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Chapter 8 Dealing with existential crises: 

Environmental policy and climate change 
 

Chapter highlights 
1. Climate change is an existential crisis requiring global and domestic cooperation to 

secure rapid and radical policy change.  

2. However, there is a large gap between requirements and reality. Environmental issues 

receive fleeting attention, policy reforms have not produced the required outcomes, and 

other policies undermine progress. 

3. Three approaches highlight key perspectives on these issues:  

• Policy analysis identifies how to address environmental crises. For example, what 

policy instruments are technically and politically feasible? 

• Policy studies identifies how governments address the impacts of climate change. 

Which policies have governments favoured, and what has been their impact? How 

coherent is their approach to climate change, energy, transport, and food policies? 

• Critical policy analysis identifies and challenges inequitable processes and outcomes. 

For example, does policy address climate justice as well as climate change? 

 

Introduction: climate change as the ultimate ‘wicked’ problem 
Climate change exhibits every known problem in policy and policymaking. It is an existential 

crisis that has not been addressed adequately by current policies, and it exemplifies the gap 

between what is required to address the problem versus what actually happens. The 

requirement is for consistently high policymaker attention and improved ways for governments 

to collaborate: with each other, to connect domestic and global policy agendas; within 

government, to join-up policy across many sectors; and, with non-governmental actors, to 

harness stakeholder ideas and connect government policy to the behaviour of powerful 

businesses. Yet, the reality does not come close. 

The rise of attention to environmental problems has had some effect on policies on energy, 

transport, and agriculture. Rising concern about climate change has encouraged policymakers 

to reframe well-established policy aims, to: 

Climate change: ‘long-term shifts in temperatures and weather patterns … Since the 1800s, 

human activities have been the main driver of climate change … Burning fossil fuels 

generates greenhouse gas emissions that act like a blanket wrapped around the Earth, trapping 

the sun’s heat and raising temperatures … Clearing land and forests can also release carbon 

dioxide. Landfills for garbage are a major source of methane emissions. Energy, industry, 

transport, buildings, agriculture and land use are among the main emitters’ (UN, 2022). 
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• Transform energy systems from high to low carbon, such as by increasing renewable 

energy and energy efficiency, and reducing demand for fossil fuels.  

• Encourage shifts in social and business behaviour, such as to use public transport and 

reduce car journeys and air flights. 

• Encourage sustainable development in food production, including farming and fishing. 

However, climate change enjoys only fleeting attention. It leads to policy change that is 

insubstantial compared to the size of the problem, especially when ambitious strategies lack 

follow-through. Globally, there is increasing evidence of coordinated activity, but without 

producing and enforcing clear and substantive obligations. Domestically, there are frequent 

references to joining-up policy, and collaborative policymaking inside and outside of 

government, but with limited effects. Multi-centric policymaking results partly from the choice 

to share responsibilities, but also necessity, to reflect the inability of a single centre of 

government to control policy choices and outcomes, and the fragmentation of responsibilities 

across many levels of government and types of organisation. The end result may be ‘tragedy’ 

(Box 8.1).  

This chapter examines these issues through three lenses. First, policy analysis identifies how 

to analyse environmental policy as a series of interconnected policy problems, including:  

• What targets should governments and international organisations adopt to address 

climate change?  

• What solutions would be technically and politically feasible? 

• What are the main trade-offs between each solution? 

Second, policy studies situates this analysis in the context of real-world developments, using 

case studies to note: 

• The eventual shift from paying minimal to high attention to climate change. 

• The multi-centric nature of environmental policymaking, with responsibilities spread 

across many centres, and outcomes driven by business and individual behaviour.  

• A lack of coherent policy in energy, transport, and food production. 

• A tendency to prioritise economic growth over environmental concerns. 

Third, critical policy analysis identifies who benefits or loses from these developments, and 

how to respond, including:  

• Who bears most of the responsibility, and costs, of climate change? 

• Who should bear the costs for policy changes towards sustainability?  

• Can we envisage a more inclusive form of policymaking, including collaborative 

governance between governments and stakeholders, and policy, including climate and 

energy justice policies? 

In the conclusion, we use the Westminster and complex government stories (Chapter 3) to 

reflect on the extent to which UK and other governments are likely to overcome the problems 

they face. These stories provide two different ways to come to the same depressing conclusion. 
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Box 8.1 Climate change as a super wicked problem  
Levin et al (2012: 124-6) identify a major gap between knowledge of the policy problem and 

current solution. There is an almost universal scientific consensus on the importance and 

urgency of climate change, but it does not translate into a proportionate, consistent, and 

effective policy response. They relate this gap to the ‘super wicked’ nature of climate change. 

Rittel and Webber (1973) had coined the term ‘wicked’ problems to challenge too-simple 

approaches to policy analysis, when:  

• The policy problem defies simple definition and understanding.  

• The problem’s definition and alleged cause is contested.  

• The cause may be a symptom of another problem, or too complex to be compared to 

problems addressed effectively in the past. 

• It is impossible to know if all possible solutions have been identified, or if and when a 

problem is solved. 

• Trial and error is difficult, since errors have major social consequences (1973: 161-7). 

Super wicked problems have additional properties (Levin et al, 2012: 127-8): 

1. ‘Time is running out’. The problem becomes more acute when solutions are not found. 

2. ‘Those seeking to end the problem are also causing it’. Countries like the UK may help 

to lead the fight against climate change, but are also major contributors of emissions.  

3. ‘No central authority’. There are global policy agreements to tackle climate change, but 

each government is responsible for its own implementation. 

4. ‘Policies discount the future irrationally’. Policy actors place too little value on policies 

with long-term benefits and too much on short-term costs.  

Levin et al (2012: 135-6) describe the likely outcome as a ‘tragedy’ unless policymakers can 

bind their collective commitment (credible commitment). They need to ‘lock in’ new behaviour 

via path dependence, in which the benefits of maintaining – and costs of reversing - policies 

increase over time (compare with Auld et al, 2021 on COVID-19). 

Policy Analysis: how to address the policy problem 

Step 1: how could governments define climate change as a policy problem? 
The definition of an environmental problem is not the same as a physical problem. The policy 

problem is highly contested. Actors combine evidence and persuasion to draw attention to one 

definition, which includes an account of: the problem’s size (including severity and urgency), 

its cause, who it affects, and the extent to which the state should intervene (Chapter 2).  

First, actors debate what they should call the problem. ‘Environmental policy’ is a generic (but 

not neutral) term to identify the connection between humans and their environment. Terms 

such as greenhouse gases (GHGs), global warming, and climate change represent the 

attempt to incorporate problem definition into the everyday language of politicians, media, and 

the public.  
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Second, actors debate who has the authority to define the problem. The assignment of scientific 

authority is highly politicised. The production of authoritative, policy relevant reports require 

scientific rigour and political diplomacy (De Pryck, 2021). In countries like the US, climate 

change attracts intense partisan debate, fuelled by climate change experts and sceptics. 

Scientists can project their scientific authority in relation to professional rules that emphasise 

their objectivity and separation from party politics. Or, they might accept that advocacy for 

policy change is part of their professional responsibilities. For example, Oreskes and Conway 

(2010: 2-7) describe the IPCC as ‘the world’s leading authority on climate issues’, to: 

1. Support most scientists who follow established rules (relating to research methods to 

produce evidence and peer review to validate it), and 

2. Reject the claims to authority made by the bad faith actors – a ‘handful’ of scientists 

and many ‘think tanks and private corporations’ - trying to create doubt about the 

quality of scientific evidence on the ‘reality of global warming’, its human cause, and 

the need for policy change to mitigate and adapt to the effects.   

Partisan debates in the UK seem less polarised, since the main political parties support policies 

to address climate change. Still, there is an equivalent concern about the too-high influence of 

climate deniers in media coverage. The BBC accepted criticism that its format to ensure 

balanced debate – to interview someone for and against an argument – created ‘false balance’ 

with actors who reject mainstream scientific findings (Nerlich, 2017; Fahy, 2017).  

In that contex, if we relied on the IPCC’s findings, what would we discover about the size and 

cause of the climate change problem? In a nutshell, it is caused by humans (it is not simply a 

natural occurrence) and represents an existential crisis to humanity: 

‘Human-induced climate change, including more frequent and intense extreme events, 

has caused widespread adverse impacts and related losses and damages to nature and 

people … The rise in weather and climate extremes has led to some irreversible impacts 

as natural and human systems are pushed beyond their ability to adapt … Widespread, 

IPCC. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Described by the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC, 2022a) as ‘an independent body 

…[which] assesses the scientific literature and provides vital scientific information to the 

climate change process … [its reports] are widely recognized as the most credible sources 

of information on climate change’. IPCC supporters highlight the remarkably high extent 

to which scientific experts support its findings, with reference to its: ‘rigorous selection 

process - they must be leading experts in their fields’; ‘721 scientists from 90 countries’; 

extensive peer review processes; and mechanisms to allow governments to describe the 

policy relevance of IPCC reviews without interfering in their production (Harris, 2021). 

Greenhouse gases (GHGs). Gases in the earth’s atmosphere - including ‘water vapour, 

carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide’ – that absorb solar energy and redistribute it 

as heat (the ‘greenhouse effect’). Rising GHGs contribute to global warming (The Royal 

Society, 2022). 

Global warming. The rising heat of the Earth’s surface, contributing to climate change 

(see also 1.5°C and 2°C). 
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pervasive impacts to ecosystems, people, settlements, and infrastructure have resulted 

from observed increases in the frequency and intensity of climate and weather extremes, 

including hot extremes on land and in the ocean, heavy precipitation events, drought 

and fire weather’ (IPCC, 2022: 11) 

The IPCC (2022: 7-13) describes a collection of worrying global trends, including: 

• More intense and frequent extreme events, damaging physical and social environments.  

• The rapid degradation of essential ecosystems and natural resources.  

• Increasing ‘irreversible losses’ to ecosystems.  

• Rising human costs of climate change. 

These trends will increase in line with global warming, to ‘place many terrestrial, freshwater, 

coastal and marine ecosystems at high or very high risks of biodiversity loss’, then produce 

crises in water availability and crop production, fire, and flooding (2022: 15-19). 

Step 2. Identifying feasible solutions 
Policy analysis focuses on how to connect technical feasibility to politically feasibility (Chapter 

2). The IPCC (2022: 23) performs this task to some extent, by (1) describing technically feasible 

solutions, and (2) using a vague description of solutions to avoid undermining their political 

feasibility: ‘Integrated, multi-sectoral solutions that address social inequities, differentiate 

responses based on climate risk and cut across systems, increase the feasibility and 

effectiveness of adaptation in multiple sectors’.  

