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In March 2015, NLGN ran a roundtable 

in partnership with WSP Parsons 

Brinckerhoff  in Birmingham to discuss 

the low carbon economy and its role in 

promoting sustainable growth. Delegates 

were senior officers with environmental, 

energy and carbon cutting responsibilities 

from local authorities. This paper outlines 

the key themes coming out of these 

discussions.

 
CONTEXT

A low carbon economy is energy efficient with 

minimal greenhouse gas emissions. This can 

boost local economic and sustainable growth 

through encouraging a reduction in energy 

and water use for businesses or by providing 

local training opportunities in – for example – 

energy assessments or solar installations. 

In terms of planning, a  low carbon economy 

can save councils money through harnessing 

energy assets already in existence to 

generate power – such as using wind or 

solar power as opposed to relying on fossil 

fuels – as well as addressing fuel poverty and 

ensuring residents live in suitable, affordable 

and energy efficient housing. Financially, local 

authorities can generate income, save money 

and pool resources with partners, access 

external low carbon funding (such as central 

government’s Green Deal) and manage 

future demand and other crises (for example, 

through improving flood defences or investing 

in energy efficient housing).1 The benefits of a 

low carbon economy for local places, councils 

and citizens are plentiful.

Investing in a green, low carbon economy 

has been on the local authority agenda for 

over a decade. However, there has not been 

transformative growth in this sector. Although 

some green businesses have succeeded in the 

market and changes in attitudes have taken 

place with regards to the supply chain, building 

improvements and behavioural management, 

this has not yet infiltrated the core working 

of councils. There simply hasn’t been the 

wholesale scale and growth of a low carbon 

economy we have seen in other European 

countries, particularly in Scandinavia.

Previously, local authorities approached the 

low carbon economy in terms of efficiencies: 

how to make the system run better for less. 

With the changing context, efficiencies are 

no longer enough: there needs to be serious 

cost-savings to councils in order for members 

and officers to justify investing in the low 

carbon economy. In the current economic 

climate of austerity measures, prioritising 

the low carbon economy becomes even 

more difficult because such interventions or 

changes made by local authorities to reduce 

carbon emissions and switch to a greener 

economy would not have immediate impact. 

Justifying such expenditure therefore becomes 

1  http://www.local.gov.uk/c/document_library/
get_file?uuid=f6ddd20d-ab55-4435-ae7b-
f07ee1c534e6&groupId=10180 

http://www.local.gov.uk/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=f6ddd20d-ab55-4435-ae7b-f07ee1c534e6&groupId=10180
http://www.local.gov.uk/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=f6ddd20d-ab55-4435-ae7b-f07ee1c534e6&groupId=10180
http://www.local.gov.uk/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=f6ddd20d-ab55-4435-ae7b-f07ee1c534e6&groupId=10180
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very difficult, especially if investment comes at 

the expense of other frontline services.

Delegates at the roundtable argued that 

this was in fact possible: for example, 

replacing lightbulbs with LED lighting can 

save councils significant amounts and, in 

particular, partnerships with private sector 

companies can allow for greater innovations 

in low carbon - for example switching the 

supply chain to green energy – which are 

independent of the public sector purse.

The key is to change the narrative for councils, 

citizens and the market to understand 

that investing in a low carbon economy is 

absolutely relevant to the effective and efficient 

working of the council and other organisations.

KEY THEMES

ThE ROLE fOR LOCAL AUThORITIES

Local authorities can invest in a low carbon 

economy in a variety of areas, including 

energy, transport, sustainable capital, ‘green 

growth’ and more. For example, where waste 

disposal services are within the remit of local 

authorities, there are opportunities to invest 

in waste as an energy source – bioenergy 

– to supply, or supplement supply in, the 

local area. Local authorities are also in a 

useful position to promote greener transport 

through control of their fleet. For example, 

Transport for London have introduced hybrid 

buses, and Birmingham City Council are 

planning to move their fleets to gas or electric 

and encourage taxis to switch their fuel to 

liquefied petroleum gas.

Delegates at the roundtable noted that local 

authorities are well-placed to coordinate 

the low carbon economy across place. In 

particular, local authorities can facilitate 

strategic alliances between various 

stakeholders. Commonplace partnerships 

are between local authorities and nearby 

universities, whereby research departments 

design, develop or evaluate low carbon 

initiatives and inform thinking within the 

locality. The Green Commission in Birmingham 

pulls together universities and small to 

medium sized enterprises (SMEs) who are 

willing to adapt to a low carbon economy. 

