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Foreword

1LGiU   LOCAL SONAR

‘Our land and our marine resources are in demand more than ever before. England is now locked into
50 years of unavoidable climate change. Our growing population is increasingly disconnected from the
natural world. Targeted conservation measures have achieved some reversal of the losses seen
throughout most of the 20th century, but our natural environment is nevertheless in an impoverished
and fragile state, particularly outside of areas that have benefited from targeted effort.’ 

These are some of the stark messages contained in a report on the State of the Natural Environment
(SONE) which Natural England published in 2008. This report brought together evidence both about
the state of our natural environment and of people’s access to it. In its conclusion we called for
shared action to achieve better management of the natural environment, to reconnect people and
nature, and to use the natural environment sustainably. We acknowledged that to do this would
require us and others to take difficult decisions for the future. Local authorities will be key partners in
taking these decisions.

So I am delighted to welcome this LGiU contribution to the localism debate, which is illustrated by
some similar analysis and conclusions to our own. We need as many new ideas as possible if we are
to deal with an increasingly uncertain future, and to address the many environmental, social and
economic challenges that we face. The LGiU is doing a valuable job to develop learning, and to
promote innovation and policy change. We welcome our partnership with LGiU, most recently in
involving local authorities in our work to develop a credible vision for the natural environment in 2060.

Natural England works at all geographical scales, and local delivery is essential to our success. In
our SONE report, we recognised that action was needed across society and could not be left to a few
public sector organisations. We know that this means finding smarter ways of working with and
engaging local government and communities. Local authorities face many challenges, and taking a
stronger role in leading the local environmental agenda will require new actions, and new skills.
Effective partnerships and new models of cooperative working with environmental organisations will
be essential. 

The LGiU throws down some significant challenges in this paper, not least for bodies like Natural
England. Some of the thinking here could radically change our relationship with Local authorities,
and with local communities. Although organisations like Natural England already work very closely
with local authorities, we are stretched to do this effectively across the whole of England, and genuine
outreach to local communities is even more difficult to achieve. 

Local environments matter to people. They shape local character, and create a sense of place and
belonging. The natural environment also provides a wide range of ecosystem functions, which society
and people need whether they are aware of them or not. Yet communities generally have few ways of
influencing what happens locally. In the long term, effective action to protect and enhance the
environment needs to be the result of local action and involvement. Local authorities and their
communities are the right place to start.

I encourage you to read this paper and reflect on the ideas presented by the LGiU. You may not
necessarily agree with them all, but like our SONE report, they are intended to provoke a debate –
and we need that debate. We need to move beyond established policies and practices in
environmental conservation if we are to address the massive challenges that we face and to embrace
new ways of working for delivering the solutions to overcome them.

Helen Phillips, Chief Executive, Natural England
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Overview

This paper is a call for a new settlement between communities, local government, national
government and its agencies to improve the stewardship of local natural resources, which the LGiU
have named ‘Local SONAR’. 

The current legal framework and governance structures in the UK are not well suited to delivering
sustainable development. They are too centralised and deal with individual elements such as waste
and poverty separately. In environmental management there is great emphasis put on natural science
and not enough on social science. There are signs that command and control scientific regulatory
regimes for the environment have natural limits and that further improvements require a change of
strategy to focus on behaviour change.

This paper suggests that the best place to address sustainability challenges is where the
environmental, social and economic come together naturally – people and places. Only at the local
level can the complex and unique interdependencies of individual communities be properly
understood and local government is central to delivery as it is the main body with the necessary wide
remit and direct accountability.

While local authorities have considerable influence and some direct powers, the reality is that no
prospective councillor can credibly stand for election on the promise that they will improve the local
environment, they simply do not have the power despite real demand for action from their
constituents.

Progress is not just dependant upon new powers for local authorities. The whole decision making
framework needs re-examining. First, the evidence base for decisions has to improve considerably.
Remarkably little is known about the condition of an area’s natural resources and what is known is
held by disconnected private and public bodies. Second, decision making has to advance so that hard
choices between social and environmental priorities are discussed, resolved and communicated.
Third, new perspectives such as green infrastructure and life cycle costing need to be tried. 

At the heart of the delivery of Local SONAR is a redistribution of responsibilities, a filling of the gaps
and the establishment of new partnerships between government agencies and local government. In
the future some of the functions and powers of the government environmental agencies will inevitably
shift to councils. The squeeze on public spending means the agencies will not have the capacity to
cover the whole country and at that point councils should be able to step in.

Local SONAR is necessary to enable communities to lead improvement of their local environment.
Without a supportive functioning environment to provide clean water, refreshing air, food and
recreation there can be no community.
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Introduction

This paper starts by examining the history of environmentalism in the UK and describes the resulting
legislation and structures. These structures are dominated by European legislation implemented
through UK government agencies. The opportunity for local solutions is under exploited – in
particular the role of democratically accountable elected bodies hold the key to the behaviour change
now needed.

Local councils have the ambition to lead and this paper illustrates the strategies and plans that are
produced under the broad banner of sustainable communities. These plans identify gaps in capability
despite evidence of strong demand for leadership from local amenity groups and individuals
especially in planning decisions.

