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Energy policy under austerity localism: What role for Local Authorities? 

In the United Kingdom, Local Authorities have been placed at the forefront of 

domestic energy reduction strategies as the responsible actors for coordinating 

policy in this sector. Yet, there has been little research regarding the role of 

Local Authorities in this policy agenda, and their abilities to bring together 

stakeholders in the successful design and implementation of strategies to 

reduce energy demands. The paper aims to fill this gap by highlighting the 

relevance and importance of the energy policy sphere to local government 

studies, building on the idea of resilient Local Authorities within the context of 

tensions between the localism agenda and the actual implementation of energy 

efficiency polices. This is achieved through multiple rounds of semi-structured 

interviews with Local Authority officers. Our findings reveal that Local 

Authorities operating under a localism agenda, lack the freedoms and resources 

from Central Government to meet the needs of multiple stakeholders, resorting 

to short-term policies.  

Keywords: localism, austerity, energy policy, local authorities  

 

Introduction 

Despite the United Kingdom being one of the most centralized states in Western 

Europe (Wollmann 2004), successive UK Governments of different political persuasions 

have passionately claimed to be ‘localist’. In 2000, Tony Blair declared how the 

“[Labour] government’s progressive programme of constitutional reform is now 

moving us from a centralised Britain, where power flowed top-down, to a devolved 

and plural state” (Blair 2000, 1). Meanwhile a decade later, the Conservative-led 

Government of David Cameron introduced the 2011 Localism Act with the following 

statement: 

Trying to improve people’s lives by imposing decisions, setting targets and 

demanding an inspection from Whitehall simply doesn’t work. It creates 

bureaucracy. It leaves no room for adaptation to reflect local circumstances or 
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innovation to deliver services more effectively and at lower costs (Department of 

Communities and Local Government (DCLG 2011). 

In the intervening years, countless research articles have been published on localism, 

both in UK and internationally (Smith and Wistrich 2016; Lowndes and Gardner 2016; 

Doig 2017). Yet our starting point is a policy sphere – energy – which has arguably 

been, hitherto, a blind spot in local government studies1. We find this surprising 

because against an international backdrop of carbon reduction strategies and climate 

change targets, energy policy is an example of an increasingly localised agenda. 

Promoting interventions at the local level to reduce carbon emissions are seen as 

integral to the promotion of a ‘decentralised energy revolution’ to overcome the ‘one 

size-fits-all’ approaches commonly associated with National Government control of 

policy (DECC 2010; Brown, Cloke, and Harrison 2015). This supports the idea that 

successful bottom-up policies developed at the local level can feed-up to the national 

scale to meet Central Government targets and move away from the ‘one-size-fits-all’ 

policies imposed by Central Government (Schreurs 2008; Carney and Shackley 2009; 

Keirstead and Schulz 2010; DCLG 2011). Against this backdrop local organizations – 

especially Local Authorities (LAs) – are seen as important actors due to the connections 

and trust that have within their community groups (CCC 2012). This is certainly the 

case in the UK where LAs have been placed at the forefront of administering domestic 

energy policy schemes, in particular for the domestic sector which accounts for 27% of 

the UK’s national energy consumption (HM Government 2008; DECC 2016). Our 

argument in this paper while the Localism Act granted LAs a ‘general power of 

competence’ that enabled/ them, for the first time, to design any activity that they 

consider to be in the interest of their locality’ (HM Government 2011; Ferry and 

Eckersley 2015), this has not been accompanied by the necessary transfer of funds 

required to implement such activities  (Lowndes and Gardner, 2016).  

Promoting and implementing energy efficiency (EE) schemes is an important 

policy activity for LAs; such schemes can have the benefits of: (i) reducing energy 

                                                 

1 A search of Web of Science reveals that since the formation of Tony Blair’s Labour 

Government in 1997, of the 662 articles (1200 if you include review essays, editorials and 

book reviews) published in Local Government Studies only 9 have ‘energy’ as a topic, with 

only 2 containing ‘energy’ in their title (Price 2004; Krøtel 2015). 
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consumption and carbon emissions; (ii) overcoming challenges associated with living in 

poor quality housing and cold, damp conditions, including mental health issues, 

increased cardiovascular health problems, and excess winter mortality (Powells 2009; 

CCC 2012; Jenkins 2010; Scott, Jones, and Webb 2014; Hannon and Bolton 2015); and 