As one delegate put it: “the vast majority of 

the time it is about getting people to meet 

to make things happen and putting some 

structure around it”. The local authority can 

play a facilitating role to foster conversations 

between various potential partners. 

One of the most important elements of the 

local authority role is to understand and 

harness their asset base. Having strategic 

oversight of the wider region is vital in this. 

Some council areas may already have many 

low carbon businesses based in their locality, 

and some businesses may be more open to 

work in partnership around the low carbon 

agenda than others: it is important to work 

in collaboration with willing organisations 
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and encourage them to partner together to 

yield more impactful results. For example, 

the Manchester Distribution Network 

Operator (DNO) was struggling to gain low 

carbon funding from central government so 

Manchester City Council encouraged the 

DNO to work more closely with the local 

university, using research frameworks and 

establishing a local, informal partnership. As 

a result, the DNO scored very well in Ofgem’s 

rankings and the university is now a central 

hub for research. The benefits for different 

stakeholders are mutual and great. There is 

a fundamental role for councils to act as the 

‘trusted friend’ to both parties and to initiate 

the conversations.

For local authorities, harnessing their asset 

base is not just about bringing the right 

stakeholders to the table, but also about 

understanding their own energy assets; for 

example, whether wind, sun or bioenergy 

are viable options for investing in locally for 

sustainable, green growth and to enhance the 

future of the place. Local knowledge is crucial 

to contributing and developing the low carbon 

economy and thus local authorities have a 

natural role to play.

Furthermore, strong leadership is vital to drive 

green economic growth. Although buy-in from 

all levels is important, from large corporations to 

SMEs as well as individual citizens, the strategic 

role local authorities can provide is a strong 

vision and leadership to ensure a low carbon 

future becomes reality. 

IMPROVING ThE RELEVANCE  
Of A LOW CARBON ECONOMY

There is great potential to transform thinking 

around low carbon technologies as public 

services suffer from rising demand and severe 

budget cuts. Accelerating the case for a low 

carbon economy means making it relevant for 

the both council and its citizens. Arguments 

in favour will need to relate directly to the 

political priorities of the place to justify any 

additional expenditure related to the low 

carbon economy. This will make investment 

in the low carbon economy much more 

attractive to both councils and their citizens. 

Delegates noted that framing the low 

carbon economy in terms of prevention and 

early intervention around the health and 

wellbeing agenda is important to raising the 

understanding of low carbon communities 

as healthier places to live. For example, air 

pollution in cities is a public health problem 

which can in part be prevented through 

cultural and attitudinal shifts towards a low 

carbon economy. Substituting fossil fuels for 

renewables contribute to better air quality and 

address causes of asthma and heart and lung 

damage. This is a particular problem in urban 

and city areas and puts additional pressure 

on their public services.

Nationwide, there is a rising problem of fuel 

poverty, particularly during harsh winters 

and for elderly residents. Fuel poverty for 

people aged over 60 can be mitigated, in 
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part, by Winter Fuel Payments; however, 

these payments do not address fuel poverty 

for the working age population and do not 

tackle the root causes of fuel poverty. A more 

preventative approach is for fuel poverty 

to be addressed through affordable heat 

initiatives as well as stock adaptations for 

more energy-efficient housing. Furthermore, 

establishing a district heat network is a useful 

way for local authorities to transport heat 

efficiently throughout local communities and 

to manage demand across seasons and in 

both commercial and residential properties 

throughout the day. As a result, citizens are 

less reliant upon a single supply of energy 

which encourages competition in the system 

and can lead to lower domestic and business 

energy bills. Delivering affordable, low carbon 

heat could be essential to combating some 

causes of fuel poverty. Furthermore, home 

adaptation schemes can provide energy-saving 

improvements to homes, for example loft 

insulation, draught-proofing and double glazing, 

which can help to ensure that vulnerable 

people’s living conditions are suitable.

RECONCILING POLITICAL 
CORPORATE PRIORITIES

In order for a low carbon economy to be 

achieved, there needs to be broad-based 

consensus and buy-in from both the private 

and public sectors. However, the two sectors 

have very different priorities. Businesses 

exist to make and reinvest their profits 

whereas politicians need to satisfy their 

members and citizens, as well as developing 

a strong record to stay in power. Being open 

and transparent about the key drivers for 

particular stakeholders is essential to allow 

partnerships between the public and private 

sectors to flourish, and to make the best out 

of each stakeholders’ expertise.