Having argued that gaps exist, the paper then explores the changes needed from a new decision
making framework ‘Local-SONAR’ through tools like eco-footprinting, the sustainability lens and a
suggested Natural Resource Management Plan (NRMP). Using the example of local biodiversity the
paper highlights current limitations and explains how a new approach based on ecological economics
that values the services provided by ecosystems could help.

Next the paper explains that a rebalancing of power is needed and inevitably financial autonomy
should form part of this. New powers for local government will throw up challenges which the paper
explores, such as how to resolve disputes between councils and government agencies or how to
reconcile ecological and administrative boundaries, the role of the private sector, the third sector and
the role of citizens.

In conclusion, the paper suggests that we could be at the beginning of a new way of managing
natural resources that brings environmental issues into the mainstream of decision making and the
policy-making process.
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Recent history of environmental 
management in the UK

Awareness of the importance of environmental issues grew steadily through the 70s, 80s and 90s in
response to scares over pesticide use, holes in the ozone layer and acid rain. The policy response to
these predominately local impacts consisted of UN earth summits and new national and international
legislation. 

Early on, at the European level, quite specific regulations gave way to strategic framework documents
that successfully managed cross border environmental issues and established bodies such as the
European Environment Agency. In the UK the government responded by creating bodies and agencies
to better understand and regulate the environment.

The creation of these UK bodies that are led by the use of science-based evidence helped to improve
the protection of the environment enormously, and their role was key to the development of
environmental regulation. There are currently two main bodies: the Environment Agency (EA) and
Natural England (NE).

The Environment Agency was created by the Environment Act 1995, and came into existence on 1
April 1996. The EA took over the roles and responsibilities of the National Rivers Authority (NRA),
Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Pollution (HMIP) and the waste regulation authorities in England and
Wales including the London Waste Regulation Authority (LWRA). All of the predecessor bodies were
disbanded and the local authorities relinquished their waste regulatory role.

Natural England combines the work of previous bodies such as the Countryside Commission and
English Nature. Natural England is the government’s advisor on the natural environment. Other
bodies that impact on natural resource management include OFWAT, OFGEM, Waste and Resources
Advisory Panel, The Energy Saving Trust and The Carbon Trust.

Since the landmark Control of Pollution Act 1974 much legislation has been enacted. Some has its
source in the UK but much starts at the European level. Box 1 illustrates some of the main laws
applicable in the UK.

Most of these laws are technical and regulatory in nature specifying limits and procedures and audit
protocols. Some are strategic but focus mainly on national governance structures betraying a top
down approach to environmental management. 

The environmental Acts also tend to be topic based such as air, water or waste and not many
facilitate a joined up approach. The result has been that management of natural resources in the UK
is predominately centrist, technical and scientific with little ethical, local or political compass. 

Where there is a political debate it tends to be at the national or international level in the setting of
strategic targets. In reality the political parties that emerged from a century where social and
economic challenges predominated are philosophically ill equipped to tackle environmental issues in
anything but a secondary and disjointed way. 

The mainstream parties have organisational history and past policy to explain and guide their social
and economic policies but no heritage or rigorous integration of environmental thinking into their
manifestos. Consequently, the environment is relegated in policy terms and it is difficult to guess
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which green policies each party might support. The phenomenon challenging this situation is climate
change, a challenge so big and with such clear connections to social and economic policy that it is
beginning to break down some of the barriers, make the connections explicit and stimulate real
debate, for example about the tension between fuel poverty and energy efficiency.

Behaviour change
The environmental bodies set up by government have begun to exhaust the levers they have at their
disposal to improve the environment. Pollution prevention that is enforceable through limits,

5LGiU   LOCAL SONAR

Box 1: a sample of environmental legislation since 1974

� Energy Conservation Act 1981

� Litter Act 1983

� Food and Environment Protection Act
1985

� Control of Pollution Act 1989

� Control of Smoke Pollution Act 1989

� Pesticides Fees and Enforcement Act
1989

� Environmental Protection Act 1990

� Wildlife and Countryside
(Amendment) Act 1991 

� Protection of Badgers Act 1992 

� Sea Fish (Conservation) Act 1992

� Sea Fisheries (Wildlife Conservation)
Act 1992 

� Clean Air Act 1993 

� Environment Act 1995 

� Home Energy Conservation Act 1995 

� Energy Conservation Act 1996 

� Finance Act 1996 (setting a landfill tax
per tonne of landfill waste)

� The EU Producer Responsibility
Regulations 1997 

� Waste Minimisation Act 1998 

� Pollution Prevention and Control Act
1999 

� Warm Homes and Energy
Conservation Act 2000 

� The EU Water Framework Directive
2000 

� Household Waste Recycling Act 2003 

� Sustainable Energy Act 2003 

� Waste and Emissions Trading Act 2003 

� Energy Act 2004 

� Clean Neighbourhoods and
Environment Act 2005 

� Climate Change and Sustainable
Energy Act 2006 

� Natural Environment and Rural
Communities Act 2006 

� The EU Waste Framework Directive
2006 

� Sustainable Communities Act 2007 

� Local Government and Public
Involvement in Health Act 2007 (on
powers to set JWAs) 

� Statutory recycling targets 2007/2008 

� Energy Act 2008 Climate Change Act
2008.

