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“How could it be our responsibility?” The equity of Local 
Authority climate action in England
Alice Garvey, Milena Büchs, Jonathan B. Norman and John Barrett

Sustainability Research Institute (SRI), School of Earth and Environment, University of Leeds, Leeds, UK

ABSTRACT  
The majority of English Local Authorities (LAs) have set targets to achieve 
net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 or sooner, despite having no 
formal responsibilities to do so. However, it is questionable whether LAs 
are able to deliver these plans and targets whilst they are subject to 
significant operational pressures. This analysis applies the international 
“equity” framework of Common But Differentiated Responsibility and 
Respective Capabilities to the case of English LAs. The research evaluates 
responses from 28 semi-structured interviews with stakeholders from 
across levels of government, different sectors, and regions of England. We 
evaluate the drivers of inequalities in capabilities to implement climate 
action between LAs, and how these inequalities could be reduced 
through a number of governance interventions. Though the introduction 
of a statutory responsibility is frequently discussed in the literature, its 
perceived viability and equity have not been empirically assessed by 
stakeholders. We therefore evaluate stakeholder perspectives on whether 
this would be a fair mechanism for allocating responsibility to the local 
scale. We find that economic, social and political aspects of capability are 
interdependent, and that current governance arrangements tend to 
reinforce patterns of inequality in capability. We offer a series of policy 
recommendations to improve equity in burden-sharing between LAs, 
finding that funding reform and a well-designed and well-resourced 
statutory responsibility could be both effective and fair.  

Policy highlights:

. The governance of local climate action in England reinforces existing 
inequalities in economic, social and political capability between Local 
Authorities (LAs).

. Though councils are currently taking action voluntarily, further support is 
required to ensure councils can equitably meet their net zero ambitions.

. A statutory responsibility would improve equity in burden-sharing for 
mitigation between councils, provided it was well-designed and 
resourced.

. A statutory responsibility could introduce a reporting component that 
would provide an evidence base to target greater support to councils 
that need it.

. Equity-based funding systems are proposed as a means of respecting the 
variable capabilities of different LAs.
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1. Introduction

There is a common focus on the value of local and subnational climate action in the literature, yet in 
practice climate governance in the UK is highly centralised (Lockwood 2021). The Climate Change 
Committee (CCC) provides guidance on the level of five yearly carbon budgets in line with the 
UK’s long-term target of reaching net zero greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 2050 (CCC 2020). 
But beyond recommending comparable targets and budgets for the Devolved Administrations 
(DAs), the UK government does not cascade responsibility for delivering decarbonisation to the sub-
national scale (Marsden et al. 2014; Marsden and Anable 2021). There are tensions between the sense 
that all scales of government should be taking action, including subnationally (Howarth, Lane, and 
Fankhauser 2021), the lack of a clear framework for how local and regional actors will be resourced to 
do this, and central government’s conceptualisation of this role (Hsu et al. 2020).

There is currently no statutory responsibility for Local Authorities (LAs) to deliver climate change 
mitigation1 (Bulkeley and Kern 2006). However, since the establishment of the UK’s net zero target, 
there has been significant growth in voluntary local target-setting. In England, 79% of LAs have set a 
target to reach net zero by 2050 or sooner for their operational and/or area-wide emissions (Garvey 
et al. 2023),2 and these targets are often more ambitious than their national equivalents. Yet it is 
questionable whether LAs are able to deliver these plans and targets, whilst subject to significant 
operational pressures (Gray and Barford 2018). The lack of a statutory responsibility also means 
there is considerable regional variability in the ambition of planned decarbonisation across 
different LA areas.

The UNFCCC principle of Common But Differentiated Responsibility and Respective Capabilities 
(CBDR-RC) is typically applied to the international scale. However, the concept has increasing rel-
evance to the subnational scale. Just as Mayne, Fawcett, and Hyams (2017) present the first appli-
cation of the “international climate justice framework” of CBDR-RC to subnational energy policy in 
the UK, this analysis aims to apply these principles to the local delivery of net zero in England. 
The principles provide a useful conceptual framework by which to segment actors (in this case 
local institutions) based on their responsibility to act according to their differential capabilities, as 
a means to challenge currently inequitable local climate governance norms.

The lack of capacity or capability3 for LAs to deliver climate action has been well established in exist-
ing research (Gudde et al. 2021; Kuzemko and Britton 2020; Yuille, Tyfield, and Willis 2021). However, 
few studies explicitly consider the drivers of variation in capability and the equity implications of this. A 
statutory responsibility is frequently discussed in the literature as a potential solution to uneven local 
climate action (Bulkeley and Kern 2006; Evans 2020) but has not been empirically examined for its 
effectiveness or equity, to our knowledge. Depending on its design, a statutory responsibility could 
result in: (a) equitable climate action between councils, and/or (b) additional pressures for those coun-
cils with less capability to engage with the low carbon agenda. We therefore contribute particular 
novelty in our evaluation of the equity implications of such a mechanism.

In this analysis, we examine the drivers of the unequal distribution of capability in LAs, the equity 
of enforcing responsibility through a statutory duty, and governance mechanisms to build capabili-
ties across LAs. We aim to address the following research questions: 

(1) What are the drivers of unequal capabilities in Local Authorities across England?
(2) To what extent would a statutory responsibility improve equity in Local Authority delivery of net 

zero in England?
(3) What alternative governance mechanisms could build Local Authority capabilities to deliver net 

zero in England?