The feasibility of international agreements 

The negotiations to produce international agreements have helped to manage political 

feasibility by setting broad and non-legally-binding aims and objectives. This approach allows 

countries to sign without committing themselves to too-specific action. In that context, the 

UNFCCC (2022b) described the Paris Agreement as a ‘landmark’ because, ‘for the first time, 

a binding agreement brings all nations into a common cause to undertake ambitious efforts to 

combat climate change and adapt to its effects’. This cause is largely to set a target - ‘Long 

Term Global Goal’ (LTGG) - for global warming ‘to well below 2℃ above pre-industrial levels 

and to pursue efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5℃’ (UN, 2015: 3). 

Paris Agreement. A ‘legally binding international treaty on climate change … adopted by 

196 Parties at COP 21 in Paris, on 12 December 2015 and entered into force on 4 November 

2016’  (UNFCCC, 2022b). 

Parties. The 197 organisations (usually country governments) involved in developing and 

signing international agreements. 

COP. Conference of the Parties. The ‘supreme decision-making body’ of the UNFCCC 

(2022c). Annual meetings began in 1995 (Kyoto was 3, Copenhagen 15, Paris 21). 

UNFCCC. United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (initiated in 1992). 

1.5°C and 2°C. The Paris Agreement describes restricting global warming to 2°C 

(preferably 1.5°C) above ‘pre-industrial levels’. The IPCC (2019: 4) estimates warming at 

0.8-1.2°C, rising 0.1-0.3°C per decade, with 1.5°C to be reached between 2030-52. 
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Setting a target would (1) encourage a peak of GHG emissions, (2) recognise that developed 

countries produce a disproportionately high amount of emissions, and (3) exhort them to 

provide financial support for developing countries when their climate actions undermine 

economic growth (although the definition of developed, and contributions, were contested - 

Dimitrov, 2016: 4-5; Schipani, 2017; Arlota 2020). 

In practice, the processes to determine technical versus political feasibility are inseparable, 

such as when setting the LTGG (Livingston and Rummukainen, 2020). Most negotiations took 

place in secret and the results were based on negotiations to minimise legally enforceable 

obligations on developed countries (Dimitrov, 2016: 6-7). The Paris Agreement’s (UN, 2015) 

first two pages reflect a focus on political feasibility by listing a dozen reasons to qualify its 

ambitions, while Article 6 accepts that some governments will prefer not to regulate individual 

and business behaviour. Further, it does not define what ‘pre-industrial levels’ were (King et 

al, 2017), preferring to reach political agreement first then depoliticise key aspects by asking 

the IPCC (2019) to coordinate further research. These moves reflect previous failures to 

mandate country action (during COP15), contributing to a shift towards recognising national 

autonomy and voluntary pledges (Falkner, 2016). 

Steps 3. Using values and goals to compare solutions, and Step 4. Predicting 

the outcomes of solutions 
There are many cost-benefit analyses of climate change policies, but their impact is 

questionable because few policymakers read them and many models do not incorporate 

political feasibility. In contrast, the Stern Review made a UK 

and international impact. It produced a cost-benefit case to 

address climate change, declaring that ‘the benefits of strong 

and early action’ to tackle climate change ‘far outweighed’ 

the costs: 

‘if we don’t act, the overall costs and risks of climate change will be equivalent to losing 

at least 5% of global GDP each year, now and forever… In contrast, the costs of action 

– reducing greenhouse gas emissions to avoid the worst impacts of climate change – 

can be limited to around 1% of global GDP each year’ (Stern, 2006: vi; see also 

Markandya et al, 2018). 

Stern argued that insufficient action to tackle the rise in GHGs would lead to 2°C warming in 

a few decades, while a 5°C was likely in the longer term. Further, poorer countries would cause 

the least but suffer the most damage. It called for a reduction of emissions to 80% of 1990 

levels, via reduced demand, increased clean energy, and international cooperation to ration and 

trade emissions, foster innovation (including carbon capture schemes when burning fossil 

fuels), and tackle deforestation (2006: vi-ix).  

Step 5. Making recommendations 
Policy analysis texts advise that recommendations should be simple, short, and punchy to make 

the problem seem solvable and the solution seem feasible. Yet, environmental policy defies 

Stern Review. Report in 

2006 to HM Treasury on 

‘The Economics of Climate 

Change’, chaired by 

Professor Nicholas Stern. 
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simple analysis, and a list of technically and politically feasible solutions is generally absent 

from international agreements. 

What exactly is UK environmental policy?  
Defining ‘environmental policy’ is not straightforward since it covers so many areas. The 

Comparative Policy Agendas project (a) describes ‘policies relating to water, waste disposal, 

air pollution, climate change, recycling, forest protection, land and coastal protection’ as 

environmental, and (b) notes the connection to separate codes including energy, agriculture, 

and transport (John et al, 2013: 79). This definition raises three key points.  

First, such a broad range of activities, with blurry boundaries between them, makes it difficult 

to map the multi-level and multi-sectoral landscape (Box 1.2). For example, policies relating 

to ecosystems (how humans interact with their environments) focus on protecting the natural 

environment, such as to reduce air pollution, maintain a clean water supply, restrict sewage in 

rivers and seas, reduce the waste going to landfill, protect fish stocks, and minimise the damage 

of farming to land. Policymaking responsibilities have long been multi-level by design: ‘UK 

policy’ is made by many governments. In particular, from the Single European Act 1986 until 

Brexit (Chapter 7), the EU took primary responsibility for defining and addressing 

environmental policies, and it already had responsibilities in agriculture and fish. It produced 

multiple policy changes (including regulations and directives) that obliged new Westminster 

legislation. The devolved governments took on responsibility for the administration of these 

obligations, with the UK responsible for monitoring their progress. Now, the UK has 

repatriated this responsibility (e.g. see Maishman, 2022). 

Second, if it is difficult to map responsibilities, it is harder to join-up responsibilities to create 

a cross-cutting policy agenda, to create environmentally sustainable policies, and ensure that 

reforms are just or equitable. Our case studies on sustainable energy and transport demonstrate 

that a government’s environmental policy is not simply the responsibility of its department for 

the environment. Consequently, governments often set up dedicated units to join-up the 

activities of many departments (and governmental organisations), but these the units are often 

too small to direct others (Sasse et al, 2020: 41; Rayner and Jordan, 2016: 177).  

Therefore, third, governments may try to ‘mainstream’ an overarching policy aim into the work 

of other bodies via legislation or guidance. However, each potential contributor to a wider 

agenda has its own way to define and address policy problems. Policymakers in each sector 

may be also be addressing their own problems of policy incoherence (Alons, 2017: 1606). The 

classic example is the tension between policies to support environmental or economic policies, 

with economic growth the traditional winner. Our discussion of climate change shows that UK 

governments now pay attention to an urgent problem, but seek to make solutions consistent 

with more established goals such as economic growth.  

Regulation. A ‘binding legislative act’ that ‘must be applied in its entirety across the EU’. 

Directive. A ‘legislative act that sets out a goal that all EU countries must achieve’, with 

member state discretion to set their own laws. Recommendation. Non-binding legislation 

to encourage member states to improve policy (European Union, 2022). 
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How did the UK and devolved governments respond to climate 

change? 
Environmental issues remained low on the post-war policy agenda until a dramatic rise in 

attention in the mid-2000s. John et al (2013: 79-80) describe: 

• ‘Little or no attention’ in the 1950s and early 1960s. 

• A brief ‘spike in attention’ from 1970-1 to reflect late 1960s attention to pollution. 

• Rising activity from the late 1980s as a result of EU obligations. By 1991, 

environmental policy accounted for 15% of Westminster legislation. 

• The ‘sudden prominence on the public agenda’ in 1989 to coincide with growing public 

attention to ecological crises (and Chernobyl). 

• ‘Growing concern about climate change since 2005 … with the issue now framed as an 

urgent societal risk’ (2013: 140). 

How has the UK government defined the problem? 
Policymaker attention, and problem definition, changed markedly from the mid-2000s (Carter, 

2014: 425). Multiple sources demonstrated that climate change ‘would be much more severe 

than previously acknowledged’, including authoritative IPCC reports, eye-catching  films such 

as An Inconvenient Truth, and the Stern Review (2014: 426; Anderson et al, 2008; Carter and 

Jacobs, 2013: 131). Stern signalled the need for a shift of problem definition to reconcile 

environmental and economic aims (backed by Chancellor Gordon Brown and Prime Minister 

Tony Blair). Groups such as Friends of the Earth also led high-profile campaigns to strengthen 

climate change policies (Carter and Childs, 2018; Crawley et al, 2021; Carter and Little, 2021). 

This shift in attention and definition motivated major policymaking and policy changes in the 

mid-2000s. Climate change went from being the responsibility of (a) a single department of 

the environment to (b) multiple departments, including energy (Lovell et al, 2009: 91). 

The push for policy change received high public and media attention, cross-party support, 

parliamentary weight (multiple committees had criticised government policy as insufficient), 

and limited vocal opposition by businesses, many of which followed Stern in proposing 

climate-friendly technologies to boost economic growth (2013: 131-2; 135). There was a brief 

but strong ‘competitive consensus’, from 2006-8, in 

which both leaders treated climate change as a valence 

issue (Carter and Clements, 2015: 205). The governing 

party (led by Blair) and opposition party (David 

Cameron) competed to establish their green credentials 

(2013: 137; Lockwood, 2021: S32). This dynamic 

reinforced the motive and opportunity of Labour 

ministers to propose rapid and radical changes to policy (2013: 134-6). 

Chernobyl crisis. The impact of an accident at the Chernobyl nuclear plant (in Ukraine, 

USSR) in 1986. It produced a major human and environmental toll, prompting many 

governments to review the safety of nuclear power (International Chernobyl Project, 1991). 