The Control of Pollution Act 1974 was the UK’s first Act with an explicit environmental
focus. Many other legislative documents have since followed:

LGiU Sonar Text:Layout 1  13/1/10  10:35  Page 5



prosecutions, fines and financial support is largely known and for example the frequency of point
source pollution incidents such as chemical spills has begun to plateau. 

Graph 1 shows the declining number of pollution incidents in England and Wales in the last few years
and the unchanging persistence of a few serious incidents.

The challenge now is the behaviour change required to address the more diffuse environmental
impacts such as agricultural run-off, household waste, industrial waste minimisation, biodiversity
loss and urban air quality. These challenges are difficult for national regulatory bodies to address yet
they are important. Agricultural run-off is poisoning our rivers, we are running out of landfill, wasteful
industrial processes increase our dependence on imported materials and biodiversity loss harms the
resilience of local ecology and farming. We are increasingly urban dwellers and the quality of the air
we breathe has a direct impact on our life expectancy.

Table 2 (see page 14) shows recent results for the state of biodiversity in the UK. It is clear that while
‘process’ based indicators such as expenditure or designation of sites are encouraging, the actual
biodiversity of birds or woodland is getting worse.

It has proved difficult for national governments to appreciate fully the integrated nature of
sustainability and deliver the joined up policy making so beloved of politicians. Rather than try to
enforce unwelcome cooperation across Whitehall departments it seems evident that sustainability
challenges are easier to address where the environmental, social and economic come together
naturally – people and places. This means that solutions are more likely to be found at the local level
in communities and neighbourhoods. There are of course already many arms of government that
operate at this level but only one can put sustainable development at its core and is democratically
accountable to the public – local government. 

The importance of accountability in behaviour change cannot be overstated. If behaviour change is
seen as an exercise performed by government on a more or less willing populace the chances of
success remain slim. If that behaviour change is the result of people making free choices about the
sort of district they want to live in and mandating their local government to help them deliver it,
success is more likely. Getting the behaviour change needed to address sustainability challenges has
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Graph 1: Pollution incidents England and Wales: 2000-2007 

Source: Environment Agency
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to be part of the democratic process but an improved democratic process. The government and all
main political parties recognise that the UK must become less centralised in order to realise the full
potential of communities. The most radical proposal comes from the Conservative Party and calls for
councils to have a power of general competence, which assumes they can do something unless
explicitly told otherwise in advance.

If local communities feel that their opinions or efforts to protect their environment will be ignored or
overridden then they won’t engage. Once communities recognise that they can deal directly with a
council that has the power to bring about the change they request, they will become more ambitious.
They will expect their local authorities to deliver or facilitate environmental improvements and if the
council fails to act then it can be held accountable through the ballot box.
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Local power to match responsibilities

However, the sad truth is that local communities are not empowered to protect their local
environment. At the community level there is little practical ability to influence environmental quality
unless land ownership is involved. Even at the level of the local authority direct influence is limited to
park management and waste management. Though the planning system is influential, direct
independent intervention on air quality, biodiversity, transport or water quality is very limited.

Despite these real limitations local authorities routinely ask their communities for their general
wishes and aspirations and produce documents that promise sunlit uplands full of great landscapes,
full employment, verdant pastures, babbling brooks and healthy looking families cycling through the
countryside breathing in clean air. 

The history of these documents starts with Local Agenda 21 (LA21) strategies, which were community
led initiatives focused on sustainable development of an area, a report by the Local Government
Management Board1 back in 1997 found that there was low awareness of the strategies and a slow
take up. The lack of quick results for LA21 strategies led to the imposition of community strategies
which are now sustainable community strategies. The contradiction that sits at the heart of all these
strategies is the inability of local government to deliver many of the implicit environmental promises.

The simple fact is that unless local authorities have the powers to improve the natural environment of
their local area then any progress will be partial and slow. Consequently, this paper is a call for a new
settlement with local government that acknowledges their responsibilities and natural desire to
promote the Stewardship Of NAtural Resources in their area – ‘Local SONAR’. A power of Local-
SONAR will ensure that the aspirations of local communities to live prosperous, healthy lives in a
clean environment can be delivered in a way that is led by them and accountable to them locally.

Delivery of Local SONAR will be empowering for local communities and government. Local
authorities need a better understanding of natural resources enabling politicians to describe and
credibly promise a better environment for the electorate. Over time the alternatives available for
environmental improvement will form a central part of any election campaign just as the siting of
housing development does now.

That significant demand exists from communities to protect and enhance their local environment
cannot be in doubt. Any councillor involved in planning will have been extensively lobbied on the loss
of cherished open space to some form of development. 