To do this, we draw insights from 28 semi-structured interviews with stakeholders involved in the 
delivery of net zero from across levels of government, sectors, and regions of England. England was 
chosen as it is the only country in the UK without any form of current or future statutory 

2 A. GARVEY ET AL.



responsibility for climate action at the LA level. In Scotland and Wales, there is a statutory obligation 
for public sector bodies to contribute towards the achievement of national net zero and sustainable 
development respectively.4 Meanwhile, Northern Ireland had a consultation on whether to establish 
statutory public sector climate reporting as part of the new Climate Change Act (Northern Ireland) 
2022. This case study therefore explores the lack of a statutory responsibility in England as a unique 
case, given it has the largest number of LAs of all the devolved nations, as well as a larger geography 
and population. This makes the lack of any public sector climate duties all the more notable. Further 
research could valuably compare the influence of having these public sector duties in place in the 
DAs, and how variation in the nature of the statutory requirement influences local climate action.

The governance structure of England poses challenges even when compared to the devolved 
nations, such are the differences in local government structure and national policy powers 
between the DAs. Even greater are the challenges in drawing out the international transferability 
of insights from the research. England is highly centralised, and LAs have relatively few powers 
and resources by comparison to local governments in Europe (Bulkeley and Kern 2006). Neverthe-
less, the application of CBDR-RC to the subnational scale may be conceptually relevant to other 
country contexts (as we explore in section 5.4).

In the following, section 2 reviews the literature, and section 3 details the methodological 
approach. In section 4 we present the interview results, and in section 5 discuss their policy and gov-
ernance implications, before presenting our conclusions in section 6.

2. Literature review

2.1. Local climate action in England

There were a total of 333 LAs in England at the time of this analysis, providing over 800 services 
ranging from social care to waste collection (Evans 2020). Some areas have a two-tier system, 
whereby responsibility for service delivery is split between county councils and smaller district, 
borough or city councils (Paun, Wilson, and Hall 2019). Other areas are covered by one of ten Com-
bined Authorities (CAs), legal partnerships of two or more LAs, which work together as a regional 
body.5 Figure 1 provides an overview of the structure of local government institutions in England.

Figure 1. Indicative structure of English local government institutions (numbers indicate how many of each type of institution or 
area classification exist), based on Studdert (2021).
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Though there are many voluntary net zero targets and commitments by English LAs, there is no 
national oversight of the target-setting. This governance gap has instead been filled by informal non- 
state actors, such as Climate Emergency UK (CEUK 2023). CEUK has scored council climate action and 
plans, creating league tables based on multi-criteria analysis (CEUK 2023). This, and academic ana-
lyses, provide the main accountability mechanisms to date to monitor and report council climate 
action.

Perhaps the most-cited barrier to LAs, in any service area, is a lack of funding. LAs’ main sources of 
revenue funding are from central government grants, council tax, and business rates (Atkins and 
Hoddinott 2020). After the 2008 recession, and the advent of the coalition government in 2010, 
LAs faced severe budget cuts. The amount of tax raised locally in the UK is limited compared to Euro-
pean states, meaning LAs are more reliant on central government funding; this has been the main 
area of funding cuts, with reductions of 37% between 2009 and 2019 (Atkins and Hoddinott 2020). 
The state of LA funding matters for delivering climate action – both mitigation and adaptation – 
since budgets for non-statutory areas are often the first to be relinquished to find funds for statutory 
commitments such as social care (Borrowman, Singh, and Bulleid 2020).

The idea of LA climate action being hampered by a lack of capability is not a new one, with 
Allman, Fleming, and Wallace’s (2004) study drawing attention to this issue. However, capability 
has several dimensions, which vary between studies. For instance, Kuzemko and Britton (2020) 
identify political authority, finance, personnel, and knowledge as some of the most important 
factors in determining sustainable energy capacity. By contrast, Tang et al.’s (2010) analysis of 
local climate plans in the US identifies state mandates as the most effective driver of better- 
quality plans. Though a concept typically assessed qualitatively, council capability has been quan-
tified in the academic literature, often through the use of indicator frameworks (Garvey et al. 
2022). Salvador and Sancho (2021) use an indicator approach to quantify the organisational 
capacity of an LA. The plural nature of capability is also highlighted in Garvey et al. (2023), in 
which a composite indicator framework is used to integrate several different metrics of council 
capability including technical, socioeconomic, financial, and political, and applied to the case of 
English LAs.

Kuzemko and Britton (2020) provide a springboard for the current analysis in their consideration 
of the “sustainable energy capacity” of LAs and CAs in England. Kuzemko and Britton’s (2020) analy-
sis focussed on LAs that are already “reasonably active” in this space, whilst our focus is on why some 
LAs are more active. We also consider capabilities to deliver broader climate change mitigation as 
opposed to sustainable energy, in light of the UK’s net zero target-setting phenomenon. Castán 
Broto and Westman’s (2017) global analysis of local sustainability initiatives found that there is a 
gap in their consideration of “principles of justice and equity”. Rather than the equity of the initiat-
ives LAs undertake, our focus is on how equitably LAs are treated on the national scale in the 
configuration of UK climate governance.

Garvey et al. (2023) identify that there are disparities in burden-sharing for climate action 
between LAs in England, and suggest the need for greater empirical research with practitioners 
to better understand delivery challenges for local climate action. The current analysis therefore 
responds to previous quantitative research by presenting the perspectives (or ground truths) of 
local climate practitioners as a means of validating prior top-down analysis. Council officers fre-
quently criticised exercises that rank councils on their climate performance as reductive, and not 
reflecting underlying differences in capabilities. The following analysis therefore aims to do justice 
to real accounts of differential capabilities.

