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INTRODUCTION

On 6 th May 2019, NLGN partnered with 

ENGIE to host its most recent Innovation 

Exchange, at their Canary Wharf office in 

London.

Just a few days after parliament declared a 

state of climate emergency, the event saw 18 

local authorities from NLGN’s network come 

together to discuss environmental issues. 

Specifically, councils reflected on the role of 

local government in tackling issues that are 

often seen as global, and on how addressing 

planetary climate change interplays with 

efforts to address localised issues.

Like all NLGN Innovation Exchanges, the day 

also offered councils a rare opportunity to 

share and learn from one and other. In this 

safe and confidential space, councils spoke 

not just about the successful initiatives that 

they had undertaken, but also discussed 

things that had gone wrong for them, so that 

lessons could be learned and shared across 

our network.

This Insights Report summarises the key 

concepts, lessons and proposed approaches 

that arose from the day’s discussions, 

and aims to offer practical ways forward 

for councils as they face a multitude of 

interrelated environmental challenges. The 

report is comprised of two broad sections:

 ■ What are the biggest challenges for local 

government to overcome to establish 

effective environmental policies?

 ■ How can solutions be implemented 

strategically, at a local level?

The Innovation Exchange took place under 

the Chatham House rule, and our report 

respects this by anonymising all contributions.
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FOREWORD

Earlier this year ENGIE were delighted 

to partner and host NLGN’s Innovation 

Exchange entitled ‘Meeting the 

Environmental Challenge’. The aim of the 

event was to reflect on the work of Local 

Authority officers addressing climate change 

and the inherent challenges of doing so.

One major challenge emerged – convincing 

residents and stakeholders that climate 

change efforts were worthwhile despite being 

dwarfed and undermined by far more damaging 

practices elsewhere around the world.

The debate was constructive and concluded 

that by emphasising the benefits (health, 

social and economic) of their work, Local 

Authorities could demonstrate the key role 

they have always played in bringing about 

behavioural change, collaboration and the 

partnership working needed.

ENGIE’s ambition is to lead the transition 

to net zero carbon and to assist interested 

organisations on how to address their own 

climate emergency. 

For more information please contact

Haydn.Scarborough@ENGIE.com, Karl.

Limbert@ENGIE.com or Mathew.jellings@

ENGIE.com

#ActWithENGIE

MATHEW JELLINGS
Business Development Director, ENGIE

https://www.engie.co.uk/?gclid=Cj0KCQiAt_PuBRDcARIsAMNlBdruIFDtRzDvmJMaz9cqzJEwdLFjpHbvtTRyJo692C4UtqFUz-fdX-UaAiPjEALw_wcB
mailto:Haydn.Scarborough@ENGIE.com
mailto:Karl.Limbert@ENGIE.com
mailto:Karl.Limbert@ENGIE.com
mailto:Mathew.jellings@ENGIE.com
mailto:Mathew.jellings@ENGIE.com
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NATIONAL AND 
INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT

Environmental challenges are often seen 

as planetary-scale, global issues.  The 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s 

special report1 on the impacts of global 

warming has outlined a number of projected 

negative consequences for the world, and 

national governments have responded in 

kind. Here in the UK, the Government’s Clean 

Growth Strategy2 has called for new policy 

proposals to drive down carbon emissions in 

order to meet Britain’s obligations under The 

Paris Agreement. 

Local government often finds itself walking a 

tightrope when trying to find meaningful ways 

of contributing to efforts to combat climate 

change, and working towards these national 

and international targets. This is because they 

have to tie these planetary scale objectives 

to the localised environmental concerns that 

may be most pressing in their area. 

Creating policies that speak both to a global 

existential threat, and to residents’ concerns 

about fly-tipping is a difficult circle to square, 

but councils feel that it can be done if the 

following hurdles are cleared:

1  IPPC. 2018. Global Warming of 1.5°C.
2  HM Government. 2018. The Clean Growth Strategy: 
Leading the way to a low carbon future.

CHALLENGE: MOVING TOWARDS 
CLIMATE ACTION

Many councils strive to be environmentally 

responsible. Indeed, beyond simple recycling 

and waste reduction policies, many local 

authorities are now looking to go further 

to reduce their use of plastics and other 

pollutants. However, there is a feeling among 

some councils that this idea of ‘environmental 

responsibility’ is overly passive, and treats 

environmental policy as a reactive exercise in 

damage limitation. 

In order for there to be a serious attempt at 

addressing the long term challenges that 

climate breakdown presents, some in the 

sector have argued that what is now needed is 

something more active – a high-level, strategic 

approach to reducing carbon emissions. 

This kind of ‘climate action’ approach can, 

however, be hard to get right. One issue is 

finding the appropriate level of ambition, 

considering the constraints councils often find 

themselves under. 

On one extreme, some councils report having 

climate change deniers within their senior 

structure, which makes getting anything off 

the ground immensely difficult. On the other, 

some organisations have launched ambitious 

targets, like making a district carbon zero 

by 2050, but lack both the clear strategy 
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that would make this deliverable, and the 

organisational consensus that would be 

needed to implement it.