There are also issues of scale and confidence 

related to sometimes conflicting political 

and corporate priorities. For example, local 

authorities must have sufficient confidence 

to approach and partner with the private 

sector, which may be more difficult for 

smaller councils attempting to negotiate 

with, and influence the corporate practices 

of the larger employers in their surrounding 

areas. Furthermore, larger councils must 

not alienate grassroots community groups 

investing in their own energy initiatives, 

who may be put off by big structures and 

bureaucracies within the council. 

However, it was noted that scale was not 

necessarily a barrier for local authority 

involvement in pushing the low carbon 

agenda. For example, smaller councils can 

help their local communities through the 

provision of information and specialist advice, 

alongside leasing small plots of land for 

community energy to be generated or stored. 

Smaller councils have a similar role to play 

in the coordination and facilitation of a low 

carbon economy as larger councils, albeit on 

a more local scale.
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CONCLUSIONS

Investing in a low carbon economy for 

sustainable growth is hugely positive for local 

authorities and their citizens. The benefits, 

as detailed in this short paper, are plentiful. 

However, in the current climate it is not 

necessarily a political priority for councils. 

There are many cultural and political barriers 

to overcome in terms of making a low carbon 

economy the default approach for councils 

and local areas.

Linking the benefits of a low carbon economy 

to a preventative approach to public health 

will be important in moving low carbon 

economies up the political agenda. A low 

carbon economy must be seen as a vital part 

of the solution for better health and wellbeing 

outcomes for local populations. Local 

authorities are well-placed to provide strategic 

oversight, to bring potential partners together 

and facilitate wider conversations between 

universities, SMEs and larger companies for 

greater energy efficiency as well as greater 

health impact for their local communities. 

Moving forward, framing the case for a low 

carbon approach to the local economy in 

favourable terms for local authorities, the 

market and citizens is paramount for progress 

in a period of austerity measures and large-

scale budget cuts.

PARSONS BRINCKERhOff ESSAY: 
LOW CARBON ECONOMY

The low carbon economy is coming. The 

Government has made a legally binding 

commitment to reduce carbon emissions by 

80% by 2050. The low carbon economy will 

be based on the much more efficient use 

of cleaner sources of energy. Many energy 

efficiency measures are already cost-effective 

and the cost of renewable energy is falling 

fast.  The low carbon economy is growing 

quickly. In the last year green energy jobs 

grew 9% compared with 1.2% growth in the 

overall UK economy. 

Local authorities can play a vital role in 

the transition to a low carbon economy. 

They have both a broad and a detailed 

understanding of the opportunities and needs 

of their towns, cities and districts. They are 

ideally placed to facilitate networking and 

collaboration between the public, private and 

academic sectors and provide direction on 

the strategic priorities for their area. They can 

also use the innovation and growth of the 

green economy to help address the major 

challenges they face in transforming the way 

in which local authority services are delivered.

This might be achieved by reducing the 

operating costs of their own buildings 

through improved energy efficiency.  Equally 

developing partnerships to improve the 

energy efficiency of local housing stock 

will help address issues of fuel poverty. 



Facilitating the transition to a low carbon 

transport system will reduce local pollution 

and the associated health impacts. 

Improvements in these areas will help alleviate 

health and social issues and hence reduce 

some of the demand on local services. 

To achieve these goals, we believe three key 

elements need to be in place:

 ■ Vision – What does your city, town or 

district look like in a world where carbon 

emissions have been reduced by 80%? 

What opportunities does this provide for 

the local economy? This sets the direction 

of travel and the main priorities that need 

to be addressed.

 ■ Leadership – Local authority leaders 

must be clear in their commitment to 

and belief in the importance of the low 

carbon economy. They must be able to 

communicate clearly how this supports 

the wider social and economic needs of 

their area.

 ■ Delivery – A mechanism needs to be in 

place to develop and drive the delivery 

of action plans to implement the local 

vision for a low carbon economy. The 

approach will vary from place to place. 

For example, the ten (10) local authorities 

in Greater Manchester have come 

together to create a Low Carbon Hub. 

Northamptonshire County Council has 

created a Low Carbon Energy Office 

which, as well as helping to shape and 

facilitate the low carbon economy in 

the region, also makes a net positive 

contribution to the Council’s finances 

through revenue generated from a range 

of energy efficiency, procurement and 

generation projects.

For the local authorities that are able to do 

this successfully, the low carbon economy 

presents real opportunities to promote local 

economic growth, improve operational and 

support the transformation of local services.

7