(iii) potentially stimulate economic development through investment in skills training 

and local SMEs (CCC 2012; Genovese, Koh, and Acquaye 2013; Killip 2013). Previous 

government policy has focused on local EE policies as a mechanism to achieve national 

carbon emission reductions, yet on the ground emphasis has often been placed by LAs 

on reducing fuel poverty. Previous research has revealed that “these aims may be 

related but are not as synonymous as sometimes claimed” (Pearce 2013, 216). There is 

also a question over the extent to which LAs are able to reduce carbon emissions, 

particularly given the lack of control over the ‘levers’ for carbon emission reduction 

strategies (AEA Technology 2008, 36). Localism, if accompanied by adequate resources 

provided to LAs, could therefore help realise not only benefits towards meeting UK 

energy and climate change targets, but also contribute to local economic development 

and improved health outcomes.  

This research is especially timely because LAs have been given this role during a 

time of ‘political austerity’, which has seen their budgets cut year-on-year since 2010, 

and ongoing uncertainty over the future of local government funding – a situation 

exacerbated by the UK public voting to leave the European Union in the June 2016 

referendum. To put this into context, local regeneration funding in England from the 

European Union is worth £5billion between 2014 and 2020 (Local Government 

Association 2016) and it is currently unclear if this funding will be transferred to the UK 

Government and maintained for LAs to access, or if it will be reduced or abolished. 

Additionally there are implications regarding EU regulation on council services relating 

to the environment and energy, as well as procurement frameworks which could, 

theoretically be repealed by the UK parliament (Local Government Association 2016), 

as well as the cessation of informal lobbying activities between local governments and 

the European commission that bypasses the Central (National) government that has 

been effective in developing regional policy and the direction of structural funding 

(Travers 2016).  This political uncertainty makes it more, not less, important to 

consider the scripted role for LAs in the implementation of energy policies under 
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conditions of austerity. The uncertainty that LAs face requires resilience building in 

these organizations, through adapting and transforming in the face of changes in 

legislation, regulation, and financial settlements (Fitzgerald and Lupton 2015). Initially 

used in ecological contexts, resilience refers to the ability of a system to absorb 

disturbance and still retain its basic function and structure (Folke et al. 2010; Shaw and 

Theobald 2011). Shaw (2012) recognises four features of resilient LAs: innovation, 

managing risk, strategic leadership, and enhancing the involvement of civil society. It is 

these facets of resilience that are examined further in this paper. 

We aim to highlight the relevance and importance of developments in the 

energy policy sphere to local government studies and the idea of resilient LAs within 

the context of tensions between the localism agenda, and the actual implementation 

of EE policy. To do this, our paper emerges from research which has examined the 

capacities (the theoretical possibility to implement EE policies), and capabilities (the 

actual ability, backed up by resources, to implement such policies) of LAs in the UK to 

intervene in local energy policy and fulfil the scripted role assigned to them by Central 

Government. To do this we conducted semi-structured interviews with representatives 

of 12 LAs with responsibilities for EE and climate change. Firstly, we do this by 

identifying the tensions between moves to empower LA and community groups on the 

one hand, and the reductions in funding on the other, highlighting the apparent 

contradictions between the financial and political settlements for LAs. Secondly, the 

study evaluates the practices of LAs in implementing EE policies in their communities, 

identifying and analysing the relationships with service providers, community groups, 

and the instability caused by imposed top-down schemes from Central Government. 

Thirdly, the paper demonstrates how localised activities can help realise the aims of 

localism and energy efficiency policies given the necessary resources 

Literature Review 

Austerity Localism in the United Kingdom 

According to The Institute for Fiscal Studies the period 2010-2015 saw the Department 

for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) take a funding cut equivalent to 23.4% 
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per person (Innes and Tetlow 2015), significantly reducing the financial base for LA 

expenditure (Lowndes and Pratchett 2012; Asenova, Bailey, and McCann 2015). This 

has given rise to austerity localism, characterised as a transfer of responsibility from 

the state (national) to the community (local), but, crucially, without the equivalent 

transfer of resource, power, or authority (Davoudi and Madanipour 2013; Bradley 

2014). Austerity localism is therefore seen as a “political strategy that delegates risk 

and responsibility, and accountability from central government onto new subjects – 

local government, and private sector and local community organisations” (Williams, 

Goodwin, and Cloke 2014), which critics refer to as decentralising ‘super-austerity’ 

(Lowndes and Gardner 2016). This is not, however, unique to the UK. Austerity policies 

are now a defining feature across many European – and other non-European – 

countries, with similar dynamics resulting in conflict as, on the one hand, 

decentralization increases local government responsibilities while, on the other hand, 

austerity sees central government cutting funding to local government (see for 

instance: Donald et al. 2014). This suggests remarkable inconsistency (at a continental 

level) between decentralization policies and austerity measures (Hlepas 2016). What 

marks the UK out for special attention is that, in comparison to many other (European) 

nations, local government is under greater central government control (Clarke and 

Cochrane 2013)i.    

