
The UK is often regarded from abroad as a climate change leader, a reputation enhanced 
by the efforts of Tony Blair to push the issue up the international agenda. This international 
success has distracted attention from a modest domestic record: put bluntly, a weak 
climate change programme has resulted in key targets being missed. Yet since 2007 there 
has undoubtedly been a step change in the government’s approach to climate change 
and some significant policy developments, notably the Climate Change Act (CCA), which 
set a more ambitious target of an 80% reduction in greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
compared to the 1990 baseline, introduced carbon budgets and established the 
Committee on Climate Change (CCC). The new 2050 target represents a tough challenge. 
It is extremely doubtful whether the current strategy will put the UK on the right trajectory 
to meet it; existing policies will fail because they are insufficiently ambitious and because 
they will not deliver the emission reductions they promise. This chapter will focus on the 
2020 target as a reasonable proxy for the long term 2050 target.

Tougher targets, but they need to be tougher still
There is a broad consensus that any serious climate change strategy must achieve an early 
curtailment of cumulative emission increases and an early reversal of emissions growth. 
The CCC recommended an “interim” target of a 34% reduction in baseline emissions levels 
by 2020, thereby strengthening the existing 26-32% target. It also proposed an “intended” 
2020 target of 42% – representing the likely UK share of a higher EU target that will kick in 
once an international treaty is agreed — with most of the 8% difference to be achieved 
through carbon offsetting projects in non-EU states. The government has now taken the 
important step of adopting the 34% target and published the first three five-year carbon 
budgets (2008-2022), which are intended to deliver it, with a vague promise to “increase
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the level of ambition of carbon budgets once a satisfactory global deal on climate change 
is reached” (HM Treasury 2009: 137). 

Unfortunately, the UK has missed an opportunity for climate change leadership. The 
willingness to plug the short-term gap through offsetting sends the message that the 
UK will pay poor countries to make our cuts for us, whilst carrying on in a business-as-
usual manner, and ignores serious doubts about the “validity” of carbon cuts achieved 
via offsetting mechanisms. The UK should adopt the “intended” 42% reduction budget 
immediately because eventually it will have to make those reductions anyway, so any 
delay risks “locking-in” bad practices. It would also set a good political example to everyone 
involved in the post-Kyoto treaty negotiations. 

Will the UK meet its 2020 targets?
Since 2007 the government has finally introduced some significant new climate change 
policies. Indeed, it claims that the UK will meet the first two carbon budgets (up to 2017) 
and is within range of the third (2018-2022) (HM Treasury 2009: 137-8). So why should we 
be concerned about the chances of meeting the 34% target (let alone the intended 42% 
target or the long term 2050 target)?

One reason is the government’s unimpressive record of achieving its modest reduction 
targets. Whilst emission cuts achieved in the 1990s will ensure that the Kyoto target will 
be met, it had long been obvious that the UK would miss its tougher domestic goal of a 
20% reduction in CO2 emissions by 2010. Yet, as illustrated by the unimpressive Climate 
Change Programme 2006, the government remained extraordinarily complacent. 

Although the government has upped its game, it is hard to believe that it can deliver the 
stringent policies needed in the following three core sectors by 2020: 

Renewable energy must contribute an increasingly large share of electricity generation. 
The UK has an EU target to provide 15% of all energy from renewable sources by 2020, 
leading the CCC to suggest that by then over 30% of electricity generation must come 
from wind energy, which is the only commercially viable renewable energy source. Yet 
in 2007 just 4.9% of electricity was generated from renewable sources, far short of the 
longstanding target of 10% by 2010.

Energy consumption must be slashed, yet the government has been very slow to develop 
effective policies to improve energy efficiency in public and private buildings. Established 
schemes have encouraged energy suppliers to concentrate on easy, low cost measures 
such as insulating cavity walls and lofts. Future gains will require more challenging energy 
efficiency measures, such as solid wall insulation, which will confront a deep inertia 
among householders to such measures. 