2.2. CBDR-RC at the subnational scale

The principle of CBDR-RC was first outlined in the 1992 Rio Declaration at the UN Earth Summit 
(Pauw, Mbeva, and van Asselt 2019), and presented as a framework to recognise “different national 
circumstances” in the capability to mitigate GHG emissions (Voigt and Ferreira 2016). As noted, 
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though typically an international concept, there is increasing interest in how this principle can be 
applied at the subnational scale. For instance, Mayne, Fawcett, and Hyams’s (2017) application of 
CBDR-RC principles to the case of UK energy policy explores how roles, responsibilities and capabili-
ties are distributed between different energy actors and whether this is fair, as preconditions for 
effective climate mitigation.

This draws attention to the so-called “equity principles” of responsibility and capability which 
are commonly used to operationalise justice concepts (Höhne, den Elzen, and Escalante 2014; 
Sasse and Trutnevyte 2019). The addendum “Respective Capabilities” to the CBDR-RC framework 
suggests that responsibility should be allocated with recognition of how able a given actor is to 
decarbonise. The subnational application of CBDR-RC presents several challenges. Firstly, given 
the centralised nature of the UK government, powers at the subnational scale are limited. This 
means there is little ability to devolve responsibility to subnational bodies, without accompanying 
devolution of powers and resources (Perry et al. 2021). Similarly, any process to allocate responsi-
bility will be influenced by assumptions around the appropriate scale at which to act, or where 
ethical duties lie (Frumhoff, Heede, and Oreskes 2015; Mayne, Fawcett, and Hyams 2017). Arguably, 
the UK government is legally responsible for meeting the GHG targets as set out in the Climate 
Change Act 2008 (Muinzer and Ellis 2017). There is, therefore, a tension between legal and 
ethical conceptualisations of “responsibility”. However, this does not remove the need to allocate 
responsibility, as without it national decarbonisation risks being “incoherent” (Marsden and Anable 
2021).

Though discussions of responsibility typically take place at the level of the nation-state, the place- 
based agenda points to potential responsibilities for the local level. Others critique this decentralised 
approach to delivering net zero as problematic, relying as it does on the variable capabilities of local 
areas and institutions. This is mirrored in concern that increasing non-state and civil society action is 
ultimately a reflection of a governance gap. That is, informal actors are taking responsibility for the 
governance of public goods given the perceived inaction by the national government (Gillard et al. 
2017; Hsu et al. 2020; Jordan et al. 2015; Kythreotis et al. 2023). Catney et al. (2014) term this trend 
towards greater public participation, non-state action and decentralisation “Big Society Localism”6

whereby more voluntary informal action means a smaller role for the state. This idea is seen as 
the corollary of austerity and of the “retreating welfare state” (Wittmayer et al. 2016), or otherwise 
termed “austerity localism” (Tingey and Webb 2020). Though the increasing involvement of non- 
state actors in the delivery of net zero is an important and notable phenomenon (Smith and Christie 
2021), in this analysis we focus on the role of public actors (LAs) as entities to which formal respon-
sibilities and powers could be devolved7 by national government.

3. Research design and methods

We conducted 28 semi-structured interviews with stakeholders with expertise in UK climate policy 
and governance during August-November 2022. We used a purposive sampling approach, 
coupled with a referral sampling approach. We aimed to recruit a vertical (across levels of govern-
ance) and horizontal (across regions) distribution of participants (Figure 2).

We also aimed to interview participants from a variety of sectors (e.g. public – councils and gov-
ernment departments; third – NGOs and non-profits; and academics; Table 1). This “cross-sectional” 
approach (Kythreotis et al. 2023) provided both internal and external perspectives on the role of local 
government.

The sample includes representatives of ten district councils (including borough and city coun-
cils), as well as one county council and four Combined Authorities. According to the characteris-
ation of councils used by CEUK (2023), the majority of the district councils8 interviewed were 
largely urban (n = 5), with three district councils being urban with some rural areas. Only two 
district councils were rural in nature. The majority of district councils in the sample ranked as 
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one (n = 4) or two (n = 3) on the Indices of Multiple Deprivation (IMD), representing more deprived 
areas. Three district councils had a higher score of five on the IMD. See section 3.1 for a discussion 
of the limitations of the sample.

We developed an interview guide based on the research questions (see Supplementary Material), 
and adapted it according to the background of the interviewee (Bryman 2012; Rapley 2004). All inter-
views were conducted remotely using MS Teams, including a pilot interview to test the interview 
guide. The final sample was determined when a range of stakeholder views had been represented.

Figure 2. Regional distribution of interviewees in the sample who worked in a place-based institution (n = 19; i.e. excluding 
respondents who offered a national perspective or worked for a national organisation).

Table 1. Summary of interviewees by sector and role (n = 28). “Regional council officer” refers to representatives of Combined 
Authorities, as well as higher tier councils (e.g. county councils).

Public Third sector

Academic Total
Local council 

officer
Regional 

council officer
Local 

councillor
Civil 

servant
Civil society 

volunteer
Civil society 
professional

Total 9 5 1 2 2 6 3 28
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Example interview questions included: 

(a) To what extent do you think local climate action is dependent on national action or policy?
(b) What are the main barriers to local climate action?
(c) How well do you think local, regional and national action on net zero is coordinated?
(d) Do you think that climate action should be a statutory responsibility at the subnational scale?