Valence issue. When there is 

high public consensus (who 

would not want to address 

climate change?). If party 

positions are almost identical, 

they focus on demonstrating their 

governing competence. 
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What climate change commitments did UK governments introduce? 
The UK has gone from ‘laggard to leader’ in relation to climate change commitments (Kern et 

al, 2014; Tangney and Howes, 2016). For most of the post-war period, it had a ‘reputation for 

environmental policy neglect’ (2016: 1120). Until 2006, the Labour government made climate 

change promises but struggled to produce major changes. Its environment department had 

lacked the ‘political clout’ to make other departments ‘prioritize climate change objectives’ 

(Carter, 2014: 424). Brown had been dissuaded from driving climate policies from the 

Treasury: in 1999, when businesses opposed a large ‘Climate Change Levy’; and, in 2000, 

when taxes on fuel contributed to the price rises and ‘fuel protests led by hauliers and farmers’ 

to bring ‘the country to a virtual standstill’ (2014: 424). By 2006, the tax yield of ‘fuel duties, 

air passenger duties, and the Climate Change Levy’ had dropped from 2000 (2014: 424-5). 

Further, the UK government’s GHG reduction targets were modest - to reduce the UK’s GHG 

emissions by 2-3 ‘million tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent’ (MtCO2e) per year – and 

without strong measures to achieve them (Carter and Jacobs, 2013: 125; Boswell and 

Rodrigues, 2016: 517-8). 

After 2006, the Labour government produced ‘radical policy change’, with ‘highly ambitious 

new policy objectives backed by a series of major policy initiatives’ (Carter and Jacobs, 2013: 

125). The latter included the ‘pioneering’ Climate Change Act 2008 to increase the 

government’s emissions reductions targets and give them statutory weight, to coincide with 

UK government support for new EU targets (2013: 125). The aim was to generate a ‘credible 

commitment’ to long-term change that would transcend changes of government (even though 

one UK Parliament cannot use legislation to bind its successors) (McHarg, 2011; Box 8.1). It 

legislated to set highly ambitious targets (by historic and international standards): a drop of 9 

MtCO2e per year, culminating in a 34% drop in GHG emissions by 2020 and 80% by 2050, 

compared to 1990 levels (2013: 125-6; 130). This focus on targets included setting a carbon 

budget every five years. 

These targets would be met largely through ‘much more interventionist energy policy’ (2013: 

136), to manage: 

1. supply, by increasing the contribution of renewables to energy supply (15% overall, 

30% in electricity) by 2020, and enabling new nuclear power stations (2013: 130) 

MtCO2e. Million metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent (a metric to gauge GHG 

emissions). 

1990 levels (GHG emissions). The UK emitted 793.8 MtCO2e in 1990, including carbon 

dioxide (595.7), methane (132.5), nitrous oxide (48.2), hydrofluorocarbons (14.4), 

perfluorocarbons (1.7), and sulphur hexafluoride (1.3). In 2008, emissions were 642.7, falling 

to 451.5 by 2018 (Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2020; Bolton, 

2021). 

Carbon budget. A maximum total amount of GHGs that the UK can emit in a 5-year period. 

The Committee on Climate Change makes the recommendation to government. The first cap 

was 3018 MtCO2e (for 2008-12), and the latest (sixth) agreed cap is 965 (for 2033-2037) 

(Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2021). The first two targets (up to 

2017) were ‘comfortably met’ (Lockwood, 2021: S26). 
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2. demand and efficiency, such a via ‘zero carbon homes’ targets and smart energy meters, 

and subsidies for electric vehicles (2013: 130). 

The Labour government also pursued reforms to policymaking. In 2006, it established the 

Office for Climate Change (OCC) to coordinate policy across multiple departments and lead 

the development of the Climate Change Bill (2013: 135). In 2008, it created an independent 

Committee on Climate Change (CCC) to produce recommendations (e.g. on the size of the 

carbon budget), and the new Department for Energy and Climate Change (DECC) to lead 

policies to meet targets (2013: 136). However, despite appearances, ‘Climate change was never 

a top priority for No 10 or the Treasury’, prompting DECC to use statutory targets to keep 

climate change on the policy agenda and oblige other departments – such as in transport, trade, 

and industry - to act (Boswell and Rodrigues, 2016: 518). 

Did climate change survive changes of UK government? 

Carter (2014: 429) describes the weakening then breakdown of the ‘competitive consensus’. In 

its place has been government from 2010 led by a Conservative party less committed to 

environmental policies. Climate change returned from a valence to a contested issue, with 

‘limited direct electoral benefits’ (Carter and Clements, 2015: 205-9). The ‘political 

sustainability’ of the Climate Change Act has been in doubt ever since (Lockwood, 2013), 

albeit in the context of EU-obligated emissions reduction strategies (Lockwood, 2021: S28). 

While Cameron had favoured state intervention, he faced opposition from the ‘Conservative 

right’, who described intervention as ‘unwarranted’, particularly when driven by the EU or in 

relation to hot topics such as onshore wind farms (Carter, 2014: 429; Carter and Clements, 

2015: 216). This opposition extended to Conservatives in the Coalition government (2010-15). 

Chancellor George Osborne opposed cutting emissions more quickly than other EU states if it 

made the UK less economically competitive, and ‘made several moves that were inconsistent 

with a low carbon strategy’, including economic support for offshore and onshore oil and gas  

(Carter, 2014: 430; Lockwood, 2013: 1340) and budget cuts to local authorities (Porter et al, 

2015).  

The Liberal Democrats led the ‘green’ agenda in the Coalition (2010-15), and their coalition 

agreement “promised the ‘greenest government ever’”, with commitments to: establish and 

give £3bn funding to a Green Investment Bank (but delaying its ability to borrow), produce ‘a 

Green Deal supporting household energy efficiency’, set ‘a minimum floor price for carbon’, 

and oppose Heathrow airport expansion (Carter and Little, 2021: 7; Carter and Clements. 2015: 

212). However, the Green Deal replaced a (1) ‘public subsidy in the form of an obligation on 

energy utilities to supply energy saving measures funded by domestic energy bills’, with (2) a 

household loan ‘fixed to the building and repaid through energy bills’, and ‘was widely 

regarded as a policy failure’ when few signed up (Carter and Clements, 2015: 212). Further, 

the Coalition government abolished advisory bodies as part of its ‘cull of quangos’ - including 

the Royal Commission for Environmental Pollution – and reduced funding to the Environment 

Agency and Natural England as part its austerity agenda (2015: 212-3). 

In the run up to the 2015 election, the Conservative, Labour, and Liberal Democrats produced 

a ‘joint climate pledge’ which – ultimately – ‘did little to advance the climate agenda’ (Carter 
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and Little, 2021: 8). The Conservative government reduced support for renewable energy, sold 

the Green Investment Bank, dropped the ‘zero-carbon home commitment’, cut tax incentives 

for electric cars, supported Heathrow airport expansion, disbanded DECC, and moved climate 

change responsibilities to the new (2016) Department for Business, Energy and Industrial 

Strategy (BEIS) (2021: 8; O'Neill and Gibbs, 2020; Lockwood, 2021: S26). That said, it 

realised that meeting carbon targets was ‘easier than feared’, which kept ‘the Conservative 

leadership engaged with the decarbonisation agenda’ (Lockwood, 2021: S40). 

The ‘competitive consensus’ returned somewhat during the 2019 election campaign, 

‘encouraged by the high-profile school climate strikes and Extinction Rebellion protests’, and 

prompting the forthcoming Conservative government 

to produce a net zero emissions target by 2050, 

“‘backed by rather vague … commitments, including 

modest investments in energy efficiency, extensive 

tree planting, and working ‘with the market’ to deliver 2 million green jobs” (2021: 8). 

Did the devolved governments define and address the problem differently? 

The 2008 Act requires devolved governments to produce a 5-yearly National Adaptation 

Programme (NAP) report. It makes them accountable for the planning and delivery of policies 

to meet climate change targets, albeit in a multi-level context where (1) EU policies set a 

baseline for emission reduction aims, and (2) the UK government retains responsibility for 

policy in key sectors (e.g. energy). The UK and devolved political parties also have similar 

positions, but with a tendency for Scottish and Welsh governments to signal higher ambitions, 

and the potential for some policy divergence to accelerate a ‘race to the top’ (Tangney and 

Howes, 2016: 1121; McEwen and Bomberg, 2014: 64). For example, the Scottish and Welsh 

governments tied their sustainable economy ambitions closely to proposed expansions in 

renewable energy (Royles and McEwen, 2015: 1041-3). Further, the three devolved 

governments have substantial powers to direct local authorities and public bodies. 

The Scottish Parliament’s Climate Change (Scotland) Act (2009) became, ‘at the time, the 

world’s most ambitious climate change legislation’ because: (1) its interim target – reducing 

GHG emissions by 42% by 2020 (1990 levels) – topped the UK target of 34% (although both 

committed to 80% by 2050); and (2) it enshrined cross-cutting policymaking, with 

responsibility for progress resting with all Scottish government ministers (Nash, 2021: 1024-

5). It had international agenda setting potential since it coincided with discussions on how to 

produce a ‘global climate treaty replacing the expiring Kyoto Protocol’ (2021: 1030). During 

bill scrutiny, Scottish parties engaged in a ‘bidding war’,  prompting a policy shift from the 

minority SNP government’s initial preference of 34% (based on CCC recommendations) to 

cross-party agreement on 42% (2021: 1031-2).  It resulted from party politics, fuelled by 

Scotland-specific lobbying by environmental groups, and a tendency for the SNP to use such 

policies to signal policy divergence from the UK and demonstrate its potential to become a 

world leader (2021: 1032; McEwen and Bomberg, 2016: 75-9; Cairney, 2011).  

The Welsh Assembly does not enjoy the same powers, and relied on Westminster to legislate 

on its behalf (Royles and McEwen, 2015: 1035). However, since 2007, Welsh governments 

have made an equivalent commitment to prioritising climate change policies, and was the first 

Net zero. When the amount of new 

GHGs entering the atmosphere is 

matched by the removal of GHGs 

from the atmosphere. 
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to set targets ‘to reduce carbon-equivalent emissions by 3% per year in areas of devolved 

competence from 2011’ (2015: 1043). This strategy was equivalent to a 40% reduction by 2020 

(1990 levels). Further, the Environment (Wales) Act 2016 set the 80% by 2050 target and 

obliged Welsh ministers to set interim targets for each decade, plus 5-year carbon budgets, 

guided by CCC recommendations (Committee on Climate Change, 2017: 8).  

The Northern Ireland Executive’s NAP reports emphasise cooperation across government 

departments and partnerships with local stakeholders, to improve resilience to extreme events, 

regenerate waterways and reduce pollution, and encourage greater environmental literacy 

(Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs, 2019; Burns et al, 2022). Further, 

many existing policies are climate policy relevant, including plans for marine resilience, 

sustainable agriculture, and managing the historic estate (Climate Northern Ireland, 2021). The 

Climate Change Act (Northern Ireland) 2022 commits its Executive to the UK government’s 

net zero by 2050 target, albeit with the CCC (2022) warning that it ‘is already playing catch-

up with the rest of the UK’. 