The transport sector has the fastest growing emissions and the most ineffective 
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policies. Government policy has focussed on technical solutions to the problem of 
vehicle emissions, but the abject failure of car manufacturers to abide by their voluntary 
agreement to reduce new car emissions across the EU has undermined this strategy. 
Although international aviation (and shipping) are not included in the formal reduction 
targets they cannot be ignored, yet the traditional “predict and provide” approach still 
prevails, illustrated by government support for new runways at Heathrow and Stansted 
airports.

What do we need to do?
The policy solutions suggested below are not original and are largely drawn from 
independent expert sources, such as the first CCC report. To a large extent they involve 
the government doing more of what it is doing now; put differently, it is doing many of 
the right things, but not to a sufficient scale or degree. 

This wish list starts with three general principles that the government must embrace.

Raise the price of carbon
Much depends on the price of carbon being high enough to act as an incentive to 
change behaviour: for example, the success of the EU ETS; the competitiveness of offshore 
wind and nascent renewables; the willingness of householders, businesses and public 
organisations to invest in energy efficiency measures and technologies; choices about 
what mode of transport to use. So the government should exploit every opportunity to 
impose stringent taxes on carbon. 
 
Regulation
A comprehensive climate change strategy requires the use of a wide range of policy 
instruments, but many tasks remain where regulation is the most effective tool, including 
building regulations and vehicle emission standards. 

Public expenditure
Although the fiscal crisis means that all governments will be strapped for cash for some 
time, there is no escaping the need for serious investment in low carbon measures. One 
idea for shifting some of the direct cost away from the government would be to set up 
some kind of “green bank” with the purpose of raising capital – perhaps through “green 
bonds” - to invest in low carbon projects that cut emissions and create jobs.
 
Turning to specific sector solutions:
 
Low carbon electricity
The primary aim must be a massive increase in the amount of electricity generated from 
renewable sources. The CCC aspiration for wind to generate 30% of electricity by 2020 
is ambitious, yet it requires only the same growth rate as Germany has achieved over 
the last 12 years. Onshore wind has become cost competitive, but it provokes a wide 



Building a low-carbon future: The politics of climate change114

range of objections on the grounds of visual intrusion, noise and environmental impact. 
Offshore wind circumvents many such objections, but it is much more expensive due to 
the various engineering challenges posed by underwater construction — although the 
collapse of aluminium and steel prices in the recession will help. 

The Energy Act 2008 should help wind farm proposals pass through the planning system 
more speedily, but the government must invest far more money in wind energy. The 
Renewables Obligation will provide a significant subsidy to wind of over £1 billion in 2010, 
rising to over £2 billion by 2020 – and recent reforms will encourage offshore wind. But 
infrastructure investment is badly needed; in particular, offshore wind and tidal power will 
need a decentralised offshore grid to enable them to be competitive and more efficient. 
The government must make a significant contribution towards the cost of between £10-
15 billion, which needs to be seen as a social cost that is spread across all users, including 
the coal and nuclear industries. 

The feed-in tariff promised for 2010 needs to be sufficiently generous, as in Germany, to 
provide an effective stimulus to household microgeneration and community low-carbon 
heating schemes. The UK should also follow the recent German law requiring all new 
homes to be fitted with renewable energy heating systems.

A big increase in R&D is essential: beyond 2020 technologies such as tidal power could 
provide the kind of certainty that wind cannot deliver, and there are potential economic 
benefits because the UK is one of the world leaders in developing this technology. 

Further emissions reductions will result from the closure of one third of coal fired power 
stations by 2015 following the implementation of the Large Combustion Plant Directive, 
although this benefit will be counterbalanced because most remaining nuclear reactors 
will also shut down. The resulting electricity gap will only partly be filled by renewable 
sources. The timescale is too short for nuclear to make a significant contribution, as no 
new reactor will be operational until 2018. The decline of North Sea gas raises concerns 
about energy security and the prices that will limit further development of gas-fired 
power stations. 