Within this context, Featherstone et al. (2012) note that “the default actors 

who are empowered by emerging forms of localism are likely to be those with the 

resources, expertise and social capital to become involved in the provision of services 

and facilities”; areas lacking these kinds of resources are vulnerable due to poor local 

economic conditions that limit the scope for an expanded private sector to 

compensate for the curtailment of public services (Deas and Doyle 2013). This gives 

rise to a distinctive geography of austerity in which different localities are affected to a 

greater or lesser extent depending on the level of cuts, ability to raise additional funds, 

and resilience (Hamnett 2014). 

There is a need for LAs to exhibit resilience to changing regulatory 

environments and continued cuts to resources and finances. The resilient Local 
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Authority framework presented by Shaw (2012) highlights how LAs can respond to 

funding cuts and institutional shifts by identifying opportunities to innovate, managing 

risk, exhibiting leadership, and promoting civic engagement. In theory, the Localism 

which arrived following the abolishment of institutional arrangements associated with 

the previous Labour Government’s (2005-2010) ‘regional project’ (Roodbol-Mekkes 

and van den Brink 2015) offers an opportunity for LAs to strengthen their civic 

engagement, take on greater leadership, and identify innovative and new solutions to 

local issues, and ‘bounce forward’ into a more effective organisation (Shaw 2012; 

Fitzgerald and Lupton 2015). The Local Area Agreements (LAA) in place between 2008 

and 2012 (DCLG 2009) saw LAs assessed against 35 indicators from a series of national 

indicators (NI). NI186 (reduction in per capita CO2 emissions in LA boundaries) had 

relevance for providing formal guidance from the central government for LAs to 

reduce carbon emissions from within their boundaries (Eadson 2008; DCLG 2009; W. 

Pearce 2014) but its subsequent removal has removed formal accountability and 

focusing mechanisms for LAs. Despite the opportunities for greater tailored, 

innovative, and community driven responses to environmental challenges, the 

imposition of austerity and the dismantling of frameworks created an area of tension 

between centralised resource provision and local responsibilities (Fitzgerald and 

Lupton 2015).   

Domestic Energy Efficiency: Austerity and Localism in Practice 

The pursuit of reducing energy consumption via EE policies is becoming an important 

challenge for governments around the world in response to the ‘energy trilemma’ of 

anthropogenic climate change, energy security, and rising energy prices (Hannon and 

Bolton 2015). Since 2002 the implementation of EE policy and greening domestic 

buildings has evolved over three distinct phases; the period from 2002 to 2008 placed 

obligations on energy suppliers to fund EE programmes through the Energy Efficiency 

Commitment (EEC) (DTI 2003), replaced by the Carbon Emissions Reduction Target 

(CERT), leading to supplier obligations to £1.6bn per year for EE projects (Rosenow, 

Platt, and Flanagan 2013; Mallaburn and Eyre 2014). In 2009 the Community Energy 

Saving Programme (CESP) was launched to explicitly tackle those households in the 
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bottom 10% of lower super output areas (LSOA) according to income deprivation (HM 

Government 2009; Rosenow, Platt, and Flanagan 2013).  

Following the UK’s 2010 General Election, the new administration terminated 

the CERT and CESP schemes in 2012, replacing them with the Energy Company 

Obligation (ECO) and Green Deal schemes. ECO extended the qualifying criteria of 

CESP to incorporate the bottom 15% of LSOAs by income deprivation, funded by 

contributions from energy companies (DECC 2011a). The Green Deal provided loans to 

cover the upfront costs for householders for EE measures against expected bills 

reductions (DECC 2011b; HM Government 2011). The Green Deal Finance Fund was 

discontinued in July 2015, with just 10,000 houses receiving Green Deal interventions 

(HM Government 2015). 