Interview data was transcribed manually and thematically analysed using NVivo Plus (v.12.6; Com-
puter Aided Qualitative Data Analysis Software). Coding was repeated until theoretical saturation was 
reached (Clarke and Braun 2017). Interviewees were assigned pseudonymous identifiers, which are 
used throughout the discussion of the results (according to the categories outlined in Table 1).

3.1. Methodological limitations

A purposive sampling approach was first employed to attempt to contact a cross-section of LAs, 
including those with more or less developed climate strategies, and from across each region of 
the UK. However, the limited response rate precluded interviewing representatives of LAs in the 
East of England and West Midlands (see Figure 2). The sample may be biased in including partici-
pants from LAs with more capability and time to respond. As is later noted (see Section 4.1), the 
sample did not include any representatives of Conservative-led councils (though many were in a situ-
ation of No Overall Control, where there is either a minority administration or a coalition). This is 
indicative of the lower levels of engagement with local climate action on the part of Conserva-
tive-led councils, as observed in the literature (Howarth et al. 2021a). There are therefore several 
limitations in how well the sample represents the experience of all LAs.

Given the large number of LAs in England, the current sample size is necessarily a limitation. A 
rural council in the North East will not necessarily face the same challenges or have the same capa-
bilities as one in the South East. The characteristics of the sample can therefore only be considered 
indicative.

4. Results

4.1. What are the drivers of unequal capabilities in Local Authorities across England?

4.1.1. “Like Glastonbury tickets”: Economic capabilities
Funding was the key reason cited by interviewees for differences in local government capabilities, 
and, vice versa, differences in capability critically affected councils’ access to funding. Stakeholders 
critiqued the central government bidding process, with two interviewees drawing the same analogy, 
comparing access to such funding to buying Glastonbury tickets (local council officer [F, G]; i.e. 
another  highly competitive process). A criticism included the short notice, competitive bidding 
process, which reinforced inequalities in council capabilities: 

if […] you’ve got shed loads of staff that’s quite easy. But it’s just me […] and I will end up writing a bid on a 
Sunday (local councillor [A]).

A council successful in attaining public funding saw less of a problem with the current system, attribut-
ing their success to their experience working in different sectors: “I know how to play the game” (local 
council officer [E]). This highlights the importance of prior capabilities in the form of staff resources and 
experienced officers, in securing funding and thus creating greater capability in the future.

Five interviewees commented on current political instability at the national level, and a perceived 
lack of clarity in government guidance, which shaped a culture of risk-aversity in many councils. A 
third sector interviewee described councils as being “more cautious than ever” (civil society pro-
fessional [C]). A significant component of this risk-aversity was financial; three respondents (local 
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council officers [F, B], civil society professional [F]) cited the risk of litigation, for instance, the legal 
costs of implementing a low-carbon initiative that may contravene national guidance. This limited 
experimentation to councils with existing capability (“30k losing a court battle, you’d rather spend 
that 30k putting it into your public services”, civil society professional [F]). Therefore, greater 
funding not only allows councils to implement projects but fundamentally reshapes the culture of 
council working so that they can “afford” to be more innovative. In this way, economic capability 
has a more powerful role than simply funding a given project.

4.1.2. “It’s not just about money, it’s about people as well”:9 Social capabilities
Variable social capabilities were closely intertwined with variable amounts of funding. Interviews 
suggested that greater council funding for staffing facilitates: (a) larger and more specialised 
climate teams; and (b) comparative advantages in recruitment and retention. More staff resources 
enabled more proactive than operational, “reactive” working (regional council officer [A]). 
However, three interviewees argued the case for streamlined teams (local council officers [A, E, 
G]), with climate action integrated throughout the council’s departments to prevent any artificial 
“siloes” of action (local council officer [D], regional council officer [E], civil society professionals [E, F]).

As well as the quantitative number of staff, and the resources behind it, interviewees ident-
ified qualitative differences in successful councils. For instance, five respondents noted the 
importance of longstanding work on council climate action as a factor in success and ambition 
(local council officer [D], local councillor [A], regional council officer [E], civil society professionals 
[C, F]). Many interviewees linked the 2008 recession and loss of the National Indicators (NI) 
framework10 to having reduced staff resources around climate action in most councils (“10 
years ago was the last time that local authorities were really engaging with the sustainability 
agenda because of policy change”, local council officer [E]). LA interviewees considered that 
those councils that have been able to consistently resource and gain stable political support 
for their climate operations are now better placed to act on net zero, reinforced by another 
LA interviewee’s comment that: “[i]t’s not you know, a new agenda for us” (local council 
officer [D]). This “institutional memory” allowed councils to be “hitting the ground running” 
(local councillor [A]). Four interviewees commented on the loss of in-house capability (academic 
[A]. regional council officer [B], civil society professionals [B, C]), which means many councils turn 
to consultancies to produce climate strategies, reinforcing a lack of capability given limited 
future ownership over the data or tools used in the research (academic [A], local council 
officers [A, E], regional council officer [D], civil society professional [A], civil society volunteer 
[A]). Respondents questioned whether LAs make use of their existing powers and whether 
this was reliant on staff expertise. For instance, Nottingham’s Parking Levy was cited in three 
instances (civil society professional [B, C, E]) as a successful example of using powers.11 But as 
a third sector interviewee commented, “the government makes it difficult to sometimes use 
those powers” (civil society professional [A]). Therefore, it is not necessarily the case that 
some powers are insufficient, but that staff experience, funding and political support are required 
to enable the use of these powers. This highlights the co-dependence of many aspects of council 
capability.