The government clearly regards new coal fired power stations as the most practical 
solution, but Carbon Capture and Storage (CCS), which promises eventually to capture 
around 90% of carbon emissions, is unlikely to be commercially viable until at least 2022. 
The government will invest in four CCS demonstration projects to hasten the process of 
making CCS technically and commercially sound. But the government must stick to its 
new regulation that no coal-fired power stations will be consented unless they fit at least 
partial CCS (a minimum of 300MW net capacity), and that full CCS be retrofitted within 
five years of opening. This policy will allow new power stations to be built before CCS 
is finally proved to plug the generation gap; even though where post-combustion CCS 
technology is used as much as 80% of emissions will escape. 
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Longer term, both major parties are committed to nuclear re-build. Any new construction 
must be conditional upon the nuclear industry not receiving the kind of explicit or hidden 
subsidies that it has received historically; taxpayers not having to pay for the massive 
long-term decommissioning and storage costs; and an acceptable solution is found 
to the problem of long-term storage of nuclear waste. If so, putting aside unresolved 
environmental and safety concerns, nuclear could play an important part in meeting the 
longer-term 2050 emissions reduction target. 

Energy efficiency
All governments should be spending massively on energy efficiency measures, particularly 
for public and private buildings, because they can deliver timely and targeted boosts 
to the economy, warmer homes and lower fuel bills for those on low incomes, as well 
as important emissions reductions. The government has finally woken up to the “triple 
dividend” potential of energy efficiency, yet despite recent increased expenditure, the 
ambition remains limited.

The UK needs a comprehensive strategy that puts low carbon buildings at the heart of 
economic recovery. The government can make huge savings in the public sector and 
it must implement a programme to make one million homes per year “super-efficient”, 
which would involve investing around £10,000 per home, making total expenditure 
approaching £10 billion per annum (Ekins 2009). The inertia of householders can be 
overcome through a combination of grants, low cost loans, higher energy prices, greater 
awareness of energy use within the local building industry and amongst householders, 
and requiring tougher energy efficiency criteria in house sales. Important lessons can be 
learnt from Germany, where most homes built before 1978 (around 50% of total housing 
stock) will be refurbished over the next 20 years to make them more energy efficient. 

Transport 
The new EU auto emissions directive should produce significant emission reductions 
over the next decade. But the government needs to supplement its focus on technical 
solutions with policies that promote modal shifts to more sustainable forms of transport, 
reduce the need to travel, cut the distance travelled by private car and increase vehicle 
occupancy levels.

The full panoply of vehicle taxes and fuel duties needs to be used both to encourage 
consumers to choose lower emission vehicles and to discourage them using private 
transport at all. The gap between the high and low vehicle excise duty bands needs to 
be several thousand pounds. Now that the fuel duty escalator has been reinstated, it 
should be made much more stringent. Road pricing must be put back on agenda with 
the intention of introducing a range of pilot schemes over the next few years.

There needs to be significant new investment in public transport: buses, railways and 
possibly new metro schemes. Rather than building new high speed railways, bigger 
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emissions cuts may be obtained from investment in electrification, new rolling stock, 
reopening old lines and subsidising fares to make trains more affordable. 

The new runways at Heathrow and Stansted must be blocked. 

It is essential that sustainable transport issues are built into the planning process and all 
forms of urban development, so that communities are constructed where people can 
work, shop and enjoy leisure activities locally, with good public transport links, and street 
design that privileges the pedestrian and cyclists, rather than the private vehicle.

So why don’t we have better policies? 

Environmental politics
A major obstacle to the development of effective climate change policies has been the low 
salience of environmental politics in the UK. The environment has not been the subject 
of intense partisan rivalry between the major parties: it doesn’t shape the way people 
vote and it has never been a major issue at a general election. Indeed, politicians clearly 
regard some of the more draconian climate change mitigation measures, such as higher 
green taxes, road pricing or restrictions on air travel, as electorally disastrous. However, 
David Cameron has played an important role in transforming the party politics of the 
environment. He made it a signature issue for his reform of the image of the Conservative 
Party, and his party has adopted a range of progressive climate change policies (see Carter 
2009). The sharp improvement in Labour’s climate change policies since 2007 was part 
of this “Cameron effect”. Indeed, the government has appropriated several policies first 
espoused by the Conservative Party, including the CCA, reform of aviation tax and feed-in 
tariffs. 