Under localism strategies there remains the desire for LAs to play an active role 

in provision of energy policy (Bale et al. 2012), for example the Green Deal and ECO 

schemes included provisions for LAs to identify and nudge individuals (residents and 

landlords) towards the uptake of these schemes (DECC 2011a, [b] 2011; Marchand, 

Koh, and Morris 2015).  This process requires strong civic engagement because there is 

often a resistance from the general population towards ‘green’ initiatives, particularly 

if there is a need for a financial contribution in return for interventions, despite the 

possibility of EE measures to save money and/or to improve the thermal comfort of 

the home (Marchand, Koh, and Morris 2015). The Green Deal was criticised for 

creating ‘disproportionate savings so that lower income and vulnerable households 

who do not heat their homes sufficiently may not experience the savings of those who 

can’ (Reid and Houston 2013, 3) and added to the tensions between LA desire to 

promote social policies such as fuel poverty (Bale et al. 2012) and Central Government 

expectations to reduce CO2 emissions (W. Pearce 2014). 

Practical realisations of these schemes can be achieved through market-ready 

technologies promoting domestic interventions (such as cavity wall insulation, loft 

insulation, hot water tank insulation, double glazing, and replacement boilers) (Firth 

and Lomas 2009) have the potential to meet ‘public good’ objectives such as reducing 

fuel poverty (Hannon and Bolton 2015) stimulate economic development through 
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contracting locally based firms (Killip 2013). The initial stated aims of the localism act, 

particularly the need for ‘adaption to reflect local circumstances’ opens up a potential 

role for LAs in tailoring and directing interventions to areas and individuals most in 

need, giving greater control of the ‘levers’ for delivering carbon emission reduction 

through EE improvements, whilst the austerity agenda highlights a second aspect of 

the localism act, the need to ‘deliver services more effectively and at lower costs’ 

(DCLG 2011) (DCLG, 2011). Delivering these schemes requires greater organizational 

resilience in LAs (John 2014) and the ability to respond to funding cuts. This said, whilst 

the development of innovation, risk management, leadership and civic engagement 

characteristics in LAs (Shaw 2012) can help negate the financial shock of austerity, 

there is a limit to how far LAs can ‘bounce back’ or evolve under continued austerity 

(Fitzgerald and Lupton 2015). 

LAs as Management Organizations 

The rise of ‘new public management’ across North America and Europe has placed an 

emphasis on making the public sector more ‘business like’ (O’Flynn 2007), with Local 

Government in effect becoming ‘managers’, whose performance is made by its 

stakeholders, e.g. those benefiting from service provision, other citizens, regulatory 

authorities, and Central Government. The accountability of LAs to stakeholders draws 

on European and US planning debates of the 1970s (Healey 1998), where political 

activity requires the management and satisfaction of stakeholder demands and 

opinions. The UK’s Local Government Association (Local Government Association 2011, 

5) expressly states that relationship of the LA with its stakeholders is “critical to 

successful policy making and delivery”. Given the diversity of views amongst 

stakeholders, LAs can be seen as  managing trade-offs and developing outcomes from 

these measures (Greenwood 2012). Localism has the potential to further empower 

groups, and at the same time austerity is reducing resources for LAs to put in place 

appropriate interventions and not simply designing policies that appease those with 

the loudest voices.  

In addition to stakeholder management, the shift towards managerialism in LAs 

in the UK has seen an alignment of objectives towards a focus on measurable 
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outcomes such as reducing carbon emissions, as opposed to evaluating the links 

between environmental, economic, and social benefits from EE policies. The Labour 

Government of 2007-2010 placed emphasis on the ‘efficiency’ of public service 

provision driven by target setting in contrast to traditional goals of equity, democracy, 

deliberation, and social justice (W. Pearce 2013; Clifford 2016). We argue that in EE 

policy, the localism agenda combined with austerity policies potentially reduces LAs to 

the role of ‘enablers’ of national EE policies. However borrowing from management 

perspectives, the unique characteristics of LAs as focal organizations for communities 

can help build organizational resilience despite ongoing financial constraints, and the 

capacities and capabilities that LAs possess that are not easily imitated or substitutable 

by external organizations has maintained the ability for them to manage diverse 

stakeholder interests and to deliver (or commission) a wide range of both statutory 

and discretionary services (Gardner 2017). This research attempts to bridge the gap 

that exists between research focused on the types of energy efficiency interventions 

and schemes that LAs are expected to play a role in the organization and 

implementation, the drive at a national level to devolve responsibilities to LAs under 

localism whilst cutting resources under austerity, and the increasing managerialisation 

of Local Government in the United Kingdom.  