4.1.3. “Not in their interest to be that helpful”: Political capabilities
Interviewees identified that important political factors in ensuring a council’s capability were 
“stable leadership” (local council officer [D]) and supportive councillors (“[y]ou can push so 
much up-water, but there has to be a level that goes downstream”, civil society professional 
[F]). However, four respondents voiced suspicion that political affiliations aligned with national poli-
tics smooth the way for greater funding and insight, both at the LA and CA levels (local council 
officers [B, F, H], civil society professionals [F]). For instance, commenting on “rumours” (local 
council officer [B]) that funding allocations were more favourable to Conservative LAs. But three 
interviewees indicated that Conservative LAs were less likely to be ambitious (local councillor 
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[A], civil society professionals [B, C]); for instance in only setting net zero targets for 2050, ensuring 
their policy messaging is consistent with that of the national government: “they think, okay, if 
that’s what the government is saying, that’s what we’re sticking to” (civil society professional 
[C]). At a smaller scale, six interviewees noted that differing political affiliations constrained 
cooperation between LAs and their higher tier authorities (e.g. county councils; local council 
officers [B, F, H], local councillor [A], civil society professional [F], civil society volunteer [A]). One 
interviewee suggested that “[i]t’s kind of politically not in their interest to be that helpful to us” 
(local councillor [A]). This apparent protectionism around action on net zero risks further inequal-
ities between LAs due to their politics.

4.2. To what extent would a statutory responsibility improve equity in Local Authority 
delivery of net zero in England?

The most common reason interviewees cited for introducing a statutory responsibility was that it 
ensured climate action was a priority within councils (local council officers [D, F, G, H, I], regional 
council officer [A], civil society professional [E]), giving officers a “strong mandate” (local council 
officer [B]), protecting climate roles, teams and institutional memory against future budget cuts. 
As one officer commented, “it’s easy for the non-statutory duties to be potentially sidelined” 
(local council officer [D]). It was also seen to confer “legitimacy and credibility” (civil society pro-
fessional [E]) on LAs in their implementation of net zero projects. This would prevent climate 
teams being seen as “nice to have” rather than “essential” (local council officer [I]), meaning more 
than only large, affluent councils have the capability to retain climate teams. Two interviewees 
suggested that a statutory responsibility could level the playing field of council climate action, 
with one respondent noting that “there’s barriers to ambitious councils and then there’s you 
know no accountability for unambitious councils” (civil society professional [A]). Depending on 
the requirements and design of the statutory responsibility, it was seen by interviewees as being 
able to establish a mitigation “floor” or “level of service” (civil society professional [A]), whilst ambi-
tious councils could go further.

Other interviewees voiced critiques of a statutory responsibility, with one officer seeing enforced 
commitments as redundant given the existing willingness of LAs to act: “it doesn’t need a mandate 
from national government which implies that they [LAs] don’t know what to do” (regional council 
officer [A]). Others suggested administrative burden and “red tape” (regional council officer [B]) 
could be a sticking point. One council climate officer questioned the ethical implications of a statu-
tory responsibility, suggesting that it would implicitly devolve responsibility purely to LAs. This could 
shape a politics of blame that does not recognise the limited capabilities of councils to act on area- 
wide emissions in particular: 

[w]hy should it be and how could it be our [LAs’] responsibility? It’s a responsibility of the private sector and of 
the people pumping out carbon left, right and centre (local council officer [F]).

The perspective of 11 interviewees on whether a statutory responsibility would be appropriate or 
equitable hinged on its definition, intent, and resourcing (academic [A], local council officers [A, B, 
E, G], regional council officer [D], civil society professionals [A, B, C, E, F]). As one central govern-
ment interviewee queried, “is it everything, at the same time, and therefore nothing in material 
terms?” (civil servant [A]). The statutory responsibility could be a loosely defined legal duty, a 
formal emissions target, a reporting requirement, a mandate for the publication of a strategy 
document, or some combination of the above. The most common condition of a statutory respon-
sibility was for accompanying funding to cover staffing costs for additional reporting for instance, 
with an academic interviewee noting that “responsibility is only useful with power […] and 
funding more to the point, and capacity” (academic [A]). The ability of a statutory responsibility 
to improve equity in LAs’ delivery of net zero would therefore be highly contingent on policy 
design and sequencing.
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4.3. What alternative governance mechanisms could build Local Authority capabilities to 
deliver net zero in England?

Seven interviewees critiqued the current public funding system for reinforcing existing patterns of 
capability (local council officers [A, B, C], civil servant [A], civil society professionals [B, E, F]); that 
is, it is highly dependent on having the staff resources to produce an evidence base and put together 
bids in a short window of time. Applying for funding requires funding, creating a catch-22 or “tread-
mill” (civil servant [A]) situation, with some councils pre-emptively deciding not to apply for adver-
tised funds (“we don’t even have the capacity to manage a consultant to apply for it on our behalf”, 
local council officer [B]).

Interviewees expressed a desire for both equitable allocation systems and greater local control 
over the distribution of funding. One proposal to improve equity in funding was to change the 
short-notice, competitive allocation system for one-off projects, to one of continuous equal distri-
bution (local council officer [D]). Two interviewees proposed a means-tested system (civil society 
professionals [A, F]), with one former local council officer suggesting “[h]ow about just equally 
share it? But maybe I get a bit more because it’s harder in my area” (civil society professional [F]). 
In essence, this proposes a funding scheme following a principle of CBDR-RC. Other suggestions 
involved population-linked funding, or regional funding distributed down through CAs or county 
councils, giving a greater degree of local control over how the funds were spent rather than 
“trying to shoehorn our need into nationally set funding restrictions” (regional council officer [B]).

