. 
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A market-based ramp-up mechanism for distributors, differentiated by flat and long steel 

and quality and structural steel, is a suitable lead market instrument, as the necessary 

processes for emission-reduced production are fundamentally available. 

The advantages of market-based ramp-up mechanism are difficult to exploit for ethylene 

due to the high complexity of the value chain, the necessary level of ambition and possi-

ble diversionary movements. 

 

Figure 11: Suitability of a market-based ramp-up mechanism by industry sector. Source: own illustration 
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5. Potential of the implementation proposals using Germany as 
an example 

The potential of each of the implementation proposals is assessed using Germany as an 

example. It is assumed that the entire production of basic materials will be transformed 

in accordance with the Ariadne technology mix scenario (Luderer et al. 2025). Conse-

quently, the shares of the instruments in this transformation are estimated. 

 

5.1. Minimum shares for packaging 

The figure below compares two options. Option A is less ambitious, while Option B is 

based on the Ariadne technology mix scenario. It is clear that, despite an incentive to 

transition to non-fossil feedstocks, further instruments are necessary. 

 

Figure 12: Proportion of “near zero” ethylene in demand, additional costs covered and stimulated emission 
reduction  of the MTO route compared to conventional production through minimum shares for packaging, 
Option A corresponds to half of Option B , Option B represents the ramp-up from 25 % (2035) to 50 % 
(2040) to 100 % (2045) "near zero" ethylene, with the remaining emission reductions and additional costs 
resulting from the Ariadne technology mix scenario, own calculation based on Luderer et al. 2025; Plastics 
Europe 2022; BMWK 2024; Fischer and Küper 2021. Source: own representation based on the sources men-
tioned above 
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5.2. Public procurement for cement 

Figure 13 compares two options for cement. Option A assumes a non-linear increase in 

the proportion of “near zero” cement. Option B shows a linear increase. It is clear that 

public procurement can play a relevant role in the transformation of the cement indus-

try, but that further instruments are necessary. 

 

Figure 13: Proportion of “near zero” cement in demand, additional costs covered and stimulated emission 
reduction from CCS cement compared to the current average through public procurement. Option A corre-
sponds to an initially slow increase in the share of "near zero" cement in demand, and Option B to a linear 
increase; the remaining emission reductions and additional costs are based on the Ariadne technology mix 
scenario, own calculation based on Luderer et al. 2025; VDZ 2021; Federal Statistical Office 2023, 2025; 
BMWK 2024; Agora Industrie et al. 2022. Source: own representation based on the aforementioned sources 
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5.3 Market-based ramp-up mechanism for flat and long steel products 

Figure 14 compares two options. Option A corresponds to process shares slightly below 

the Ariadne technology mix scenario, while option B corresponds to this scenario. It is 

clear that a market-based ramp-up mechanism can make a major contribution to the 

transformation of the steel industry. 

 

Figure 14: Proportion of incentivised steel, covered additional costs and incentivised emission reductions 
through a market-based ramp-up mechanism for flat steel (top) and long steel (below), Option A follows a 
path slightly below the process shares from the Ariadne technology mix scenario and Option B corre-
sponds to this scenario, remaining emission reductions and remaining additional costs result from the Ari-
adne technology mix scenario, own calculation based on World Steel Association 2022; BMWK 2024; Agora 
Industrie et al. 2021; Luderer et al. 2025. Source: own representation based on the aforementioned sources   
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6. Conclusions 

Lead markets can complement the existing policy mix for the transformation to a com-

petitive and climate-neutral industry, but there are still many unanswered questions re-

garding the design and implementation of specific instruments. When looking at the par-

ticularly emission-intensive basic materials cement, steel and ethylene, it becomes clear 

that lead market instruments must be developed on an industry sector-specific basis. 

For cement, distributors of concrete and consumers of buildings and infrastructure are 

particularly well-suited to lead market instruments. Since the use of CCS is necessary, 

the level of ambition should initially require low but increasing quantities of “near zero” 

cement. Public procurement is a suitable lead market instrument in this industry sector, 

as the public sector demands relevant quantities of cement in construction projects. It re-

mains to be seen how private builders can be obliged. 

Lead market instruments for climate-friendly steel can be established especially for flat 

and long products as well as in the short term for buildings and cars as supporting 

measures. Lower emission production processes can also be incentivised for steel, but 

the quantities addressed must be higher in the short term. This lends itself to a market-

based ramp-up mechanism, but this instrument would require a new regulation at the 

European level and detailed data to determine an appropriate ramp-up pathway. In addi-

tion, other aspects such as tradability and sanctions must be examined at the European 

level. 

Ethylene poses particular challenges, as the high complexity of the value chain requires 

both a focus on end products and a change in raw materials. This makes minimum 

shares for “near zero” ethylene in plastic packaging a particularly suitable instrument, 

along with the establishment of a label for climate-friendly ethylene. It remains to be 

seen how lead market instruments can be established for other products in the ethylene 

value chain. 

While the foundations for establishing lead markets within the policy mix have already 

been laid, both at national and EU levels, these should be continued on the basis of the 

recommendations described here.  
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