Methods and Data 

To understand the planning and monitoring strategies undertaken by LAs in EE 

strategies under localism and austerity, semi –structured interviews were conducted 

with 12 LA representatives across a range of different political, economic, and social 

settings. These interviews took place between March 2011 and November 2013. This 

period saw a shifting emphasis in the role of LAs as the previous Local Area Agreement 

Framework was dismantled, the Localism Bill and a national focus on austerity 

measures became prevalent, and EE policies of the Labour Government were replaced 

by the Coalition Government’s Green Deal and ECO schemes. It is during this time 

where resilience building activities within LAs were expected to become more visible.   

These interviews used an exploratory, interpretivist approach to gain insights into the 

capacities and capabilities of LAs during this transitional period, and link to concepts of 



11 

 

resilience, localism and austerity with particular regards to resource capacities, and the 

ability to manage stakeholder demands and responsibilities.  

Participants 

Table 1 details the surveyed LAs, detailing the type of area (rural and urban 

classifications from the Office of National Statistics (ONS 2009) and the prevailing 

political alignment of the council (Local Government Association 2015). Interviewees 

were recruited using purposive snowball sampling technique following initial 

consultation with a regional LA energy body who served as a gatekeeper. Each 

respondent was asked to nominate representatives from LAs holding similar positions, 

through networks operating across county councils, city networks, and regional 

authorities. Snowball sampling overcame the concerns of relying on a narrow, 

geographically defined sample of respondents from the gatekeeper’s own network and 

ensured that participants sampled were relevant to the research (Brammer and 

Walker 2011; Hannon and Bolton 2015; Cunningham et al. 2016). Whilst snowball 

sampling has downsides regarding representativeness across the general population 

(both nationally and internationally), this method was appropriate for utilising the 

connections between people employed in similar job positions across different 

organisations and ensure those with knowledge on the frontline are consulted 

(Hannon and Bolton 2015) to advance the notion of the resilient LAs in the face of 

austerity and localism. Participants were representatives working in areas including: 

climate change, energy, housing, sustainability and environmental policy. 24 Authority 

representatives were contacted, of which 12 consented to participate in the first round 

of interviews, and 5 agreed to participate in further engagements.  

***Insert Table 1 Here*** 

Phase 1- Semi-Structured Interviews (March – October 2011) 

The first phase of interviews were conducted with all 12 participants in the study, and  

focused around themes of i) rationale for engaging in residential energy reduction and 

efficiency projects; ii) realising the benefits to the local area of energy reduction 

(focusing especially on aspects beyond energy saving and carbon emission reduction); 



12 

 

iii) central government policies; iv) the role of LAs in delivering central government 

policies; v) the resource requirements to produce effective EE strategies. Interviews 

lasted approximately 1 hour and were fully transcribed and coded using a qualitative-

interpretivist approach. The main codes were chosen deductively based on these 

themes: discussing the drivers for implementing EE policies, the priorities of achieving 

climate change targets against alleviating fuel poverty, the data collected to do so, the 

resources available to authorities to develop and implement schemes, an evaluation of 

nationally produced data, their perceptions of future policy changes, and the scope for 

collaboration with other LAs. Within each code, sub-codes were inductively created as 

they emerged from the data. Analysis then followed and anonymised quotations are 

used here to highlight key points of concern expressed. 

Phase 2 – Follow up Consultations (April-May 2012 and October 2013) 

A second round of engagement with LAs took place in April and May 2012 with a 

subset of 5 LAs who responded to requests for further engagement. These 

consultations were oriented around data requirements and resource capabilities 

required for LAs, and the potential to act on such information. The consultation period 

followed the formal implementation of the Green Deal and ECO schemes and LAs 

facilitated the understanding the unfolding experiences of changing government 

policies and how LAs adapted to these changes (Pallett and Chilvers 2013). A final 

round of consultations took place in the following year and focused on identifying 

best-practices in implementing policies with two exemplar councils who had run 

successful schemes. In this round of interviews, two private sector companies 

administering local EE policies were consulted to provide additional context for the 

study and offer alternative viewpoints from the private sector. The interviews 

examined the extent to which networks of organisations are participating in planning 

processes under localism, and the ability for LAs to collaborate and survive under 

austerity. 
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The Role of Local Authorities? A view from the field  

Consultation with LAs revealed that it is often central government targets and 

legislation which drives action at a local level, with locally developed planning 

approaches often side-lined in favour of ‘off the self’ approaches, particularly given 

resource cuts as a result of austerity policies. Whilst this is presented as a tension 

between local and central governments, the idea of ‘resilient LAs’ identifies a series of 

opportunities, as well as conflicts, for LAs to pursue new strategies under the new 

localism settlement.   