The Environmental Law Foundation (ELF) helps individuals and groups to fight to protect their
environment through the courts. In 2007 the ELF received 602 enquiries most of which were planning
related. In a study of their engagement the ELF identified that most of their work related to land use,
closely followed by noise and biodiversity. Graph 2 shows the type of environmental concerns raised2.

Of course the ELF data is skewed towards environmental problems that have a legal remedy, hence
the domination of planning. There is no information on the engagement communities have with other
aspects of their natural environment. However, the number of people who are members of
environmental organisations would suggest that most people care passionately about the quality of
the environment that they live, work and play in. In fact membership of just one, the RSPB is greater
than all political parties put together. 

8 LOCAL SONAR   LGiU

1 Local Government Management Board (1997) LA21 – the first five years
2 Stookes (2002) Civil Law Aspects of environmental justice
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There are plenty of old and new local environmental groups Box 2 shows that the established groups
are still strong and now being joined by new groups like Transition Towns which have been galvanised
by the dual challenge of climate change and peak oil. 

Box 3 (overleaf) illustrates how one organisation, Friends of the Earth, is now turning its attention to
local government. This is a good sign as pressure groups are beginning to realise that local
government is key to addressing climate change. 

A local SONAR power combined with robust local evidence and understanding of the aspirations of
communities beyond legal limits will enable politicians to offer a set of local standards such as
concentrations of air pollutants, river biodiversity and recycling. The right blend of improvements will
help them get elected. These standards are not intended to replace regulated levels but to offer the
chance to go beyond legal minimum standards. For example, even within the centralised UK system,
Wales has been able to set a higher recycling target than the rest of the UK by using its devolved
powers on environmental issues.

9LGiU   LOCAL SONAR

Box 2: Membership of environmental groups
Group No. of members/groups

Friends of the Earth 2 million
Greenpeace 2.8 million
CPRE 59,000
Greener Campaign 20,000 - 30,000
Transition Towns 234 groups

Graph 2: Percentage of environmental concerns raised
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A power of stewardship of natural resources would enable a local authority to:

� Set local standards for environmental quality

� Take responsibility from government agencies for elements of environmental quality

� Raise funds or use core funding to support the implementation of programmes

� Insist on partnerships with government agencies to manage local natural resources

� Insist that organisations holding data about local natural resource management make it
publicly available (in particular utility companies) in order to complete local eco-footprints
and make Natural Resource Management Plans

� Enter into partnerships with other local authorities to manage natural resources over a
wider area

� Commission government agencies to perform environmental improvement works.

The full integration of natural resources into the electoral and administrative life of local government
overcomes one of the main barriers to mainstreaming sustainability. Painful though it may be we are
unlikely to ever achieve true sustainability until local decision makers are forced to consider the hard
choices between social, economic and environmental priorities. Only then will new policies develop
that can be put before the electorate. The referendum rejecting a Manchester congestion charge is a
case in point. It’s an illustration that singling out individual topics for votes makes it easy for people to
say no especially if financial costs are associated with change. It was set up to fail because it was
separated from the normal democratic process.

10 LOCAL SONAR   LGiU

Box 3: Friends of the Earth – Get Serious About CO2
Friends of the earth have over 200 local groups across England, Wales and Northern Ireland.
The members work to support national campaigns and until recently had given local 
government an easy ride. However, a new campaign targets councils directly asking activists
“is your council serious about CO2?”

The campaign which is active in at least 70 council areas requires councils to sign up to:

� Cutting carbon emissions in their area by at least 40 per cent by 2020, and produce
action plans to make sure the changes happen.

� Being supportive of national policies that help councils cut emissions, by increasing
funding and removing the barriers that prevent them taking action.

� A new duty that obliges councils that fail to act to reduce their emissions.
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Proposal for a new decision-making
framework

The new framework has four components:

1. Robust evidence (e.g. ecological footprinting)
2. Prioritised and communicated action through a Natural Resource Management Plan
3. Using economics to support sustainable solutions
4. Legitimised by local governance and accountabilty

Evidence
This paper started by arguing that an over reliance on scientifically driven policy has left a human
shaped hole in UK sustainable development policy. Changing the arena for debate and the decision
making framework does not mean that science is no longer needed. 

On the contrary, given the uncertainty of the future and the massive gaps in our understanding, good
science is more important than ever. For Local SONAR to be credible it must be underpinned by
accurate data, and for this data to be useful it has to be understandable to local politicians and the
electorate. An emerging technique that is easy to understand and produces useful information on
local natural resources is ecological footprinting (EF).

EF measures how much land we require to support ourselves: it looks at the impact of population,
consumption and technology on the environment and compares it with the capacity of the
biosphere to regenerate. EF can be viewed as a form of environmental accounting that respects
ecological limits in a way that conventional economics, with its narrow monetary assessment of
value, does not. 

While EF is not a sophisticated tool able to fully capture the extent of the complexities of the world’s
ecological systems, its simplicity makes it nevertheless a very powerful planning tool enabling people
to deal more effectively with ecological limits. EF shows for example that at the UK natural resources
consumption level the world population would require three planets to live on. 