In order to move towards having a 

clear ‘climate action’ strategy, without 

succumbing to these pitfalls, councils at our 

Innovation Exchange proposed the following 

approaches:

 ■ MAKE THE ECONOMIC CASE FOR THE 

ENVIRONMENT. There is often conflict 

between growth and environmental 

ambitions, so a strong economic 

argument can help to bring the two 

imperatives together. This is useful for 

swaying unengaged politicians, as it can 

be used to persuade members concerned 

about harming business activity.

 ■ DRIVE PUBLIC EXPECTATIONS.  

As well as ensuring council members 

have sufficient buy-in, the wider 

public should also be invested in the 

climate action agenda. By setting out 

clear expectations – such as outlining 

opportunities for green jobs and 

positioning science and technology 

as genuine solutions to environment 

challenges – a shift to climate action 

becomes much more politically palatable.

CHALLENGE: ENSURING BUY-IN 
FROM LOCAL COMMUNITIES

Environmental initiatives can often be seen 

as side-shows to seemingly more important 

policy projects. Indeed, to those most in 

need, environmental issues can often seem 

like minor distractions. However, by allowing 

for community input and collaboration, 

councils can encourage local people to see 

how environmental measures will improve 

their own lives, thus helping to combat the 

issue of climate and environmental apathy.  

To achieve this, councils present at our 

Innovation Exchange stressed the importance 

of marrying together local level environmental 

concerns with global ones. Issues such as 

fly-tipping and pavement quality are often 

important to residents and they are frequently 

what matter most to people’s quality of life. 

Frequently, an unnecessary conflict can be 

created between these day-to day matters, 

and global climate breakdown. It is through 

meeting local needs, alongside drives to find 

long term solutions to global issues, that 

meaningful progress can be made.

However, getting to that point requires 

dialogue. Where local environmental concerns 

exist, some councils have used them as an 

opportunity to engage with the community, 

and drive grassroots change. Instead of 
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seeing local environmental campaigners 

as challenges to be overcome, a useful 

conversation can occur. By allowing those 

with strong views to feed into policy, local 

people can be brought into the policy process 

in a productive way.

Alternative ways of encouraging community 

ownership and shared buy-in on 

environmental issues include:

 ■ COMMUNICATING PLANS. An 

environmental agenda that is properly set 

out and implemented will ensure people 

interact with its principles as it drives 

change in the community.

 ■ IDENTIFYING THE COMMUNITY’S KEY 

INFLUENCERS. In every community, 

there is a rich resource of local 

campaigners and long-term residents 

with expert local knowledge. Councils 

can benefit from identifying these 

‘influencers’ and working with them to 

drive environmental action, as well as to 

engage groups that are usually hard to 

reach. Alternatively, councils can work 

with influential local institutions such as 

libraries, places of worship or other local 

hubs. This approach has helped some 

councils in our network to reengage with 

the community and change behaviours in 

a more organic way.  

 ■ TAILORING THE MESSAGE TO 

COMMUNITY DEMOGRAPHICS. 

Beyond using community influencers as a 

way of communicating with hard to reach 

groups, there are alternative approaches 

that councils can employ. For example, 

social media has proved useful to some 

in reaching often ignored parts of the 

community, as it can help start dialogue in 

an accessible way. 

 ■ CREATING PARTNERSHIPS. As 

well as engaging with members of the 

public, creating positive and sustainable 

community engagement involves working 

closely with the Voluntary and Community 

Sector. Establishing partnerships here is 

vital to ensure that all stakeholders in a 

local area are pulling in the same direction. 
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HOW CAN THESE SOLUTIONS 
BE IMPLEMENTED 
STRATEGICALLY?

In order to implement any of these proposed 

solutions, councils at our Innovation 

Exchange felt that there were a number 

of pre-requisites. These are broad, 

organisational and strategic considerations 

that are not just critical to meeting 

environmental challenges, but are also 

applicable to many of the other policy issues 

that councils face on a day to day basis. 

These strategic considerations include:

ESTABLISHING A STRONG 
EVIDENCE BASE:

Before embarking on effective policy, a 

sound quantitative evidence base can help 

to define the scope of the problem. Evidence 

on best practice when it comes to designing 

responses is also useful, and this can be 

sought through observing what other councils 

are doing in the UK and abroad.

Other strategies identified by councils for 

building the most robust possible foundation 

from which to make policy include:

 ■ GATHERING LOCAL DATA. Councils 

benefit from having detailed data across 

a variety of areas in order to design 

environmental policy. This is because 

environmental issues can be sprawling 

and complex. If the environmental issue 

of concern is air quality, then creating 

an adequate policy response requires a 

detailed picture not just of air pollution 

levels, but also of transport journeys, car 

ownership levels and attitudes towards 

public transport, if the response is to be 

holistic and effective. All of this information 

needs to be collected at a local level.