It is essential to maintain the new cross-party consensus on the need for tougher action 
on climate change, without losing the party competition that has contributed to policy 
change. The establishment of five-yearly carbon budgets for which the government is 
formally accountable to Parliament will provide a new focal point for the opposition 
parties to put pressure on the government. But that cross-party consensus does not 
yet permeate throughout the Conservative or Labour parliamentary parties. The Labour 
government has faced little pressure from its own backbenches to act on environmental 
issues, whilst Cameron’s embrace of green politics is not matched by the third of 
Conservative MPs who reported that they were climate change deniers in a ComRes poll 
in July 2008. The challenge therefore is to “green” the grassroots of both parties so that 
they provide a constant pressure on their leaders to act on climate change. 

The green lobby must also do its job more effectively. Although it exercised limited 
influence during the first two Labour administrations, it has achieved more success in 
recent years. The Friends of the Earth “big ask” campaign undoubtedly helped get the 
CCA onto the statute books – not least in persuading David Cameron to offer his support 
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— and several ENGOs combined to strengthen many aspects of the Bill as it passed 
through parliament. The green lobby needs to organise more of these innovative, popular 
campaigns and to strengthen its lobbying role in parliament; the carbon budgets will 
provide a focus for such activity.

Another potential source of pressure is the business community, which has traditionally 
been regarded as, for good reason, a major obstacle to progressive climate change policies, 
typically resisting proposals for a new regulation or tax. However, the Stern Report (2006) 
persuaded many corporate leaders of the powerful economic case for action. Corporate 
lobbying has helped persuade the government that the private investment required 
to nurture a low carbon economy requires medium to long term certainty, such as is 
provided by the third phase of the ETS and the three carbon budgets. But enlightened 
thinking has not yet penetrated the hearts and minds of all boardrooms (and none of 
them on all occasions), and has exerted least impact in the SME sector. Probably the 
best way of winning over a wider range of businesses is to demonstrate the commercial 
benefits from ecologically modern policies that cut energy costs and encourage new 
green industries. 

Environmental governance 
Environmental governance is used here to refer to the capacity of the government 
machine to design and deliver effective climate change policies. An effective climate 
change strategy requires horizontal and vertical policy integration across and within 
departments, the use of a broad mix of policy instruments and strong political leadership 
pushing those initiatives through the system.

The cross-cutting nature of climate change poses a major challenge for the functional 
administrative structure of the UK government, in which ministries are based on distinct 
policy sectors and typically pursue narrow sector-based objectives with little consideration 
of their impact on climate change. Consequently, there are significant institutional barriers 
to a fully integrated climate change strategy, as illustrated by two recent examples:

  n the Autumn 2008 fiscal stimulus package did more harm than good for the 
environment because laudable investments in energy efficiency and public transport 
were outweighed by the investment in 520 miles of new roads. 

  n the car scrappage scheme gives owners of cars more than 10 years old £2,000 
towards the cost of a new vehicle. This scheme: a) is a subsidy for private transport; 
b) does not even require recipients to purchase a low-carbon vehicle, so the money 
could be spent on a sports car or SUV! 

Nevertheless, there have been some positive institutional developments that should 
enhance integration.
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The creation of the Department of Energy and Climate Change (DECC) brings together key 
energy and environment portfolios with the aim of providing leadership in coordinating 
and pushing climate change strategy across government. The integration of portfolios 
within DECC has already played a critical role in delivering the shift in government policy 
on coal-fired power stations announced in Budget 2009. A positive future development 
would be to include the transport portfolio within DECC, which might help realign the 
priorities of that pro-car ministry whilst creating a super-department that would, hopefully, 
attract top ministers and exercise political clout within government. It might be objected 
that the brief sojourn of transport within the Department of Environment, Transport and 
the Regions (1997-2001) left transport largely unaffected, but it was given little time to 
reform and the subsequent ascendancy of climate change and the new CCA would act as 
powerful catalysts for change. The new carbon budgets, which will be the responsibility of 
every department to deliver, and the independent Committee on Climate Change, which 
has already shaped government policy, represent positive integrating developments.