The growing storm: UK climate change aims versus outcomes 
We should always expect some difference between ambitious government policy aims and their 

implementation (Pollitt, 2015: 184). However, early assessments of UK policy describe a 

striking contrast between hopeful reports of climate policy change in the mid-2000s and 

despairing accounts of outcomes by the mid-2010s. Governments signalled ambitious climate 

change targets in principle, without demonstrating the changes they are prepared to make in 

practice (Somerville, 2021). Setting long-term targets has allowed UK governments to:  

1. Present climate change as a ‘tame’ issue that can be addressed by technical measures 

(Willis, 2017) without the need for high public engagement (Shaw et al, 2018) 

2. Take the credit for the easy choices to reduce emissions (Lorenzoni and Benson, 2014: 

19) 

3. Delegate responsibility for targets to public bodies (Gillard, 2016: 32), and  

4. Push back the harder choices to their successors.   

Hinde (2016: 90) presents a similar assessment of Scotland. The Scottish Government received 

high praise for its ambitions then failed to meet its GHG emissions targets, partly because they 

are ‘incompatible with current government practice’, such as using tax powers to encourage 

regional aviation, opposing the closure of a coal-fired power station, and acting slowly on 

efficient homes and sustainable transport agendas. The CCC also called for a ‘step change’ in 

Welsh policy delivery to ensure continued progress (Royles and McEwen, 2015: 1045). 

More recent UK assessments focus on the gap between excellent political direction versus not-

sustained delivery (Fankhauser et al, 2018: 3-5), albeit with some describing the durability of 

UK and devolved policy changes (Averchenkova, 2021; Lockwood, 2021; Nash, 2021: 1039). 

Concern now focuses on limited progress towards net zero (Kuzemko, 2022). Sasse et al (2020: 

5) contrast the government’s concrete aim and vague plan for delivery, identifying: 

1. the immense resources still required to produce ‘the biggest infrastructure 

transformation in 50 years’ 

2. limited attempts ‘to persuade people to accept and support big, intrusive changes’  
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3. the lack of a ‘coherent’ analysis of how to secure emissions reductions across each 

sector in a fair way, without undermining economic aims  

4. limited ‘capacity to co-ordinate action across the whole of government and beyond’ 

5. high uncertainty about the chances of multiple governments sustaining policy change 

‘over 30 years’, and insufficient parliamentary scrutiny of progress (see also Committee 

on Climate Change, 2020: 13).  

The UK Government’s updated its strategy in 2021, but largely confirmed ‘the government’s 

market-oriented policy position’, with minimal ‘new public spending or state intervention’ 

(Kuzemko et al 2022: 8).  The Committee on Climate Change (2022: 14) then noted that, while 

‘the UK Government now has a solid Net Zero strategy in place’, ‘Tangible progress is lagging 

the policy ambition’.  

We use the case studies of sustainable energy, transport, and food policies to explain this gap 

between ambition and progress. In each case, there is now a greater focus on combining 

economic growth and environmental sustainability, but in the context of a post-war legacy of 

economic-focused policies that are hard to overturn.  

Case Study 1. Who has the energy for sustainable policies? 
Energy policymaking is multi-sectoral and multi-level. Some sectors are obviously relevant to 

climate change - including domestic and industrial energy, and planning for buildings and land 

use (e.g. to approve wind farms) – but many more play their part. Cox et al’s (2016: 3-4) review 

of energy policy responsibilities highlights the importance of thirteen non-energy sectors and 

cross-sectoral issues (including the regulation of markets). Large consumers of energy include 

trade and industry, agriculture, the military, transport, education, health, and information/ 

communication technology.  

Until Brexit, the EU, UK, devolved, and local governments (and public bodies at each level) 

enjoyed some responsibilities for energy policies. Cairney et al (2019) identify those with a 

direct impact: 

• EU. Energy market rules, security of supply, regulating biofuels, and promoting 

renewable energy and energy efficiency. 

• UK. The rights to extract fossil fuels, energy company licenses, security of supply, 

energy taxation, energy efficiency subsidies/ incentives. 

• Devolved. Promoting renewable energy and energy efficiency, some licenses and 

consents for companies and extraction, administering fuel poverty schemes. 

However, a list of direct responsibilities does not tell the full story. First, the ‘Europeanisation’ 

of policy includes the generation of new goals and targets, research, and relationships with 

international organisations (Kuzemko et al, 2022: 4). Second, there are many examples of 

indirect responsibilities, including rules on state aid, competition, and free movement (EU) 

commercial, financial, health & safety and environmental laws and regulations (UK), and rules 

on the use of property, transport, and environmental emissions (often devolved). Local 

authorities also oversee land use planning and consent for new developments such as fracking 

and nuclear power stations (although devolved/ UK governments could intervene) (Cairney et 
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al, 2019). Further, informal influence includes 

when one government encourages action from 

others or delegates administrative 

responsibilities (‘executive devolution’), or 

when another tests the boundaries of its 

authority or lobbies a higher-level government 

(Cairney et al, 2022: Chapter 3).  

These dynamics make it difficult to know who 

exactly does what, why, and to what effect. Policymakers might seek a sense of central 

government control, or effective collaboration across levels, ensure that the overall mix of 

policy instruments is coherent. However, they face ‘the potential for policy incoherence, when 

many selected instruments undermine or contradict each other, and policy conflict, when one 

level of government challenges or subverts the policies of another’ (Cairney et al, 2022: 

Chapter 3). These problems are not solved by Brexit (Box 8.2). 

Box 8.2 Will Brexit improve energy policy coherence? 
One argument for Brexit was that it allowed the repatriation of powers to the UK centre, which 

would be better able to manage relations across the UK (Chapter 7). Is there evidence that this 

shift was successful? It is difficult to identify a positive effect on ‘sustainable energy policy’, 

since UK and EU ‘market liberalism’ approaches are similar (Kuzemko et al, 2022: 7). The 

Brexit dividend is also absent because most policymaking energy was spent on redesigning UK 

schemes (the UK left the EU Emissions Trading Scheme and Internal Energy Market) and 

replacing EU with UK policy capacity (2022: 7-10). Kuzemko et al (2022: 16) argue that: ‘the 

UK has not achieved anything yet in sustainable energy that it could not do under EU 

membership’, and changes have ‘tended to be less-efficient mirrors of EU policies’. 

It is also difficult to identify more fruitful intergovernmental relations. As Box 6.1 describes, 

the UK government could try to coordinate a close and cooperative ‘four nations’ approach, 

make key choices applicable to the UK as a whole (e.g. to regulate markets), and legislate on 

behalf of one or more devolved governments. However, this approach (to COVID-19) is less 

apparent in energy or environmental policies. While Brexit ‘spawned a significant 

intensification of formal intergovernmental relations’, they relate largely to negotiations over 

devolved government autonomy (such as to maintain direct contact with the EU), compared to 

pre-Brexit, when policy meetings were useful before EU deliberations (McEwen, 2021: 1542). 

Fracking/ hydraulic fracturing. The 

drilling process to seek oil and gas from shale 

rock. Describing ‘fracking’ often denotes 

opposition to its environmental impact, while 

‘hydraulic fracturing’ for ‘shale oil and gas’ 

would be used by supporters to emphasise 

energy security and the economic benefit of 

greater energy supply. 

 

Emissions Trading Scheme. An alternative to directly mandated business behaviour. The 

aim is to minimise the cost to business of reducing GHG emissions,  ‘through the buying 

and selling of a limited number of allowances on an emission market’ (Nye and Owens, 

2008: 2). The UK scheme (2002-7) was voluntary, with businesses motivated by financial 

incentives, kudos, and the hope that the scheme would ward off new legislation or taxation 

(2008: 4-10). The UK entered the EU scheme in 2007 (while opposing a carbon-tax 

alternative) (Kuzemko et al, 2022: 8). 

EU Internal Energy Market. EU Commission policy to replace state monopolies to supply 

electricity and gas (proposed 1989; final reform agreed by 2008). The UK was a key 

supporter, and its reforms bolstered the Commission’s case (McGowan, 2012: 200). 
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We know what we want from energy systems, but not how to get there  
There is a clear need for policymaking cooperation and policy coherence, but a tendency for 

actors to produce a disjointed policy mix based on different rationales. UK governments seek 

a long-term transition from high-to-low carbon energy systems (minimising the burning of 

fossil fuels), but also to maintain energy security (relying heavily on fossil fuels) and 

independence (relying less on imported fuels).  

The latter aims became far high priorities following the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, 

while the new energy strategy for Britain (HM Government, 2022) was subtitled ‘Secure, clean 

and affordable British energy for the long term’. The UK government highlighted the 

unaffordability and economic cost of a spike of fossil fuel prices, promising to (1) reduce long-

term costs via energy efficiency and renewable energy programmes, but also (2) use new 

nuclear power projects to bolster energy security, and (3) support new oil and gas projects in 

the North Sea to bolster independence during global crises (2022: 5-6). Government support 

for nuclear – as a source of energy supply resilience - marks a shift in state intervention for 

Conservative governments compared to their predecessors (in the 1990s, they created a market 

for electricity and demonstrated nuclear’s ‘poor economic performance’ when not heavily 

subsidised, Geels et al, 2016: 907). On the other hand, it was reluctant to intervene directly to 

address the spiralling cost of electricity and gas in 2022 (when many household bills doubled). 

In such cases, a lack of policy coherence is a feature, not a bug, of political systems. First, it 

reflects the politics of policy change, prompting inevitable trade-offs, competing aims, and the 

possibility that some actors can win in some venues but lose in others. Second, it reflects 

profound policymaking complexity, to the extent that it is difficult to understand energy policy 

systems. This conceptual problem has two key elements. 

1. Policymaking systems are complex systems, beyond the control of central government 

Policymaking responsibilities are spread across many levels and types of government, and 

policy sectors and sub-sectors. This fragmentation is of such a scale that it is beyond the 

understanding of policymakers, who have limited capacity to coordinate from the centre. They 

inherit then add to a complex and often contradictory collection of policies and practices, 

without knowing the outcome. Research on policymaking systems suggests that policy 

outcomes seem to ‘emerge’ in the absence of central control (Box 1.2; Box 2.3; Chapter 3).  