 ■ DEVELOPING PARTNERSHIPS. It 

is unrealistic, however, for all of this 

information to be collected and analysed 

in-house. Universities, research institutes 

and not-for-profits all conduct and 

evaluate their own research, and councils 

report benefiting from looking to partner 

with these institutions, where possible, in 

order to share the workload.

CREATING AN ENGAGED  
POLITICAL LEADERSHIP:

It’s no secret that it can be difficult to find 

continuity in leadership in local government, 

with the political climate meaning that long 

term stability can be rare. Furthermore, 

national elections can also affect councils’ 

motivation and capacity to tackle 

environmental issues and drive action. If 

climate issues are not at the forefront of 

national policy, then it can very easily slip 

down the local agenda as well.
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Nonetheless, councils at our Innovation 

Exchange identified strategies that can be 

employed to bring about the necessary 

consensus, commitment and engagement 

among local government leaders in order 

for effective policies to be implemented. 

These strategies include:

 ■ FOCUSSING ON THE FUTURE. What 

will councils’ districts look like in 15 

years’ time? What will the consequences 

of climate breakdown be locally? What 

capacity will councils have to respond in 

a few years’ time? Through articulating 

these kinds of questions, it is possible 

to create the urgency needed to focus 

minds and build effective strategies.

 ■ CREATING A HOLISTIC POLITICAL 

ARGUMENT. Economic arguments 

can be used to give political leverage 

to environmental ones, and instil 

confidence in politicians. Aligning growth 

priorities alongside environmental 

imperatives (rather than privileging one 

or the other) can help to ensure that 

policy areas do not come into conflict. 

Health is another important policy area 

here; air pollution is as much a public 

health concern as it is an environmental 

one, and treating it as such can help get 

more people engaged with it. Through 

marrying different concerns together, it is 

possible to build a stronger overall case. 

 ■ TREATING CRISES AS 

OPPORTUNITIES FOR CHANGE. 

Though crises are of course undesirable 

and destructive, they also represent 

opportunities for positive change. 

Disruption creates space for reform, 

and political consensus is sometimes 

easiest to reach in times of adversity. 

As one council explained, there is 

sometimes no easier time to make the 

case for investment in environmental 

defences than after a catastrophe,  

such as flooding.

DEVELOPING A POWERFUL 
NARRATIVE:

Many councils felt that having a powerful 

and coherent story is crucial for any strategy 

for change. It helps break down institutional 

barriers, and helps engage external partners 

and communities. 

However, creating an environmental 

narrative that is accessible to the public, 

while speaking to the full complexity of the 

environmental challenges we face, can be 

difficult. Furthermore, binding together the full 

range of environmental issues, from littering 

to climate change, into one story that makes 

sense to us all, is an additional difficulty.

However, councils have identified a number 

of strategies that can be used to help try 
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and overcome this, so that there is a powerful 

story for local government to tell about the 

environment:

 ■ START WITH THE DATA. Data is the 

most robust foundation we can use to 

underpin the stories that we tell about the 

environment, and helps people to define 

and conceptualise problems.

 ■ BUILD STRONG RELATIONSHIPS, 

START CONVERSATIONS. Environmental 

agendas do not always have to be 

dominated by the council; some councils 

have reported success by taking up a 

more facilitatory role. Building community 

engagement, and allowing communities 

to take a degree of control can be hugely 

productive, and narratives can grow 

organically out of the conversations 

involved in this process.

 ■ USE THE CORPORATE PLAN. 

Getting cross-departmental buy-in to 

environmental agendas is crucial to 

their success. One way that this can be 

achieved is by building environmental 

priorities into the strategic aims of 

corporate plans. This ensures that 

environmental concerns are front-and-

centre of all policy making, and that a 

council’s environmental agenda is clearly 

visible to the public.  

 ■ THINK ABOUT THE ‘WHY’. Rather than 

rushing to talk about what needs to be 

done or how to go about it, it can often 

be useful to build consensus by starting 

with establishing why you are pursuing 

certain courses of action. Establishing 

answers to these ‘why’ questions can 

create urgency and ensure that everyone 

is broadly pulling in the same direction, 

before a plan is even devised. This links to 

the earlier discussed idea of establishing 

a robust evidence base, as answering 

‘why’ questions about environmental 

policy proposals is easiest when you have 

convincing data to back up the decisions 

that you have made. 
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CONCLUSION

Environmental challenges are often seen 

as global issues, and a school of thought 

exists that meaningful change can only be 

achieved at a supra-national level. In that 

context, environmental concerns may well 

slip down the agenda for local government, 

particularly as councils face enormous 

pressures to perform. 

However, while these issues are often global, 

their impacts manifest locally and are mediated 

by local conditions. Thus, effective strategies at 

the level of local government can meaningfully 

impact on the wellbeing of communities, as well 

as contributing to global change. 

There are, of course, challenges to getting 

this right, but there are also ways of moving 

forward. Our Innovation Exchange highlighted 

what is working, and offers potential solutions 

for local government here in Britain.  