Some local authorities have already produced ecological footprints for their areas and are using
them, e.g. Aberdeen and the Isle of Wight. This practice could be developed and taken up by all local
authorities. In the words of Donald Rumsfeld there will be unknown unknowns in ecological
footprinting but more immediately important will be the known unknowns. 

Some information gaps can be established through research but many lie in the data sets of other
organisations in the private and public sector such as water and energy companies. If a local
authority is to properly complete an ecological footprint it will need the power to extract data from
these organisations and the ability to commission research.

Ecological footprinting still has a way to go before its mainstream but there are existing datasets that
can be used immediately. The Sustainable Development Commission has suggested that the national
indicators used by local authorities could be examined through a ‘sustainability lens’ complemented
by EF (see Table 1, overleaf). The sustainability lens is a subset of the local indicators that cover key
environmental, social and economic issues. The government also reports annually on sustainability
but these figures tend to be national rather than local.

11LGiU   LOCAL SONAR

LGiU Sonar Text:Layout 1  13/1/10  10:35  Page 11



Table 1 The Sustainability Lens developed by the Sustainable Development
Commission
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1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

Sustainability SD Issue Indicator
community 
component

Active, 
inclusive 
and safe

Well
run

Environmentally
sensitive

Well connected

Well served

A safer 
community

Community cohesion
and indentity

Effective and inclusive
participation

Mitigation against,
and adaptation to,
the effects of climate
change

Good governance

Access to good quality
green space

Water use

NI 17 Perceptions of anti-social behavior

NI 198 % of children walking or cycling to school

NI 2 % of people who feel that they belong to their
neighbourhood

NI 4 % of people who feel that they can influence
decisions in their locality

NI 3 Civic participation in the local area

NI 186 Per capita C02 emissions in the LA area

NI 188 Adapting to climate change

NI 191 Residual household waste per head

NI 197 Improved local biodiversity – 
active management of local sites

NI 158 % of decent council homes

NI 187 Tackling fuel poverty

NI 199 Children and young people’s satisfaction
with parks and play areas

Water use: water consumption per head (Source
Area Profiles/Ofwat)

NI 175 Access to services and facilities by public
transport, walking and cycling

NI 167 Congestion – average journey time per mile
during the morning peak

NI 172 VAT registered businesses in the area
showing growth

NI 152 Working age people on out of work benefits

NI 116 Proportion of children in poverty

NI 119 Self-reported measure of people’s overall
health and wellbeing

NI 163 Working age population qualified to at least
Level 2 or higher

Health inequality: (a) infant mortality (by socio-economic group)
(b) life expectancy (by area) for men and women (Source: ONS)

Ecological footprint of area (Source:
REAP/WWF/Stockholm Environment Institute)

Sustainable consump-
tion/waste reduction
Protecting and 
improving biodiversity

Access to local services

Well
designed
and built

Thriving

Fair for
everyone

Good quality, 
sustainable buildings

A strong local 
business community

Road traffic congestion

Good employment
opportunities

Economic wellbeing

Health and wellbeing

Education and lifelong
learning

Health inequalities

Local area footprint

LGiU Sonar Text:Layout 1  13/1/10  10:35  Page 12



Natural resource management planning
A unique attribute of the stewardship of natural resources is that it must be viewed in the long term.
For example the government’s carbon emissions reduction targets are set for 2050. For this reason
any plan would have to be explicitly addressed in election campaigns, agreed by full council and
signed off by the Local Strategic partnership and central government. 

This paper proposes that a specific natural resources management plan (NRMP) be developed for
every local authority area. A NRMP would allow local authorities to set out their long term
sustainability priorities enabling certainty for planning and a baseline for monitoring. It should be
possible for local authorities to join up their NRMPs if they so wish.

Economics
An NRMP should include future plans for enhancing the natural environment and, like any serious
plan, costings should be included, but not just the usual cost of services and project delivery. The
costing process should take into account the emerging value of environmental goods and services. 

For example carbon emissions now have a price and eventually there will be agreed values for many
environmental goods and services. This valuation process though unpalatable for many (the
environment is worthless or priceless depending on your view) is inevitable if social, economic and
environmental policy is to be coherent. 

The LGiU paper Greening Growth3 was published in 2006 and called for an economic development
policy framework that recognised the value of the environment and the economic potential of going
green. At the time the ideas were quite radical but now the USA is talking about a Green New Deal
that reflects many of these ideas and takes them further into social considerations such as energy
security. 

New thinking about green economics stimulated by the Stern Report4 unlocks the potential of
community energy and the long term value of investing in climate change mitigation and adaptation
now. We are beginning to see the intellectual connection of the economic, social and environmental
which could be captured in a NRMP.

Natural resource management has connections to all parts of everyday life, such as public health,
security and safety, but some connections are more important than others. The links between natural
resource management and economic development have already been identified, there are also
connections between natural resources and community safety: think heatwaves, floods and cold
snaps. 

Natural resources also control the availability of food. In Lincolnshire, for example, the flooding of
June 2007 caused major disruption to livelihoods across the region, with large amounts of food crops
destroyed. Yet contrary to Environment Agency guidelines, local planning authorities (LPAs) believe
that trade-offs, and building on flood plains, are necessary if Lincolnshire is to be economically viable
in the future. The NRMP process brings these hard choices out into the open.