2. Energy systems are also complex systems, in which the role of government is unclear 

Governments and researchers also describe energy systems, but to focus on social and business 

behaviour. An energy system consists of many actors who supply and demand energy. Policy 

is relevant, but not central, to understanding this system. Further, researchers struggle to use 

policy studies insights to understand the role of policymaking in energy systems, and there are 

competing ways to describe the results (Box 8.3). 

Box 8.3 What is an energy system, and how can it transform?  
The aim is clear: to transition from high-carbon to low-carbon energy systems. However, the 

means to achieve it is unclear. The technical side of this problem seems simple, and old studies 

relied on engineering to design energy infrastructures (Hughes, 2004). However, energy 

systems research now identifies complexity beyond the comprehension of one discipline: we 

need social sciences to understand how humans interact with technology, the humanities to 
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understand what a fair system looks like, and policy sciences to understand how policymakers 

try to manage behaviour. The umbrella term is ‘whole systems research’, but, Munro and 

Cairney (2020) identify very different approaches: 

1. The Multi-Level Perspective on Socio-technical Systems. Geels (2004) and colleagues 

describe high-carbon systems as path dependent but conducive to change through innovation. 

‘Macro-landscape’ describes the social, economic, and political cultures that endure for long 

periods and stifle change. ‘Socio-technical regimes’ are the rules and practices that favour some 

technologies (e.g. to maintain fossil fuel use and undermine renewable development). 

However, ‘niches’ can encourage radical challenges to regimes. They provide initial protection 

for an innovation (e.g. investing without seeking a short-term return): allowing it to grow as 

people learn how to develop the technology and secure social, political, and economic support 

(Chilvers et al, 2017: 442). This insight helps to understand transformation, identifying (1) 

social and political obstacles, and how to form coalitions and exploit opportunities to challenge 

them, (2) the policies that could make the biggest difference, and (3) the need for public 

deliberation to generate ownership of a ‘pathway’ to systemic change (Rogge et al, 2020: 1). 

2. Complex systems theories. Our complex government story suggests that policy outcomes are 

not in the control of central governments. System dynamics can endure for long periods then 

change dramatically, but in ways not conducive to policy design. It is unrealistic to expect to 

(1) identify the levers to overcome inertia, (2) produce a policy mix with predictable 

consequences, or (3) generate a simple pathway to systemic change.  

 3. Social-ecological systems (and the institutional analysis and design framework). Ostrom 

(1990; 2007; 2009; see also Orach and Schlüter, 2016) helps to understand how actors 

cooperate effectively. Many ‘centres’ have authority or responsibilities, which requires 

voluntary collaboration inside and outside of government. Learn from the actors who 

cooperated successfully to design the rules and maintain the practices essential to resource 

management and environmental protection. 

What is the combined take-home message? We know more about what is required (the 

transformation) than who can get us there, and how. There are many feasible ‘pathways’ to 

transformation, driven by markets, states, or ‘civil society’ (Chilvers et al, 2016). Each pathway 

would involve different short-term choices on technologies with major long-term effects (2016: 

440; Jordan et al, 2022). 

This conceptual problem contributes to a profoundly worrying practical problem: if we do not 

know what an energy system is, or how governments fit in, how can we know what to do? How 

can we design effective policy processes or anticipate the effect of new policies? When 

academics and policymakers try to answer this question, they respond by recommending 

‘whole systems thinking’ but without agreeing what it is! They could be describing one of two 

contradictory propositions, to understand systems well enough to: 

1. Control them. Address policy problems holistically, and project the sense that central 

governments are in the turning-chaos-to-order business. Find the right  levers to make 

a disproportionate impact on outcomes. 
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2. Give up on the idea of control. Develop the humility to accept that we do not understand 

problems enough to address them holistically. Adapt to systems dynamics, accepting 

that outcomes emerge in ways beyond our understanding (Cairney, 2020). 

This problem is acute in relation to government strategies. The UK government uses the phrase 

‘energy system’ frequently but vaguely, describing the need to transition not its role in that 

transition. The Scottish government describes ‘whole systems’ and ‘systems thinking’ to signal 

the need to consider how policies affect energy demand and supply, but uses simplistic 

metaphors to describe how systems might improve (Munro and Cairney, 2020: 3).  

If energy system transformation is super-hard, is UK renewables policy a 

super-success story? 
Renewable energy in the UK is a partial success story (see Box 5.3 on narrating success). 

Programmatic success relates largely to the aim to raise the proportion of  electricity generated 

from renewable energy sources.  It went from 2% in 1991 to 15% in 2013 then, ‘43% of our 

power coming from a mix of wind, solar, bioenergy and hydroelectric sources’ in 2020 

(National Grid, 2022). Coal has gone in the opposite direction, from 80% in the early 1980s to 

2% by 2020 (Brauers et al, 2020: 241).  

UK government policy contributed to both shifts. Its anti-coal policy began when the Thatcher-

led Conservative government reduced subsidies, and pushed for plant closures, as a symbol of 

its challenge to trades unions (Chapters 4 and 5). It culminated in recent Conservative 

government efforts to (mostly) phase out coal to promote climate change policies (2020: 241).  

Multi-level renewables policies from the late 2000s helped the UK go from ‘laggard to leader’ 

(Kern et al, 2014). EU policies included the European Renewable Energy Directive 2009 

requiring the UK to ‘to supply 15% of its energy needs (disaggregated into electricity, heat and 

transport) from renewable sources by 2020’ (Gillard and Lock, 2017: 645). The UK was 

already heading in this direction and, under Labour, pushed for more EU direction on targets 

(albeit while opposing EU interference on which technologies to support) (Rayner et al, 2020: 

117-18; Fitch-Roy and Fairbrass, 2018: 64; 92; 103). UK Government initiatives include 

reforms to planning to limit blanket local opposition to renewables development, plus greater 

governmental economic guarantees to support large volumes of renewable supply. The latter 

includes: (1) ambitious Renewables Obligation targets (from 2002), (2) Feed-in Tariff 

schemes (2008-19) for small renewable energy providers, and (3) Renewable Heat Incentive 

schemes (Toke, 2011: 528; McGowan, 2020: 597-9; Geels et al, 2016: 906-9; Box 8.4).  

Box 8.4 Policy tools for renewable energy  
Cairney and St.Denny (2020: 18) draw on Hood and Margetts’ (2007) categories of policy tools 

to describe different models of state intervention (Box 2.2). ‘Maximal’ approaches would 

combine ‘ambitious and specific’ strategies focusing primarily on the environmental problem 

(nodality) with regulations to change social and business behaviour directly (authority), taxes 

and subsidies to change market behaviour (treasure), and strong departments to ensure policy 

delivery (organisation). Minimal approaches would produce vague strategies, backed weakly 

by other tools, and overshadowed by stronger tools for other aims (e.g. prioritising economic 

growth).  
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In renewable energy, Labour and Conservative-led governments have made policy changes, 

but their effect is hard to follow, since new schemes (1) combine regulations and economic 

incentives, largely enforced and monitored by the regulator Ofgem (Office of Gas and 

Electricity Markets), (2) in different mixes, to signal more or less intervention. They include: 

Renewables Obligation (RO). A statutory ‘obligation on licensed electricity suppliers in the 

UK to source a proportion of their supply to customers from eligible renewable sources’ 

(Ofgem, 2022a). To meet the obligation, suppliers buy “‘renewable obligation certificates’ 

(ROCs) from accredited renewable energy generators” (Toke et al, 2013: 63). The original aim 

(2002) was to increase the obligation over time, but the scheme’s closure by 2017 was 

announced in 2013 (Rayner et al, 2020: 103; Gillard and Lock, 2017: 647). 

Contract for Difference (CfD). An auction/ competitive tender scheme to award a fixed 

number of subsidies to large electricity suppliers for the renewable energy they provide. CfD 

replaced the RO from the first auction in 2017. The successful companies receive ‘a top-up 

payment between the market price’ and a fixed price to guarantee their long-term income (and 

encourage them to invest) (Rayner et al, 2020: 104). 

Feed-in tariff. A subsidy scheme to encourage the expansion of small-scale renewable energy 

production (especially solar and wind) by making a long-term commitment (say, 20-25 years) 

to pay producers for the energy they consume or feed-in to the National Grid (Ofgem, 2022b). 

Renewable Heat Incentive (RHI) (domestic or non-domestic). Schemes to encourage 

investment in renewable heating (e.g. biomass boilers, solar, heat pumps) by guaranteeing 

payments according to how much heat produced.  

Labour’s commitment to state intervention in the late 2000s replaced its predecessor’s reliance 

on market mechanisms, then the Coalition government argued that Labour had overreacted 

(Rayner et al, 2020: 103). Its replacement of RO by CfD signalled limits to renewables 

obligations (Leiren et al, 2021: 40). A precise assessment of instrument modifications requires 

us to measure the size, rate, duration, and impact of subsidies (Ofgem, 2022a; 2022b; Rayner 

et al, 2020). However, a rough guide is that Labour allocated ‘around £5 billion by 2010’ to 

the RO scheme which the Conservatives did not match (Carter and Little, 2010: 6). 

These changes to instruments only make sense when placed in the wider context of the UK 

electricity/ energy markets, in which: (1) government energy policies often reacted to decision 

points following technological change, and (2) six suppliers (the ‘Big Six’) dominated markets 

in the 2000s. Governments were not directly responsible for capital investment in renewables, 

and suppliers preferred to ‘sweat’ their assets than produce new capacity (Kuzemko, 2016: 

116). Later, they were better placed to shoulder the risk of Renewables Obligation investments 

(smaller firms favoured feed-in tariffs) (2020: 108-112). 

Renewable energy also highlights the broad potential for climate change advocates to seek 

policy change in multiple venues, such as in Scotland and Wales (Gillard et al, 2017: 179; 

Kuzemko et al, 2022: 9). The Scottish Government’s ability to secure ‘a larger policy role in 

relation to renewable energy than its legal capacity would indicate’ reflected its contribution to 

the UK’s EU renewables obligations (one-quarter of UK renewable energy generation) 

(Cairney et al, 2019: 463; McEwen et al, 2019).  This contribution followed the SNP’s 

commitment, from its first election in 2007, to favour renewables and reject new nuclear power 
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stations (largely through planning and land use choices). Its aim for Scottish renewables to 

produce the equivalent of 100% of Scotland’s electricity consumption by 2020 (from 37% in 

2011) was a major part of its (1) climate change commitments, (2) economic agenda, and (3) 

pursuit of political popularity to support its campaign for Scottish independence (Toke et al, 

2013; Cairney, 2011: 181; Cairney and McGarvey, 2013: 182-3). The success of Scottish 

policy depended heavily on UK government support for renewable energy. Still, Toke et al 

(2013: 64-5) argue that the SNP government ‘gained three policy victories’, securing: 

additional Treasury funding for renewable projects; the incorporation of its scheme (‘extra 

incentives to wave and tidal stream’ projects) into the Renewables Obligation; and, Ofgem’s 

agreement to reduce charges on suppliers to send electricity to the rest of Britain. It nearly met 

its 2020 target (BBC News, 2021).  