Opportunities to Innovate 

An area to innovate emerged from the conflicts between, on the one hand LAs wishing 

to design, develop, and implement policies that benefit their communities 

economically and socially, and on the other a national focus on macro-level outcomes 

such as reductions in carbon emission and energy consumption. The development of 

an ‘aspirational gap’ was repeatedly emphasised from LAs, whereby council’s long-

term objectives to reduce fuel poverty and improve the quality of the housing within 

their boundaries were often side-lined in order to focus on short-term measures to 

reduce energy and carbon, and motivation for policy action is driven by ‘primarily 

government targets, but there is a political desire too’ (LA2) and less of a focus on 

energy reductions but ‘more focus on fuel poor and the vulnerable’ (LA10).  

Innovative solutions could overcome what LA1 highlighted as the ‘slight irony’ 

of applying EE policies to reduce fuel poverty, where CO2 reduction focused policy 

would ‘probably drive carbon up rather than down’. LA3 stated that part of the 

problem is that the policies ‘confuse fuel poverty with carbon saving. It’s a big overlap 

but not necessarily the same thing’, and these tensions highlight how despite current 

Central Government policy emphasising carbon emissions reveals the divergent 

objectives between Local and National Government. Innovative approaches would 

help LAs to overcome and the lack of capacities and capabilities to engage in joined up 

policy-making, for example the way in which ECO schemes are utilised. LA7 highlighted 

that the use of income deprivation for a national scheme went against the Council’s 

aim to target multiple deprivation, the use of which could improve quality of life 
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outcomes. Innovative strategies would need to overcome the ‘political element’ (LA2), 

where local political lobbying for specific areas to receive measures that they do not 

need can arise in instances where qualification criteria are not so narrowly defined. 

LA2 highlights how “councils need to be targeting the right properties” to ensure ‘in 

need’ areas are not overlooked. This is a problem with localised policy implementation 

with a lack of resources, as well as changing schemes from above adding to the 

resource requirements of LAs in responding to new directives. On the ground, these 

stories give further weight to suggestions that LAs are merely implementing directives 

from above, reducing innovation in order to manage risk.  

Risk Management 

Further examples of risk management at LA level can be seen in the implementation of 

the UK Government’s flagship energy reduction scheme, the Green Deal. The 

perceived ‘exclusion’ of low income households from the Green Deal (Reid and 

Houston, 2013) was a recurring theme in interviews, with LA5 stating that ‘if you’re not 

adequately heating your house now, you’ll only get pay-back if you continue to not 

adequately heat your home’. Further concerns of the Green Deal arose due to the 

unpredictability of occupant behaviour (Dowson et al. 2012) and the use of modelling 

to predict energy reductions from installing insulation and technical measures into 

inefficient housing (Lomas 2009). Managing the affordability risk of the Green Deal was 

emphasised by LA1:  

Why take out or put money into something like a loan when it’s hard enough to 

engage people when you do it for free, put it all in, clean up the mess, take away 

all the rubbish. Why would anyone want to put £6000 onto their electricity 

meters to do it? Seems like a bit flawed thinking, or flawed expectations. 

These criticisms extended to the private sector, with one contractor firm 

representative, stated: “On a practical level the Green Deal doesn’t work because you 

can get cheaper credit from a commercial loan or from re-mortgaging”. This suggests 

that the levers to encourage a market-based solution are simply not adequate for 

performing necessary infrastructure improvements to the housing stock and provides 
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a risk to both the Authority promoting the scheme (in terms of reputation) and to 

householders applying for Green Deal funding. Although critical of the scheme, the LA1 

representative acknowledged that, “we’re a public organisation, they are the rules and 

we’ll try and make it work”, showing LAs as acting in a role that attempts to do what is 

best for the local community. This links to the idea of LAs as leadership organizations.  

Support for Low Income and Vulnerable Households: Leadership 

Engagement with LA representatives revealed consistent desires to provide support 

for low income and vulnerable households. Schemes such as CESP and ECO appear to 

tap into the strengths and objectives held by LAs for engaging in community-based EE 

schemes, however the introduction of ECO meant England no longer had a centrally 

funded fuel poverty strategy and ECO funding arrangements described as giving an 

opportunity for “energy companies to meet their targets without stimulating a 

demand for products that would lead to reductions in overall energy demand” (LA12). 