13LGiU   LOCAL SONAR

3  LGiU (2007) Greening Growth
4  Stern (2007) Stern Review: Report on the Economics of Climate Change
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Local governance and accountability
Governance and accountability have two dimensions: redistributing money and power; and developing
new ways of resolving disputes.

A redistribution of power and finance

Recognition that local communities have greater control of their environment implies a certain
redistribution of power. In particular in the relationship between local government, central
government and national bodies such as the Environment Agency, Natural England and OFWAT. 

In a local-SONAR framework, the mandate for action on the ground comes from the bottom up
implying that decisions about allocation of resources should follow the same path. Rather than the
local authority applying to national government for funding or gratefully accepting schemes and plans
handed down from above the relationship should be equalised. Local government should be
commissioning national bodies to do work. 

This of course implies a different funding relationship where the local authority holds resources to
commission a task and has the power to accumulate funds to do a job which could include calling on
the resources of the national body. Project implementation would look much more like a partnership
between the local and national body.

Local authorities could also benefit from local initiatives to raise any necessary extra funds, e.g. via
businesses, private donations or Third Sector trusts. Community ‘green funds’ could also be
encouraged, and subscription services could be set up to help maintain certain resources. Local
authorities would also benefit from being in a position to reward local stewardship
initiatives/behaviour.

Local SONAR, and the local finance that underpins it, would enable local authorities to tackle their
local area’s sustainability concerns, within the context of overall national strategy. The key point is
that a transfer of responsibility from central to local government would benefit both local authorities
(accountability, community engagement, local dynamism) and central government, with a greater
focus on matters of national strategic importance (e.g. infrastructure or R&D).

There are opportunities for local authorities and national bodies to work together differently. They
could establish joint posts or set up local envionmental partnerships or community trusts.

Any work decided upon should be agreed mutually as the national bodies would still retain their
strategic advice role but on the ground delivery responsibilities would rest with the local authority.
Furthermore, there will be certain projects that support national priorities and these should remain
the responsibility of national bodies. 

Getting agreement

Through the planning system we have created a framework for managing our environment that requires
communities to take their local authorities to court to settle disputes, there has to be a better way.

The inconvenient aspects of civil litigation are many, including the length of time required to litigate,
high litigation costs, and relative difficulty in providing evidence. 

Negotiation, mediation or arbitration can therefore offer simpler and more efficient approaches than
litigation for settling natural resource disputes. Because the alternative dispute resolution techniques
are more consensual and discursive, the ELF states that they also help preserve the relationships
between the various parties. Only in extreme cases should the Secretary of State have to intervene. 

14 LOCAL SONAR   LGiU
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A whole new model of deciding and delivering environmental improvements is possible which fits into
other new structures such as Multi Area Agreements (MAA). MAAs can convene the public and private
sector to tackle a strategic infrastructure issue and can pool resources. The local authorities and the
government agencies would offer up their expertise and resources.

While it is relatively straightforward to modify roles and responsibilities in governance structures it is
difficult to reconcile the natural environment to administrative boundaries. A river for example, will
flow through many counties and boroughs on its way to the sea. It would be nonsensical and wasteful
for each of those councils to have separate plans for how the river is best managed. 

It will remain necessary for a strategic body to maintain an overview. However, this is not to confuse
strategic overview with diktat. For any desirable strategic outcome there can be many paths to
success and the path should be decided locally. In addition, there are many river management
projects that have little or no wider impact on the river catchment and these should be locally
determined.
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The example of biodiversity

Biodiversity is important for the stable functioning of the ecosystems around us. Recent scares over
dwindling bee numbers demonstrate how closely agriculture relies upon wildlife. 

Table 2 below shows the biodiversity indicator data for the UK published in April 2009. The indicators
include the population status of: key species; plant diversity; the status of priority species, habitats
and ecosystems; genetic diversity of rare breeds of sheep and cattle; protected sites; management of
woodland agricultural land and fisheries; impacts of air pollution and invasive species; expenditure
on biodiversity; and the amount of time given by volunteers to nature conservation activities.

Of 33 component measures assessed within the indicators: 11 measures show long-term
deterioration; nine show long-term improvement; one shows little or no overall long-term change; 
11 had insufficient data for long-term assessment; and one is not assessed. 

Table 2 does not tell a very positive story despite years of effort and the extensive legislation
mentioned in Box 1. Bird populations are in trouble, woodland, grassland and boundary habitats are
all losing biodiversity and butterflies are just holding their own. There is good news for bats and
native cattle breeds but most of the positive news reflects money spent, schemes initiated and
volunteer time spent – not real improvements. 