By contrast, a bottom-up led reform proposed by an interviewee was a collaborative bid process 
(local council officer [I]), where LAs could be paired with others successful in accessing funding, in 
order to overcome differences in capability whilst also addressing cross-boundary emissions.

5. Discussion

5.1. Respecting capabilities at the local scale

Perspectives from interviewees generally highlighted that the current landscape of subnational 
climate governance in England does not address differences in local capability.

Though economic drivers were often viewed as the most important factor driving variable capa-
bilities, political factors were presented as the overall “determinant” of capability. Political affiliation 
can play an important role in influencing funding levels, how it is spent, and the strategic direction of 
the council around climate. Political support from officials was an enabler of more ambitious action; 
several studies predating the net zero target-setting phenomenon draw attention to the importance 
of supportive individuals such as senior officials (Allman, Fleming, and Wallace 2004), “policy entre-
preneurs” (Bulkeley and Kern 2006), and climate “champions” (Pearce and Cooper 2013).

As well as the political support within a council, the political interactions between councils, higher 
tier authorities and national government were critical in determining overall ambition. Where the 
political affiliation of a council “matched” that of the higher tier authority (e.g. a county council) 
or national government (i.e. Conservative), this was seen as facilitating greater support and therefore 
capability for climate action. This supports Hsu, Weinfurter, and Xu’s (2017) notion of the important 
role of vertical alignment between subnational actors. Recent evidence has suggested that the gov-
ernment allocation of Levelling Up funds12 has disproportionately benefitted Conservative LAs 
(McCann et al. 2023). There is therefore a risk that politics could be a driver of further unequal capa-
bilities between LAs, though further empirical evidence is needed to determine whether this is also 
true of net zero funding.

Political affiliation was seen as a potential constraint on ambition where Conservative councils 
were not expected to set targets more ambitious than the national government. This has the poten-
tial to create a situation in which Conservative LAs are more able to meet less ambitious targets, 
whilst LAs run by other political parties set more ambitious targets with less chance of being 
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funded, thus risking damage to the credibility of their net zero commitments. As Ruiz-Campillo, 
Castán Broto, and Westman (2021) note, for “government institutions, credibility depends on achiev-
ing consistency between words and deeds”. This reinforces the need for a standardised, transparent 
target-setting and monitoring mechanism, based on science not politics, and which recognises pre- 
existing capabilities.

National political factors were also a key factor in determining overall economic capabilities, with 
particular criticism around central government’s preference for a competitive bidding system. Com-
petition funding aligns with a neoliberal, market-led philosophy that may serve interests of econ-
omic efficiency, but underserves the needs of local government. It perpetuates councils with less 
capability being less able to successfully bid, deepening inequalities in capability. Lockwood 
(2021) has observed this approach to energy and climate policy since the 1980s, and Gillard et al. 
(2017) suggest it can be a response to “constrained public finances”. This is a critical ongoing con-
sideration given the current pressures on public spending in the UK. The competitive approach also 
risks “projectivisation” of local climate action, rendering any action a one-off and short-term rather 
than long-term, continuous programme of work with ring-fenced staff and budgets.

The competitive funding system also embeds reliance on consultancies. For instance, an inter-
viewee stated that their council lacked even the capacity to manage a consultant to apply on 
their behalf for a national funding competition (local council officer [B]), which indicates that the 
use of consultancies is commonplace within council climate teams. This privatisation of local 
climate knowledge risks further eroding the future capabilities of councils, with expertise, 
data, models and intellectual property being held at arms’ length from the public sector. The pri-
vatisation of local climate action therefore risks turning the public good of climate mitigation 
and adaptation into a club good for those council areas that can afford it. The analysis highlighted 
the importance of differences in institutional memory, which is a product of different economic, 
social and political capabilities over time. A key driver of inequalities in progress was policy 
churn such as the removal of the NI framework (Dixon and Wilson 2013). More capable councils 
were able to sustain activities around climate mitigation by retaining climate staff, meaning they 
were better placed to perform well within the current resurgence of the low-carbon agenda. As 
Roppongi et al. (2017) note in Tokyo, “historic accumulation” of capacity has enabled innovative 
action around emissions reductions. This serves to show how inequalities in capability are 
reinforced over time. This finding accords with that of Kuzemko and Britton (2020), who suggest 
the importance of “knowledge capacity” as a driver of “policy capacity” and how “embedding 
staff and knowledge” can grow other forms of capacity.

5.2. Differentiating responsibility at the local scale

Interviewees criticised the way in which “piecemeal” national guidance (Evans 2020) is a barrier to 
local climate action, feeding into a culture of risk-aversity. The literature describes a trend towards 
the “polycentric” and therefore experimental nature of local action (Bulkeley and Castán Broto 
2013; Castán Broto et al. 2019; Creasy et al. 2021; Gillard et al. 2017). However, a lack of policy cer-
tainty is ultimately constraining this innovation. It reinforces an uneven environment in which only 
the more capable LAs can “afford” to experiment and test the boundaries of national policy. A well- 
resourced statutory responsibility was seen as having the potential to improve equity by levelling the 
playing field of local climate action, and guaranteeing a minimal level of mitigation ambition from 
councils whilst leaving more ambitious LAs with the scope to go further. This principle is highlighted 
in the arguments put forward for an “interactive federalist” model of environmental governance 
(Sovacool 2008), the benefits of which are flexibility in how local objectives are met whilst guaran-
teeing a baseline of action to ensure national targets are comfortably reached. A statutory respon-
sibility would therefore establish accountability and oversight for the targets set and commitments 
made by councils. The Climate Change Act 2008, as a national statutory responsibility, has rendered 
debate around climate policy “more structured and evidence-based” (Averchenkova, Fankhauser, 

LOCAL ENVIRONMENT 11



and Finnegan 2021); a local statutory responsibility could similarly introduce new norms of reporting 
and the standardisation of commitments.