There is a consensus amongst the LAs surveyed that expecting energy companies to 

fund schemes that would lead to reductions in household energy demand made little 

sense and funding cuts led to reservations regarding the direction energy policy was 

heading for local councils, with LA11 stating: 

The key problem I see for the future is a public attitude towards spending public 

money, which is, we try not to subsidise, everything is partnerships and private 

investment and private finance and that’s a Government culture…which is 

discounted way off to the future into tomorrow, means that people don’t want to 

commit resources and finance. 

Finance emerged as an important issue for LAs in implementing their EE schemes, 

testing their resilience in the face of nationally driven policies and requiring leadership 

to address the imbalance between resources and responsibilities. LAs are 

organizations with the ability to draw a number of stakeholders together to develop 

innovative and engaged policies, and LAs are required to take the lead on managing 

public-private partnerships to ensure finances are directed to maximise community 

benefits. LA12 suggested that the balance between public and private involvement in 
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the ECO scheme is regressive and that financing the ECO scheme should be from 

general taxation. This proposed transfer of funding does raise political issues. A 

Sustainability and Regeneration Business Manager at an EE firm questioned whether a 

scheme funded out of general taxation and subsidising construction products would 

contravene the European Union’s ‘double subsidy’ rule. Not only this, but reverting to 

exchequer funding for EE schemes would represent a U-turn in the ideology of 

successive UK Governments and would not appear to be a realistic option in the long-

run. LA12 stated that any taxation-based scheme would have to be ring-fenced 

otherwise funding “would be spent on priority areas such as education”, assuming that 

LAs were distributed the money in the first place. Given that the Localism Bill gives a 

greater voice to community groups, LAs may struggle to gain acceptance for spending 

public money and promoting these schemes in a manner that satisfies the wider 

community. Convincing the wider community requires not only strong leadership but 

also strong civic engagement.  

 

Civic Engagement 

Despite the extent of continued cuts to LA budgets they remain organisations of ‘trust’ 

(DECC 2012; G. Pearce and Cooper 2013). This ‘trust’ between LAs and their 

communities and residents was emphasised by LA10, who claimed that “there’s the 

whole trust issue with sellers, people with big business as part of the Green Deal and I 

think that’s why Councils will be part of the mechanism to deliver it”. This was 

common view held by both private sector companies working on LA directed projects, 

who agreed that their businesses required LAs to initially gain acceptance from the 

community for their services. The shift towards localism and the set-up of schemes 

that require greater private sector involvement, with LAs viewed as ‘management 

organisations’ or ‘partnership facilitators’. This generates conflict between different 

community groups within the area, the elected representatives, and the desires of the 

Council. Therefore the challenge for LAs in sustaining partnerships also requires 

gaining and maintaining acceptance from the ‘end users’ of EE policies.  
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Whilst LAs believe that they have the key skills and expertise to serve this role, 

the continual need to build new partnerships and adjust to changing rules, regulations 

and focus weakens the ability for them to engage with their communities and deliver a 

clear message as to why EE schemes are important. With cuts to budgets and difficulty 

in engaging widespread community support there are real challenges in sustaining EE 

and fuel poverty policies, as highlighted by LA6: 

One of the key issues for us is because so many areas are being changed all at 

once, so many policies pulled and policies changing across the board it’s much 

harder to sustain those partnerships. Voluntary sector/community sectors are 

losing workers. Funding is finishing and there’s no successor. There’s greatly 

reduced funding for new projects and that really has had a severe impact on my 

line of work. 

This highlights that whilst changing legislation can be a source of frustration it does 

also offer opportunities to identify new methods of designing and monitoring 

schemes. A key response is the ‘hope’ that policies and directives will settle down, and 

enable long-term planning of EE schemes. 

Resilience through Long-Term Integration and Planning: A Case Study of 

Success 

LAs drawing upon innovation, leadership, and civic engagement capabilities whilst 

minimising risk to public investment can produce well designed, long term plans to 

reduce energy consumption and improve local communities. The example of a 

successful scheme run in social housing presented by a Managing Director at an EE 

Service Firm highlighted how leaning on LA direction to provide schemes to entire 

wards can galvanise those that would not have previously considered taking out EE 

measures, in particular affluent home owners. This would enable the Authority to 

focus on the priority group, but also to entice the ‘able to pays’ to invest in measures 

that would ultimately lead to reductions in energy demand. Joined up planning could 

produce a range of benefits to society from EE measures, such as health benefits, civic 

pride from residents as a result of the Council investing in their local area, and 

improving the aesthetics of local neighbourhoods (Jenkins 2010; Scott, Jones, and 
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Webb 2014). 