Treasury
The Treasury is probably the most powerful institution within Whitehall, but its power has 
too rarely been used to further environmental goals. 

The environment has never been an expenditure priority for any government. Will DECC 
win a bigger share of resources to climate change policy? Certainly, both the Autumn 
2008 economic fiscal stimulus and Budget 2009 saw significant increases in expenditure 
on, for example, the Renewables Obligation and energy efficiency measures. Yet, despite 
government rhetoric about its commitment to a low carbon economy, the expenditure 
on climate change measures was relatively small compared to fiscal stimulus packages 
elsewhere, such as France, China and South Korea, and a long way short of Stern’s 
litmus test that 20% of a national stimulus package should be devoted to low-carbon 
investment. 

Treasury resistance to new regulatory measures has also been a significant obstacle to 
various climate change initiatives proposed by different ministries. Yet many possible 
climate change mitigation measures require extensive new regulation, ranging from 
banning the standby button to toughening building regulations.

The Treasury has been more sympathetic to some MBIs, particularly emissions trading 
schemes. The UK ETS was innovative and the Government has been a strong supporter 
of the EU ETS. Indeed, it has probably put too much emphasis on this approach, whilst 
downplaying eco-taxes: for example, between 1999 and 2007 the burden of taxation on 
private road transport declined in real terms (the 2000 fuel protests cast a long shadow). 
Yet emissions trading requires the price of carbon to be high enough to act as an 
incentive for businesses to cut their emissions. The Treasury needs to be brave enough to 
face down the political unpopularity of new or higher eco-taxes. But it can sugar the pill 
by discarding its traditional opposition to hypothecation. The investment of the London 
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Congestion Charge revenues into better tubes and buses shows that if citizens recognise 
that the revenues from a green tax are going on an environmental or social good then 
the tax becomes more palatable. Also, where the costs of green measures fall regressively 
on the poor, such as increased domestic energy prices, the Treasury must implement 
redistributionist welfare policies to alleviate their impact (e.g. to reduce fuel poverty).

Conclusion
Perhaps the biggest obstacle to governments taking a more radical approach to climate 
change is the electorate. Rightly or wrongly, politicians perceive the public as unwilling 
to accept policies that will impose significant costs or require lifestyle changes. In short, 
climate change is often regarded as ”bad politics“– a vote loser. 

But we have reached the point where the Government must confront opposition head on. 
That doesn’t require a bare knuckle fight. As Compston and Bailey (this volume) make clear 
politicians can be highly strategic about winning political support for ambitious climate 
change policies – and there is also a wide range of tactics available. The Government 
needs to “persuade” us more effectively to change our behaviour. Many policies, such as 
domestic energy efficiency measures, can be “marketed” far better to overcome public 
resistance. The right package of regulations and market incentives could exert a dramatic 
impact on the transport choices of individual citizens. The government can do so much 
more to lead people in the right direction.

Yet it would be naive to deny that the wish list outlined above contains some potentially 
unpopular policies. So now is the time for genuine political leadership. Much may depend 
on David Cameron, as the probable next prime minister. Cameron ”talks the talk” on 
climate change, and his actions suggest he recognises the importance of radical action, 
but will he deliver? It is essential that Cameron invests a significant chunk of the political 
capital he will possess – especially if he secures a big victory – in setting out a vision for 
a low-carbon Britain and backing it with ambitious initiatives. And he should do it early 
in his premiership, when he has the support of the country and the goodwill of his party. 
There is no doubt that Cameron will face strong resistance from the reactionary forces 
in his party who are not yet persuaded of the urgency of the problem. What we don’t 
yet know is whether Cameron has the personal strength and commitment to face them 
down – and start the UK on the path towards a low-carbon economy. 