A key part of any proposed statutory responsibility would be its establishment of a reporting con-
vention similar to the NI framework. This could allow the construction of an evidence base for the 
equity-based funding system (as proposed by interviewees), for instance, means-tested funding 
systems according to population, levels of deprivation or other criteria for need. Transparency 
and reporting on the current state of LA resourcing could also embed principles of CBDR-RC into 
the statutory responsibility, by reflecting how underlying capabilities have shaped greater action 
in some areas. The CCC also recommend a “fully funded” duty “to act in accordance with Net 
Zero by delivering climate action plans within a common reporting system” (Evans 2020). This 
draws attention to the most commonly cited caveat for any local statutory responsibility – that of 
increased and differentiated resourcing, as a prerequisite and precursor to any statutory responsibil-
ity. This highlights that with downscaled responsibility there needs to be downscaled resources 
(Catney et al. 2014), and that capability and responsibility are to some degree interdependent. 
The current research highlights the primary need for an evidence base as a precursor to an 
equity-based funding system and in turn to the implementation of a statutory responsibility.

5.3. Avoiding the “local trap”

The broader question raised by the discussion of limited and variable local capabilities and a statu-
tory responsibility is whether it is right to assume a central role in local climate action, and if not, 
what kind of local roles, responsibilities and funding there should be. The literature and many inter-
viewees commented on the so-called “local trap”, which challenges the assumption that the local 
scale is necessarily best for carrying out climate action (Catney et al. 2014). Shaw and Greenhalgh 
(2010) critique the “excessive localism” of a council-based approach, whilst Muinzer and Ellis 
(2017) also question the idea of the “right scale” for climate action. This responds to a mainstream 
narrative in place-based research, which often fails to consider the variation in local capabilities. For 
instance, industrial decarbonisation was broadly viewed as within the remit of national government, 
and as highly dependent on national decisions around infrastructure, with limited scope for LA 
engagement in this process. There is therefore a potential sectoral separation between the policy 
areas that local or national government could or should cover.

Many of the proposed reforms to local climate action rely on top-down interventions, but 
bottom-up “workarounds” for LAs include partnership working to overcome resource constraints, 
and internal standardisation of the role of council climate officer. However, much of the academic 
literature considers there is a ceiling to local action without additional support from the national 
government. As Borrowman, Singh, and Bulleid (2020) note, “[c]ouncils cannot hope to decarbonise 
their local areas without the backing of ambitious national policy frameworks”. LAs cannot always 
reform their ways of working on climate from within, since many of the powers LAs hold are deter-
mined by central government. There are inherent national barriers to local action. Armstrong (2019) 
note that LA action is largely “low-impact”, and Marsden et al. (2014) note the “pragmatic incre-
mentalism” of local actors. The achievement of the national net zero target demands action at 
pace and scale from actors across scales. Therefore whilst laudable, the current commitments 
and actions of LAs face a saturation point without more proactive, clear support from central 
government.

5.4. International implications of English local government dynamics

The application of CBDR-RC to subnational climate governance offers a framework for thinking about 
spatial equity (Garvey et al. 2022). It considers that local governments have varying capabilities based 
on a dynamic combination of their geographical location and geophysical resources, their industrial 
and socioeconomic heritage, their institutional histories and political affiliations. It argues that this 
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then dictates their present-day capabilities to respond to the challenge of climate change mitigation, 
and suggests that there are different responsibilities to respond according to these differential capa-
bilities. It underscores that equity is a result of matching responsibility with capabilities.

As noted previously, the current study of equity in English LA climate action seemingly precludes 
international transferability due to the singular nature of English local government structures. 
However, we argue that the subnational application of CBDR-RC bears conceptual relevance to 
other country contexts, namely by providing perspectives on the value of statutory mechanisms 
as a tool to improve the equity of local climate governance.

As noted, statutory mechanisms exist (or are being developed) in the devolved nations in the UK, 
offering the most direct analogies. However, such mechanisms are also present internationally, 
differing in shape and form, for instance in the case of Ireland. The Irish government issues statutory 
guidelines with which local government must align the development of their climate plans, includ-
ing the development of a baseline emissions inventory (Department of the Environment, Climate 
and Communications [DECC] 2023). This mandatory, standardised approach, also coordinated at a 
regional level, ensures “coherence” and “consistency” (DECC 2023). Further research could identify 
where such mechanisms have been applied in these different contexts, their design and effective-
ness. In turn, this international evidence on statutory mechanisms, and funding allocation systems 
could inform best practices in the design of local policy in England.