A second strategy for utilising energy reduction policy funding to generate a 

range of social successes grew from an initial regeneration scheme providing boundary 

wall replacement and driveway maintenance in 2003. The scheme overcome of the 

barriers of success (trust, resources, and continuity) through developing long-term 

relationships (10 years) between community groups and local contractor firms, 

enabling the Authority to take advantage of Government initiatives and Energy 

Company funding and tailor these finances towards devising and implementing wide 

scale housing regeneration schemes. The scheme, which initially aimed to renovate 60 

homes in total, but the success of the scheme spread through word of mouth, leading 

to work being carried out to more than 750 properties.  From an investment of £5.8m, 

the results of this scheme were reported as an annual fuel saving of £354,700, and 

saving 121,121 tons of carbon a year. Demonstrating success of policies can be 

achieved through non-quantitative measures, for example a local resident testimonial, 

who stated that: “For the first time in four years we can heat the whole of the house 

instead of cramming into one room. The children can do their homework in their own 

bedrooms and concentrate on their studies”. This type of data can justify to their 

communities’ energy schemes that go beyond a narrow focus on energy reduction and 

carbon saving, and justify the need to spend public money to achieve their aims. This 

would enable LAs to engage closer with their community’s needs, and help 

demonstrate success for their projects and can show the benefits of public sector 

investment in these types of projects. However changes to funding schemes had led to 

funding being returned, despite the fact that people in the area ‘had heard about the 

scheme and were interested’ due to an organizational decision to ensure the provision 

of fair opportunities. Even in an example of a successful case study, the experience of 

this council highlights that the constraints on LAs in the UK in terms of funding, 

resources, and changes to Central Government priorities can present additional 

challenges on the abilities for LAs to build resilience capacities in response to 

stakeholder demands.   
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Conclusions 

This research highlights how local authorities are dealing with filling the role at the 

forefront of energy efficiency policy, whilst experiencing funding cuts and substantial 

responsibility changes as a result of austerity and localism policies. Despite these 

pressures, there is a strong rationale for placing LAs in a role that is at the forefront of 

devising and implementing domestic sector energy efficiency schemes due to the 

unique ability of LAs to consult with the wide range of stakeholders from the local 

community as well as the main funders and beneficiaries of such schemes, and their 

role as a trusted organisation within local community groups. Austerity localism 

simultaneously empowers and weakens the LA position as an organisation of policy 

implementers and gives rise to the need for a ‘resilient’ LA; that is one which is able to 

manage risk, exhibit leadership, innovate, and promote civic engagement.  

The findings from the planning stages of EE policies adds to contemporary 

research  regarding the current devolution settlement in the United Kingdom, and 

emphasises the imbalance between the responsibilities and demands placed on LAs. 

From a localism agenda – LAs feel they lack resources, due to austerity, to implement 

policies that would best serve their communities, which is compounded by Central 

Government accountability targets aimed at tackling national and global climate 

chainge priorities that restrict the types of activities that LAs can engage in to be 

considered a ‘success’, and is the root of this tension between the local and the 

national. The ability for LAs to actively engage their communities and deliver carbon 

reductions, and energy-based ‘public goods’ is constrained by the local austerity 

regime. It remains to be seen what effect the UK leaving the European Union will have 

on resource provision to LAs.  Rebalancing the responsibilities and resources handed 

down from Central Government across a range of different policy objectives when 

setting local development policies can help LAs maintain capacity to promote local 

economic development and establish long term strategic local partnerships. However 

continued austerity may weaken LAs’ abilities to devise and implement policies, and to 

manage the demands of numerous stakeholders, particularly if the localism agenda is 

being used as a way to devolve risks and responsibilities to the local level of 
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governance. 

Whilst the UK is a specific case, given that how centralised it is compared to 

other European – and non-European – countries, the pressures facing UK local 

authorities are not unique. The conflict between decentralisation and austerity may 

manifest itself in a more extreme fashion in the UK, but this, alongside greater private 

sector involvement and responsibility for local action to meet national climate change 

objectives are now firmly established as common trends. For this reason, further 

research that allows comparison of the governance structures in operation in different 

countries would provide for a deeper understanding of local actors are managing such 

pressures in different contexts, and crucially, what can be learnt from successes and 

failures across different geographical and political regions. 
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i To put the UK imbalance between central and local government in context, the latest OECD 

Revenue Statistics reveal that (devolved) local and state/regional tax-raising in the UK is 

1.6% of GDP (compared to the 8.8% OECD average) while federal or central government 

tax-raising stands at 24.9% (compared to the 20.4% OECD average). Source: 

https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=REV. 
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