Table 2: UK Biodiversity indicators 2009

Focal area Indicator number, title and individual Long term Change
measure(s) (where applicable) change since 2000 

1. Status and trends 1a. Population of Breeding farmland birds �1970-2007 �
of the components of key species
biological diversity (birds) Breeding woodland birds �1970-2007 �

Breeding water and �1975-2007 �
wetland birds

Breeding seabirds ☺1970-2007 �

Wintering waterbirds ☺1975/6-2006/7    �

1b. Population of Semi-natural habitat �1976-2007          �
key species specialists
(butterflies)

Generalist butterflies �1976-2007 �

1c. Population of key �1978-1992          ☺
species (bats)

2. Plant diversity Arable and horticulture ☺1990-2007 ☺

Woodland and grassland �1990-2007 �

Boundary habitats �1990-2007 �

3. Priority species � ☺

4. Priority habitats � �

5. Genetic diversity Native sheep breeds � �

Native cattle breeds � ☺
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6. Protected sites Area of protected sites ☺1996-2008 ☺

Condition of features � �

2. Sustainable use 7. Woodland � ☺
management

8. Agri-environment Higher type schemes ☺1992-2008 ☺
land

Entry type schemes � ☺

9. Sustainable ☺1990-2007 ☺
fisheries

3. Threats to 10. Impact of air Acidity ☺1996-2005 �
biodiversity pollution

Nitrogen ☺1996-2005 �

11. Invasive species Freshwater ecosystems �1960-2008 �

Marine ecosystems �1960-2008 �

Terrestrial ecosystems �1960-2008 �

12. Spring index Not assessed Not assessed

4. Ecosystem integrity 13. Marine ecosystem �1982-2008 �
and ecosystem goods integrity
and services

14. Habitat � �
connectivity

15. Biological river ☺1990-2006 ☺
quality

5. Status of resource 16. UK biodiversity � ☺
transfers and use expenditure

17. Global biodiversity � ☺
expenditure

6. Public awareness 18. Volunteer time � ☺
and participation

☺= improving      � = little or no overall change
�= deteriorating   � = insufficient or no comparable data

Focal area Indicator number, title and individual Long term      Change
measure(s) (where applicable) change            since 2000

Key
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Local authorities have a duty to promote biodiversity which could lead to policy that affects rural
areas and the development of urban green oases, e.g. allotments, urban parks and gardens,
woodlands, brownfield and greenfield sites, waterways, children play spaces, cycleways and other
recreational routes. However, the biodiversity duty sits in a quiet backwater of council decision
making. Box 4 illustrates how its use is difficult to establish.

Biodiversity can deliver important environmental, social and economic benefits. Vegetation delivers a
range of ecological services, as a carbon sink, pollution control, air conditioning in urban areas, flood
prevention, microclimate control. Natural green spaces help improve the quality of life for urban
citizens and make higher density housing more attractive and liveable, through improved health and
well-being (from opportunities for recreation and exercise) and the promotion of social cohesion,
through the greater social interaction they encourage. Furthermore, participation in the design and
stewardship of green spaces can help strengthen communities. 

These vital spaces for wildlife such as parks and woods are referred to as green infrastructure. We
understand that ‘grey’ infrastructure such as roads and buildings require investment but also
generate useful returns, well the same is true of green infrastructure and the returns are referred to
as ecosystem services. Green infrastructure can increase property values, reduce management
overheads (e.g. ecologically self-sustaining landscapes can significantly reduce the need for
management costs), reduce healthcare costs as well as increasing road safety, by diverting
pedestrians and cyclists to alternative recreational routes. This is why Natural England actively
supports the Walking for Health programme.

Green infrastructure has numerous stakeholders: local communities (residents, businesses, service
providers) local authorities seeking to improve well-being, reduce carbon emissions, reduce health care
costs, and manage overheads; as well as regional governments whose geographical remit encompasses a
number of interlinked biological and social spaces; and lastly national government agencies whose work
could greatly benefit from a biodiversity/green infrastructure approach to local planning decisions.

Box 4: Buglife versus Thurrock Thames Gateway
Development Corporation (2008)
The application was for a mail distribution depot. Buglife objected to the permission granted
citing the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006 which stated that local
planning authorities have a duty to ‘have regard so far as is consistent with… those 
functions, to the purpose of conserving biodiversity’.

Several invertebrate species were threatened by the development.

Decision making advice in a planning policy statement (PPS 9) follows a hierarchy if harm to
biodiversity is identified. Firstly, can the development go elsewhere, second can the harm be
mitigated and third refuse permission.

The legal tension was between the PPS 9 guidance and the statutory duty to secure 
regeneration and bring land into effective use. The judge ruled that he could not see how a
requirement to look for alternative sites was consistent with the Corporation’s primary duty
to bring land into development. In other words biodiversity is not as important as economic
development – in the law.

The final part of the jigsaw was the role of Natural England who removed an earlier 
objection and instead suggested various mitigation options.

Throughout the write up of this case there is no mention of the local community or even the
local authority.
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Private sector

So far this paper has focused upon representative democracy but the market has a part to play. One
of the few levers local people have at present is if they are landowners. In effect, farmers, riparian
owners, property developers and fishermen are owners and/or managers of environmental assets
that provide ecosystem services. 