The current analysis aims to explore how equity can be realised in local government climate prac-
tice. Although UK governance is highly centralised, the current research has particular relevance to 
states with more federal or strong regional governance structures – for instance, in Germany, the 
United States, or Japan, where there are regional governments, which could facilitate differentiated 
and coordinated policy design at the regional level to improve equity outcomes. Though many of 
the issues identified above are out of the scope of the current research, it is perhaps interesting 
in and of itself that it is so hard to compare local government in the UK to anywhere else. This singu-
lar governance structure is perhaps a causal factor in why it often does not function effectively when 
it comes to climate governance.

5.5. Directions for further research

The current research prioritised mitigation as this is the focus of the UK’s national climate policy 
framework and is of more relevance to the targets most LAs have set, namely around “net zero”. 
Climate adaptation is typically underexplored in local climate action plans (Grafakos et al. 2020), 
and therefore further research could explore stakeholder perspectives on the role of LAs in delivering 
adaptation.

As identified in section 5.4, the international transferability of this subnational case study could be 
valuably explored through comparative analysis. As noted in the introduction, comparative analysis 
with the devolved nations of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland would be particularly revealing, 
given the varied designs and formality of statutory mechanisms in these territories. This could con-
trast the approaches taken in the three devolved nations and their effectiveness relative to the more 
laissez-faire approach in England. This could offer a test case for what might be effective statutory 
responsibility design in England.

Truly international comparative analysis would be valuable (in addition to exploring the intrana-
tional dynamics within the UK) particularly exploring: (a) how different local governance structures 
(for instance levels of funding) affect the capability to undertake climate action at the local scale; and 
(b) where statutory tools have been effective and how.

A statutory mechanism to ensure local climate action was seen as protecting the budgets and the 
importance of a non-statutory service area in councils. Though the present analysis primarily con-
siders climate action within councils, it could also be of interest to explore whether similar issues 
persist for other non-statutory service areas, and whether the issues encountered are simply a func-
tion of a non-statutory service status.
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6. Conclusion

The analysis considered how the current paradigm of Local Authority (LA) climate action aligns with 
the principles of Common But Differentiated Responsibility and Respective Capabilities (CBDR-RC). 
The analysis identified that economic, social and political factors were critical determinants of 
overall capability, and that the current governance arrangements for local climate action tended 
to reinforce patterns of unequal capability. Though economic factors are typically cited as the 
most important dimension of overall capabilities, it was shown that political factors act as an 
overall “determinant” of capability, and that economic, social and political capabilities are to a 
large degree interdependent. It was found that a statutory responsibility could have the potential 
to improve equity in local action, provided the mechanism recognised variable council capabilities 
through careful design and appropriate resourcing. Though a statutory responsibility could level the 
playing field of local climate action and ensure more equitable burden-sharing, others questioned 
whether it would lead to a culture of blame and undue assignment of responsibility to one scale. 
This points to an ongoing debate around the “correct scale” for climate mitigation (Schafran, 
Smith, and Hall 2020) and to what extent the assignment of responsibility depends on political, 
legal, and ethical ideologies of allocation.

Proposed funding reforms included equity-based distributions endorsing the principles of CBDR- 
RC in the allocation system. The findings have relevance to current UK policymaking in this area, par-
ticularly given the newly created Office for Local Government, which could offer greater oversight of 
LA performance on climate change (Kenyon 2022).

Many interviewees drew attention to the ongoing action of LAs in the absence of substantive gov-
ernment guidance, support or formal responsibilities. It is therefore critical to recognise the value of 
the incremental action that councils are taking, though noting that without further, active central 
government support it will remain incremental, and perhaps, inequitable.

Notes
1. There is no statutory climate mitigation duty or reporting requirement but councils do have to consider climate 

impacts under statutory planning policy rules (Howarth et al. 2021a).
2. Operational emissions refer to GHG emissions produced within council-owned estates, whilst area-wide emis-

sions occur within the LA’s administrative boundaries.
3. Whilst often used interchangeably, “capacity” can be considered the more passive sense of a given actor’s ability 

to “cope and adapt” (Füssel 2010), whilst “capability” is an actor’s more active “ability to take effective action to 
reduce carbon emissions” (Mayne, Fawcett, and Hyams 2017). We use the term capability throughout given our 
discussion of the agency of LA actors, and aligned with the terminology of CBDR-RC.

4. Scottish public sector bodies have a statutory responsibility to contribute to the national net zero target and to 
report annually against this, whilst in Wales public bodies must contribute towards the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals and undertake annual reporting (Welsh Local Government Association 2023).

5. Though CAs are notable new forms of subnational governance, in this analysis we focus on the role of LAs, given 
their greater number and their more comparable powers and structures. We do however represent the views of 
CA stakeholders on the role and function of LAs.

6. The term “Big Society” references the Conservative Party General Election manifesto of 2010, which marked a 
renewed interest in the ideology and idea of “active citizenship” (Maschette and Garnett 2024).

7. By devolved we imply partially devolved, since it is unlikely and unfeasible that climate mitigation powers could 
(or should) be entirely devolved.

8. Analysis of the types of council interviewed is illustrative at the district level, not the county or CA level given 
these institutions represent a collective of LAs.

9. Local council officer [A].
10. The NI Framework previously required LAs to report climate action against a number of metrics (Dixon and 

Wilson 2013); this was abolished after 2011, leading to a loss of climate teams within councils (Cooper and 
Pearce 2011; Howarth et al. 2021a).

11. Nottingham was raised by six different interviewees as an example of an LA successful in attracting funding and 
pushing through net zero projects (local council officer [B], local councillor [A], civil society professionals [A, B, C, 
F]).

12. Competitive government funding aiming to reduce inequalities between regions of the UK.
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