On the other hand, the shift towards renewables is incomplete: ‘fossil fuels still dominate the 

energy mix’ and the UK is not on course to meet long-term GHG emissions targets (Kuzemko, 

2016: 108; Kuzemko et al, 2022: 2). One explanation is path dependence and policy 

inheritance. Thatcher and Major-led reforms had: shifted energy supply and capital investment 

decisions from the state to the market (Chapters 4 and 5), encouraged market deregulation, 

created an energy regulator (Ofgem) that operated independently of government, and reduced 

energy policy capacity in government (Kuzemko, 2016: 111-14). The state role had gone ‘from 

one of responsibility for national planning, infrastructure development and energy provision to 

neutral overseer and upholder of an agreed set of market rules and principles’ (2016: 111; 117). 

Climate change was an energy markets problem (Lovell et al, 2009). State intervention rose 

under Labour, but from a low base. It took longer than countries like Germany ‘to make any 

serious impact’, learn from failures, and shake off the misguided hope that markets plus 

government exhortation would produce necessary changes (Kuzemko et al, 2016: 116-19). 

Another explanation is that long-term policy change is vulnerable to disruption, often by 

ministers seeking political success (Box 5.3; Gillard and Lock, 2017: 645-8). The Coalition 

government rejected calls to define a long-term target towards ‘full decarbonisation’ (2017: 

646), argued that its predecessor had overinvested in renewable subsidies, prioritised ‘short-

term concerns about cost and supply’ and blamed renewables for a rise in household bills 

(2017: 646). It accelerated the transition from high state intervention to moderate support for 

markets (Box 8.4): bringing forward the cut-off point for feed-in tariffs inclusion; and, 

replacing the Renewable Obligation with Contract for Difference (although the latter was 

supported by civil servants) (Kuzemko, 2016: 120; Gillard and Lock, 2017: 647; Leiren et al, 

2021: 46).  

It also signalled greater support for non-renewables. First, it agreed to subsidise a new nuclear 

project without the same conditions as renewables (2017: 648). Second, it sought greater fossil 

fuel supply, including fracking for shale oil and gas. Cameron declared ‘we’re going all out for 

shale’, emphasised its economic and energy security benefits, announced tax expenditures to 

encourage companies to invest, and allowed local authorities to keep their local business rate 

income to encourage them to approve drill sites (Prime Minister’s Office, 2014; Cairney et al, 

2016; 2018). The Conservative government in 2015 went further, opposing onshore windfarm 
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developments (e.g. excluding them from Contracts for Difference) and reducing subsidies for 

small-scale solar projects (Rayner et al, 2020: 115). 

Finally, mixed support for bioenergy reminds us that there are more-or-less effective routes to 

climate policy aims. The IPCC (2022: 21) noted that ‘poorly implemented bioenergy, with or 

without carbon capture and storage, can compound climate-related risks to biodiversity’. 

Further, groups like the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) highlight the negative 

impact of poorly planned biomass use on forests, wildlife, and food production (Smith, 2022). 

Biomass also became associated with policy failure. An ill-planned ‘Non-Domestic Renewable 

Heat Incentive scheme’ in Northern Ireland made it possible for companies to profit from 

heating empty buildings because the subsidy was greater than the cost (contributing to a deficit 

of £140m in the Executive’s budget – RHI Inquiry, 2020). It contributed to a governance crisis 

(Northern Ireland Audit Office, 2022) and highlighted the lack of capacity to oversee a major 

change to complex energy systems in Northern Ireland (Lowes and Mitchell, 2021). 

Case Study 2: The stop-start progress of sustainable transport 

policy 
Transport produces at least one-quarter of GHG emissions in countries like the UK (Shaw and 

Docherty, 2008: 4; Marsden et al, 2020: 89; Cooper-Searle et al, 2018). If we imagined how to 

design a more sustainable policy from scratch, prioritising the minimisation of energy use and 

pollution, we would favour pedestrian, cycling, and public transport to help minimise car and 

air transport. The Labour government (1997) was somewhat committed to that idea (Box 8.5).  

Box 8.5 Policy instruments for sustainable transport 
The maximalist version of a sustainable transport plan would prioritise decarbonisation, 

replacing ‘soft’ measures (encouraging people to change behaviour voluntarily) with ‘hard’ 

(obliging behavioural change). The latter may include: regulating business and social 

behaviour directly; using taxes to make road and air travel expensive, and subsidies to reduce 

rail fares; changing the value-for-money criteria underpinning capital investment to shift from 

road projects to walking/ cycle paths and rail; and giving public bodies the powers to ensure 

delivery regardless of the electoral costs (Shaw and Docherty, 2019: 21). 

However, Docherty and Shaw (2011: 225) suggest that Labour governments favoured 

measures associated with ‘new realism’, to combine (1) a reassessment of the role and 

effectiveness of transport policies and practices, with (2) reforms that could secure ‘broad 

appeal’. Proposals included: planning measures to reduce journey lengths for cars and reduce 

lorry journeys in towns and cities; road pricing and traffic management regulation/ enforcement 

to manage demand and environmental impact; investment in modern buses and bus lanes; 

infrastructure changes to make it easier to walk or cycle; and, subsidies to rebalance the cost 

of public versus private transport (2011: 228-9). 

However, the following factors help to explain why this kind of policy design does not get off 

the ground.   
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1. Governments do not design policies on a blank page.  

There is a legacy of unsustainable transport policies with path dependent effects. Dudley and 

Richardson (2000: 23-4) describe a post-war history of UK policies that used road transport to 

boost the economy (and government popularity) from the 1950s. Environmental concerns 

surfaced in the 1970s but, by then, the road lobby was relatively powerful. The case for road 

building was ‘destroyed’ by environmental campaigners by the late 1990s, but the 

infrastructure was established. This prioritisation of roads combined with a focus on economic 

performance to undermine rail. Reforms in the 1960s focused on the commercial feasibility of 

train companies, while late 1980s agendas focused on their privatization. Overall, there is major 

path dependence to reflect ‘car dependence’ (Docherty, 2003: 6), in which investment in an 

unsustainable physical infrastructure still commands resources for maintenance after 

governments have signalled a shift in policy (Reardon and Marsden, 2020: 233). Further, 

protests against new airport projects have enjoyed recent success, but in the context of decades 

of expansion (Nulman, 2015). 

2. Reforms have immediate political costs and uncertain long-term gains.  

The attempt to produce major shifts in business and social behaviour: ‘is a formidable 

endeavour that requires political bravery, risk taking and long-term planning … politicians 

perceive it could cost them an election’ (Shaw and Docherty, 2008: 7). Measures including 

shifts of state investment from road to trail, new charges to drive or park, and tax-driven fuel 

price hikes, tend to be opposed by road lobbies, supermarkets, and drivers, and are not attractive 

to ‘risk averse’ civil servants or ministers (Dudley and Richardson, 2000; Shaw and Docherty, 

2008: 10; Docherty and Shaw, 2011: 239). Further, not enough people care about transport, or 

perceive a transport crisis, to provide an electoral incentive to act (Shaw and Docherty, 2019: 

4). Labour knew that their Conservative opposition would dub them ‘anti-car’ if they went too 

far (Carter and Little, 2021: 7). 

Consequently, a Labour government that began with sincere reformist intentions: (1) settled 

for modest changes focusing on encouraging people and businesses to change, (2) removed the 

‘Fuel Duty Escalator’ (a tax on fuel that rose by 3% per year) after protests by farmers and 

truckers in 2000; and (3) backed-off from plans to charge to use roads in 2007 (2008: 10; 

Wolmar, 2008: viii; Shaw and Docherty, 2014: 6; 2019: 22; Reardon and Marsden, 2020: 231-

2). Its successor Coalition government treated transport as low-priority during a period of 

‘austerity (with exceptions, such as a commitment to some rail improvement and the high-

speed rail project, HS2) (Shaw and Docherty, 2019: 13-14).  

Aviation policy exhibited similar features, in which the Labour government relied on a 

‘freedom to fly’ coalition of non-governmental actors (including airlines) to make the case for 

expansion during the 2000s (Howarth and Griggs, 2006). The Coalition government intervened 

to pause further expansions in South East England, but also argued that aviation expansion 

could be justified if done sustainably or efficiently (Griggs and Howarth, 2019). Overall, 

policymakers embody the “pervading mindset that transport is ‘too difficult to change’ 

substantively” because too many people would refuse to change behaviour or punish elected 

politicians for trying to make them (Marsden et al, 2020: 89). 
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3. Governments have multiple aims and environmentalism rarely wins the day.  

When governments emphasise the dual aim to use transport to boost economic activity and 

maintain environmental sustainability, the economy will trump the environment in the short-

term, even when governments recognise the long-term economic benefits of climate change 

policies. The Labour government’s White Paper in 1998 described a road-driven economy as 

unsustainable (Docherty and Shaw, 2003: xviii), and the Department of Transport (2007) 

sought to reduce car use and boost public transport. Still, the government was prioritising 

‘economic performance’ and addressing ‘business costs’, while assuring readers that ‘greener’ 

transport would not come at a too-great economic cost (2007: 9).  

4. Policy intention is not the same as delivery.  

Despite the Labour government’s rhetoric, it oversaw major road building and increased air 

capacity without producing major expansions in rail and walking/ cycle capacity, and without 

a high uptake of measures to discourage driving (such as ‘congestion charges’) (Docherty and 

Shaw, 2003: xviii). 

5. Transport represents a classic case of unfulfilled policy integration across sectors.  

Even the meaning of ‘integration’ is in doubt. It could refer to cross-sectoral initiatives, such 

as to seek synergies between economic, environmental, energy, transport, and other aims (such 

as to address health inequalities) or transport-specific projects. Further, the latter could mean 

better integrated public transport to compete better with road transport (the ‘radical’ option), 

or to make it easier to combine car and train travel (the stay popular option) (Shaw and 

Docherty, 2008: 10-11). 

6. The complex and multi-level nature of transport governance exacerbates a lack of coherence  

On the one hand, decentralised responsibilities could boost the potential for innovation or more 

coherent policies. For example, in London, there were innovations (such as ‘congestion 

charging’ fees to drive into central London) and successes in relation to the well-funded and 

integrated Transport for London (Shaw and Docherty, 2019: 15).  

On the other hand, the ‘multitude of governance networks … makes it difficult to achieve 

integrated outcomes’ across sectors and inside/ outside of government (Marsden and Docherty, 

2019: 3). Further, it is rare to connect networks of transport organisations to equivalent 

networks in other sectors (such as economic or environment). Or, when one cross-cutting 

agenda works in one area, it may contribute to ‘misaligned boundaries’ in others (2019: 3-4).  

Some of these policymaking problems relate to an ‘accountability vacuum’ (Bache et al, 2015: 

65). The “complex architecture of ‘fuzzy governance’” contributes to ‘fuzzy accountability’, 

in which many bodies are theoretically responsible for their contribution to sustainable 

transport, but without clear accountability measures to ensure progress. Further, if policy 

changes are unpopular, they have higher incentives to play ‘blame games’ than make visible 

tough choices (2015: 65). While much governance uncertainty is unintentional (a routine 

feature of policymaking complexity), ‘blame avoidance’ is a strategic move (2015: 66). For 

example, UK government delegation seems more about shuffling off responsibility for 

unpopular measures, such as when the Labour government:  (1) relied on an advisory body – 

Commission for Integrated Transport – to make the case to avoid national targets on road-use 
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reduction, and (2) got local authorities to manage schemes to charge people to drive or park at 

work (Reardon and Marsden, 2020: 231).  

Other policymaking problems relate to poor connections between different reasons to devolve 

responsibilities. Territorial devolution is about meeting different demands for political 

autonomy rather than: (1) designing a coherent package of devolved responsibilities 

(Mackinnon et al, 2010: 272-5) or (2) requiring close coordination between governments. 

There is some scope for innovation and learning, but the devolved governments tended to 

follow the UK in avoiding controversial road charging while approving new road investment, 

and providing modest incentives to use public transport (e.g. concessionary fares for older 

people) (Shaw et al, 2009: 560). 

Finally, in some cases, these problems combine. Both the UK and Scottish governments 

produced climate change legislation with ambitious targets. In both cases: ‘how, exactly, 

targets will be assessed against performance and who would actually be held to account 

remains unclear’ (Bache et al, 2015: 75). While both delegated important transport carbon 

reduction roles to local authorities, and encouraged them to coproduce policies with 

stakeholders, the resultant ‘lack of clarity over the carbon management framework amongst 

state and non-state actors was a major impediment on the implementation of reduction policies’ 

(2015: 75). At the same time, both governments shifted their priorities for transport to refocus 

on economic growth (while reducing local budgets), so local politicians knew that they would 

be blamed for not keeping the economy rolling in the short term but not be held accountable 

for ‘intangible and long-term’ aims like carbon management (2015: 78).  

Case Study 3: Sustainable food system policies don’t cut the 

mustard  
The UK is part of a globalised food system that requires radical and rapid policy change. 

International organisations - such as the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 

Nations (FAO) – seek ‘integrated agricultural policies’ to address climate change, foster 

biodiversity, and reduce land degradation, as part of the UN Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) (compare with The Lancet Commission, 2019). The FAO (2023) describes the required 

shift: 

1. from prioritising food security, trade and economic growth (subsidising efficient 

production and global trade), to environmentally sustainable practices (policies for 

sustainable land management and regional trade), while 

2. recognising global inequalities (e.g. in income and access to safe water and healthy 

food) and the unequal impacts of policy changes.  
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It describes the policymaking problem as how to shift from well-established and exclusive 

agricultural policy communities (favouring farming organisations and unions) towards 

partnership working between multiple levels and types of government, and non-governmental 

actors, across sectors. We can deduce the lack of progress so far: stating the requirement to 

produce rapid and radical changes highlights their absence. 

Until Brexit, environmental and food responsibilities were Europeanised (Burns et al, 2019; 

Burns and Carter, 2018), via the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). The European 

Commission (2022) recognises the environmental policy problem now, but CAP began as a 

means to support food production and security. There is substantive path dependence, and the 

impetus to change is not sufficiently strong to overcome opposition. Alons (2017: 1604-5) 

describes a rise in ‘environmental discourse or rhetoric’ and ‘significant changes’ to CAP since 

its introduction. However, there were limited moves towards ‘Environmental Policy 

Integration’ (EPI), ‘due to low priority of environmental issues and a closed agricultural policy 

network’. There is no real commitment to a ‘strong’ form of EPI, in which environmental aims 

are more important than economics or food security (2017: 1606-8). Rather, most reforms were 

a by-product of economic considerations, such as taking land out of production (while still 

paying farms) to address over-production (2017: 1612). It is hard to find a major shift of policy 

influence. The Commission’s environmental directorate (DG ENVI) and environmental groups 

were peripheral to 1992 reforms. They were more involved in 2013 reforms, but unable to stop 

their proposals being ‘watered down’ (2017: 1615). As a result, CAP reforms have not 

produced clear and ‘significant environmental effects’ (2017: 1617). Similarly, Pe’er et al 

(2020) argue that CAP ‘is failing with respect to biodiversity, climate, soil, land degradation 

as well as socio-economic challenges’. 

The UK government could have gone further than EU requirements (as with ‘organic 

agriculture’, Greer, 2002; see also Keating, 2010 on Scotland). For example, since 2001, it 

connected environmental policies (biodiversity, forestry, land use, water and air quality) to 

food production (agriculture and fish) in one Department for Environment, Food and Rural 

Affairs (Defra). However, Defra describes a largely exhortative role, to share research with 

consumers and support industry and NGOs (Kerr and Foster, 2011: 422). There has been little 

direct intervention to, say, favour the small local farms willing to promote sustainable schemes 

but struggling to compete with global corporations focused on profit (Marsden, 2012: 141-2).  

Brexit now allows UK and devolved governments to replace CAP with more sustainable 

policies (Whitfield and Marshall, 2017; Antonopoulos et al, 2022). Each government has 

committed to the vague aim of sustainable agriculture, backed by legislation to link direct 

Common Agricultural Policy. Established in 1962 to maintain food security by subsidising 

agricultural production (direct income payments). Now described by the European 

Commission (2022) as ‘a partnership between agriculture and society, and between Europe 

and its farmers’, with the following aims: ‘support farmers and improve agricultural 

productivity, ensuring a stable supply of affordable food; safeguard European Union farmers 

to make a reasonable living; help tackle climate change and the sustainable management of 

natural resources; maintain rural areas and landscapes across the EU; keep the rural economy 

alive by promoting jobs in farming, agri-food industries and associated sectors’.  
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payments to environmental improvement (Downing and Coe, 2018; Hill, 2022). However, 

early assessments suggest that the UK Government’s promise of a ‘Green Brexit’ contrasted 

with its plans to replicate CAP reforms and limit the discretion of devolved governments 

(Gravey, 2018). By 2020, it was still not clear how the UK would replace CAP or how devolved 

governments could go their own way (Gravey, 2022: 97; 122). 

Box 8.6 Defining climate justice, just transitions, and equity 
Climate justice. Produce policies to address climate change and ensure fairness. Fairness 

relates to outcomes (who gets what?), processes (who decides?), and respect (whose knowledge 

and experiences count?) (IPCC, 2022: 9). There is no ‘universalist philosophy of justice’; its 

meaning varies geographically and in academic or activist discourse (Newell et al, 2021: 2; 

Santos, 2014). Still, most research identifies systematic injustice. Climate change is: ‘having 

the most severe effects on those with the least responsibility for causing it, and who, at the 

same time, are often excluded from decision-making processes’ (Newell et al, 2021: 2). This 

problem relates to (1) by current versus future generations (intergenerational injustice), and (2) 

more versus less powerful actors (across or within countries), including the gendered impacts 

of climate change (Terry, 2009), ‘racial justice’, and ‘intersectional’ approaches (2021: 6; 

Mattar et al, 2021: 1307). 

Just transition. A respectful and fair and process and outcome, to ensure that the costs and 

benefits of transition are shared equitably. Fairness is often described differently in energy, 

environmental, and climate studies (Heffron and McCauley, 2018: 74; Jenkins, 2018). 

However, common conclusions include: (1) ‘maladaptation’ to climate change ‘affects 

marginalised and vulnerable groups adversely … entrenching existing inequities’; (2) 

‘Inclusive governance that prioritises equity and justice in adaptation planning and 

implementation leads to more effective and sustainable adaptation outcomes (IPCC, 2022: 29-

30). 

Equity describes the avoidance of unfair inequalities. This term is contested, and cost-benefit 

exercises contain questionable assumptions about the trade-offs involved (Aldred, 2009). 

Issues include:  

1. Assigning relative values to lives in different countries, and relating the value of deaths to 

inequalities. Azar (1999: 250) relates (a) calculations of  damage in the Global South caused 

by high emissions in the North, to (b) early studies to inform IPCC work which placed a much 

higher ‘value of a statistical life (VOSL)’ to populations in the ‘industrialised world’ than in 

‘low-income countries’. Tol (2001: 71) identifies contrasting ways to translate climate change 

and equity concerns, from systems to (1) minimise GHG emissions but maintain existing global 

inequalities, or (2) ensure ‘the higher the aversion to inequity, the higher optimal greenhouse 

gas emission reduction’. 

2. How much value to place on costs and benefits in the future. Yang and Suh (2021) gauge 

how much younger people gain from climate mitigation. Estimates highlight greater benefits 

when they (a) reduce the ‘discounting’ of the value of costs/ benefits in the future compared to 

today, and (b) increase the timescale to over 100 years (O’Mahony, 2021; OECD, 2018). They 

challenge the idea that ‘huge impacts in the distant future count for almost nothing in our 

current decision making’ (Aldred, 2009: 475). 

3. Contested comparisons. The costs and benefits of new nuclear power stations relate to the 

stated alternative. Some relate them to fossil fuels (comparing environmental costs) rather than 

renewables (also comparing value for money) (Kennedy, 2007). 
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Critical policy analysis: Who matters to policymakers? 
The UK is one of a small number of economically developed and powerful countries that (1) 

produces a disproportionately high proportion of GHGs (in total, and per person), but (2) faces 

a disproportionately low impact from climate change (Mott et al, 2021). Climate justice policy 

would involve areas such as: 

• Foreign policy, to negotiate more effective and equitable collective action,  

• International trade, to negotiate the cost of importing climate damaging goods, and  

• International aid and development, to provide resources to countries damaged by UK 

actions.  

These policies intersect with the aim of a just transition. First, for example, economically 

developed countries - who benefited from GHG-heavy economic growth in the past - could 

compensate lower income countries for the loss of equivalent growth (and for their impact on 

the climate in those countries – Newell et al, 2021: 3-4). They have been reluctant to be tied 

down to specific governmental commitments (Dimitrov, 2016: 4-5; Schipani, 2017), although 

HM Government (2021: 288) describes its commitment to ‘mobilise’ over $100bn per year 

from public (12%) and private sources. The Scottish Parliament also endorsed a motion to 

‘champion climate justice’ in 2012 (Aitken et al, 2016: 226). Second, the push towards new 

technologies has global distributional effects, when renewable energy production boosts the 

mining of copper and a shift from petrol to electric cars boosts already-high demand for lithium. 

The result is unequal environmental impacts from mining and a highly (but unequally) 

contested market to secure scare resources (Conway, 2022; Northey et al, 2013; Kaunda, 2020). 

Third, it is possible for some countries to address GHG targets by exporting the problem, 

directly (when exporting fossil fuels, waste, or allegedly recyclable plastics) or indirectly 

(when importing GHG intensive products made elsewhere) (Barnes, 2019; Greenpeace, 2022). 

The UK net zero strategy recognises this ‘carbon leakage’ (HM Government, 2021: 68). 

Box 8.7 Fuel poverty measures across the UK 
UK and devolved governments made vague commitments to a just transition to energy 

sustainability.  It requires policies to (1) produce sustainable levels of emissions, such as via 

the regulation and taxation of energy supply and demand, and (2) affordable energy, such as 

using (generally UK) social security and (generally devolved) housing energy efficiency 

measures to address fuel poverty. Fuel poverty describes when ‘people are unable to afford to 

heat their homes properly … which can result in physical and mental health problems’ (Mayne 

et al, 2017: 395).  

The cost of living crisis in 2022 prompted intense attention to energy affordability, putting 

pressure on the UK government to reduce fuel duties for drivers (it announced a 5p per litre 

drop in March 2022), subsidise the rising cost of household energy bills, and address the 

contribution of fuel costs to rapidly rising inflation (BBC News, 2022). However, fuel poverty 

is not new, and the UK and devolved governments have never resolved the issue. Further, they 

define and address it in remarkably different ways (Moore, 2012; Liddell et al, 2012; Simcock 

et al, 2016). 

UK government, for England (since 2021). A household (1) living in a property with an 

insufficient ‘fuel poverty energy efficiency rating’, which (2) when they ‘spend the required 
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amount to heat their home, they are left with a residual income below the official poverty line’ 

(BEIS, 2022a). In 2020, this definition applied to 3m households (13.2%), with a ‘mean 

average fuel poverty gap’ of £223 (BEIS, 2022b: 1). Its target (from 2014) is to ensure that ‘as 

many fuel poor homes as is reasonably  practicable achieve a minimum energy efficiency rating 

of Band C, by 2030’ (HM Government, 2015: 12). 

Scottish Government (since 2019). If ‘after housing costs have been deducted, more than 10% 

(20% for extreme fuel poverty) of their net income is required to pay for their reasonable fuel 

needs; and after further adjustments are made to deduct childcare costs and any benefits 

received for a disability or care need, their remaining income is insufficient to maintain an 

acceptable standard of living, defined as being at least 90% of the UK Minimum Income 

Standard’ (Hinson and Boulton, 2022: 18). In 2019, this definition applied to 613000 

households (24.6%) and the ‘median fuel poverty gap’ was £750 (2022: 18). Its target (2019) 

is that, by 2030, ‘no more than 15% of households in Scotland are in fuel poverty’ (5% ‘extreme 

fuel poverty’), and the ‘median fuel poverty gap of households’ is ‘no more than £350 [adjusted 

for inflation]’ (2022: 20). 

Welsh Government (since 2004). If a household ‘would have to spend more than 10 per cent of 

their income on maintaining a satisfactory heating regime’ (2022: 20). In 2018, this definition 

applied to 155000 households (12%) (2022: 20). Its target (2021) is that, by 2035, ‘No 

households are estimated to be living in severe or persistent fuel poverty as far as reasonable 

practicable; Not more than 5% of households are estimated to be living in fuel poverty at any 

one time as far as reasonably practicable; The number of all households “at risk” of falling into 

fuel poverty will be more than halved based on the 2018 estimate’ (2022: 21). 

Northern Ireland Executive. If ‘to maintain a satisfactory level of heating (21oC in the main 

living room and 18oC in other occupied rooms), it is required to spend in excess of 10% of its 

household income on all fuel use’ (2022: 22). In 2018, this definition applied to 160000 

households (22%) (2022: 22). Its 2004 target ‘to eradicate fuel poverty by 2016’ was not met; 

its 2011 strategy describes it as a ‘core goal’ (2022: 23). 

Similar ideas about justice and equity could apply to UK and devolved policies. Relevant 

distributional consequences of climate policies include those between worker and employer 

(Hampton, 2018) or energy company and consumer, since ‘residential energy use is responsible 

for almost 30% of the UK’s carbon emissions’ (Mayne et al, 2017: 395). There are already 

pressing concerns, such as fuel poverty, that highlight the intersection between climate, 

economic, and equity aims (Box 8.7).  These tensions will become increasingly important as 

the UK shifts from easy wins towards the net zero commitments that cause major disruptions 

to social and business behaviour (Sasse et al, 2020). Questions include: 

1. Who is in greatest need during an energy transition? The biggest government grants 

for retrofitting energy efficiency in homes (e.g. Warm Front in England) related to 

proxy measures of need - those ‘in receipt of specified benefits and credits, being 

disabled, aged over 60, or with a young family’ - but ‘this policy was unsuccessful in 

reaching those most in need’ (Brooks and Davoudi, 2014: 105).  

2. Should governments reward the most efficient, and oblige polluters to pay more? Green 

Deal policies favoured the higher income households, more able to take on loans to 

invest in household efficiency or renewable energy, albeit while running the risk that 

the loans would not cover the full cost (2014: 106-7).  
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3. If the onus is on energy companies, how should they cover their costs? The cost to 

insulate rural stone houses may be disproportionately high, while companies recoup 

costs with price rises for all energy users (2014: 108). 

4. Should energy policy instruments be targeted according to income, or general 

measures with disproportionate benefits? UK VAT on domestic energy was ‘the lowest 

within the EU … reflecting concern about the effect of higher prices on the poor’ 

(Mayne et al, 2017: 395). Yet, the overall impact of policies regarding ‘efficiency and 

renewables’ is that ‘the poorer will benefit less’ (2017: 396). 

5. What are the implications of international human rights principles? ‘Human rights 

based approaches’ provide a further lens to interpret climate change and energy justice 

policies (Aitken et al, 2016: 240). For example, if humans have the right to be (1) 

healthy, and (2) ‘protected from the impacts of climate change’ and ‘not harmed by 

mitigation’, does this right extend to the avoidance of ‘cold homes’? (2017: 398; 

Walker and Day, 2012). 

6. To what extent, and how, should the state be legally responsible for ensuring a just 

transition? Aitken et al (2016: 238-9) compare ‘pragmatic’ approaches that fit climate 

justice policies into current practices, and ‘transformative’ approaches based on the 

argument that ‘climate injustices are a product of current capitalist systems and that 

climate justice requires large, structural social and economic changes’. 

Frankly, it is not easy to identify how UK and devolved governments answer these questions, 

or what the distributional consequences might be. Rather, there are individual clues in pockets 

of activity, such as to relate climate change to public health strategies (Office for Health 

Improvement and Disparities, 2022), and the commitment to ‘advance gender equity in climate 

action’ (Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office, 2021). 

Conclusion 
Both of our policymaking stories signal bad news for the environment. First, the Westminster 

story could, in theory, be harnessed to generate support for rapid and radical policy change, 

bolstered by a centralised and unified focus on addressing an urgent policy problem. Indeed 

UK government activity from 2006, leading to the Climate Change Act 2008, symbolised that 

potential. In practice, we find a tendency for parties to respond inconsistently to electoral 

incentives and cycles, and contribute to slow or disrupted progress. Climate change policy 

requires continuously high government investment, bolstered by cross-party and public 

support, to secure ‘policy stability’, give people and businesses the confidence to change 

behaviour, and make it expensive to turn back (Reitig and Laing, 2017: 575). However, we 

have witnessed short bursts of party competition to seem the ‘greenest’ – in the late 2000s and 

2019 – and long periods when climate change was low priority and overshadowed by economic 

concerns. Renewable energy shows how long-term plans are disrupted by short-term choices. 

Transport highlights a reluctance of ministers to challenge a car based economy. Food exhibits 

slow progress to reform the agricultural practices that have traditionally focused on maximising 

production. Indeed, it is difficult to give governments credit for progress so far. Positive 

outcomes often seem to be the ‘fortuitous byproduct’ of policy changes and practices outside 

of government control (Rayner and Jordan, 2016: 173). 
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Second, as well as being a ‘super wicked’ policy problem (Box 8.1), environmental policy 

exhibits all of the elements of the complex government story, highlighting the absence of single 

central government control over policy outcomes. As energy policy shows, this absence of 

control over climate-relevant behaviour has often resulted from choice. Governments from 

1979 have sought to ‘roll back’ state intervention in favour of markets. This action included 

privatising major utilities (coal, gas, nuclear, and electricity suppliers), favouring light-touch 

regulation, and restricting its role to broad oversight (Kuzemko, 2016: 111-14). Further, the 

UK government has often avoided refereeing disputes between fossil fuel companies and 

environmental groups (Jordan, 2001).  

However, the absence of control is also the inevitable result of policymaking complexity. As 

our discussion of energy systems transitions demonstrates, the ‘super wicked’ policy problem 

comes with a super-complexity policymaking problem, to the extent that no-one is quite sure 

how to describe it! Central governments exacerbate this confusion by fudging their role in 

energy systems. This ambiguity allows them to juggle both stories of policymaking – we are 

in control (the Westminster story) and we are not in control (the complex government story) – 

to project a sense of governing competence but avoid full responsibility for policy outcomes. 

The result is that UK (and devolved) governments have described maximally their ambitions 

to deal with climate change, but minimally how they will achieve them. These experiences 

show that governments define the policy problem well, without making the same progress with 

the policymaking problem. 
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