These assets and services have an economic value meaning that financial instruments can be used to
incentivise certain types of management. Normally you would hope that payments or rewards would
be enough to result in more sensitive management of natural resources but fines could also form
part of the mix if owners degrade an asset or inhibit the services it provides. 

This is not new thinking, farmers get countryside stewardship payments and fishermen who exceed
quotas get fined. The difference with Local SONAR is that the regime is controlled locally.

Another fundamental difference of local SONAR is the extent of state intervention possible. Some
privately owned natural resources are critical locally or nationally but the burden of managing them
properly is not wanted by the landowner. Under these circumstances a land owner could hand over
the assets to the community. 

Each local authority can establish a ‘local trust’ which manages the land or riparian rights for the
benefit of the community. Where the land is not of high value the land owner will be expected to make
the finance available to manage the asset in perpetuity. Alternatively an asset owner can hand over
the running of an asset to a local social enterprise or a Community Land Trust.
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Citizens

Citizen engagement is already an established part of the sustainability policy debate. Recycling is still
the best example of citizen and state working together for a shared aim. The ability to think
imaginatively about the management of natural resources and develop environmental valuation
means that citizens can take a more active part in natural resource management. For example, a
community energy scheme or neighbourhood budget used to enhance local green space.

Any policy that signs up to sustainability must recognise the importance of equity. Citizens should all
be able to benefit equally from enhanced natural resources and have equal access. This is
enormously difficult to do in a centrally planned way, but is one of the strengths of local democracy. If
the electorate feel excluded by the management of natural resources in a particular way then they
won’t vote for the party advocating that option. Democratic processes don’t begin and end with
elections so during the lifetime of a council the public also have the opportunity to lobby councillors,
raise petitions, run campaigns and use the scrutiny process to hold their elected representatives to
account.

One of the contextual elements that drives Local SONAR is scarce financial resources. Even with the
devolution suggested in this paper it will be difficult for the local authority and the government
agencies to properly resource the tasks identified. Gathering data, producing plans, implementing
schemes and monitoring progress are all labour intensive. New ways of engaging citizens will need to
be developed. Local wildlife groups can gather important data, citizen wardens can patrol sensitive
sites, volunteer forums can support the planning and decision making process, local green groups
can hold councils to account. 

Volunteers can be brought closer into the process. Many local authorities support local environmental
trusts, these trusts could help form a bridge between the government agencies, local authorities and
communities. Posts could be jointly funded by the Environment Agency and Councils in a similar way
to Community Support Officers now, this would give the coverage that national agencies desire whilst
making better use of resources.
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Westminster and Whitehall

The delivery of local SONAR requires a redistribution of power between national and local
government. This paper has concentrated on the new role for local government and national bodies,
but what of central government? Clearly these ideas represent a rolling back of the state and
therefore should be seen as a double win:

� first, policy objectives related to behaviour change are much more likely to be achieved if
delivered locally

� second, central government makes savings in the direct costs of managing natural
resources and avoids future costs as this burden is bound to grow over time, for example,
the inceasing cost of flood defences. 

The UK’s stewardship of natural resources will be improved significantly while direct costs are
reduced in Whitehall. Central government will still have a role in setting strategic objectives and
targets, provide expertise and where necessary resources. 

The alternative to this approach is quite frightening: regulation, taxation, imposed projects and rafts
of initiatives from on high.
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Recommendations
Local authorities and government agencies should be encouraged to form new local
partnerships. 

Local authorities can form partnerships with other bodies to progress Local SONAR.

A specific natural resources management plan (NRMPs) should be developed for every local
authority area which includes standards.

Councils have the power to compile new comprehensive evidence sets for natural resources
from data held by the public and private sector.

The local budgeting process should take into account the emerging value of ecosystem services.

The local authority should hold resources to commission tasks and have the power to
accumulate funds to do a job, which could include calling on the resources of a national body.

In the event of a dispute between a national body and local government the dispute should go to
alternative dispute resolution for settlement, before legal action is considered.

Citizens and communities should be encouraged to participate through work or volunteering.

Some local authorities should be encouraged to pilot the development of NRMPs.

Citizens should all be able to benefit equally from enhanced natural resources and have equal
access.

How far could this go?

In the longer term the inescapable logic of sustainability (the integration of economic, social and
environmental concerns) will mean that local communities should have the power to manage all the
resources within their area not just the natural ones, and so we get ‘Stewardship Of LocAl Resources’
– SOLAR. For example business rates would be kept in the area and could be spent on flood defences
if that is the cheapest way of protecting a vulnerable industrial site and saving jobs.

Another future direction will be the progression from stewardship to the investment of rights in the
natural environment. This is not as radical as it may seem. In the discussions on a UK Bill of Rights
there is reference to ‘Third Generation Rights’ which includes the right to a healthy and sustainable
environment.

In conclusion, a big shift in thinking is needed and is underway. Climate change has opened the door
but the structures for delivering the new way of working required are poorly developed – carbon
trading has only just begun, climate change adaptation strategies are currently being written. Political
direction is currently inconsistent as illustrated by a decision to agree the third runway at Heathrow
while promoting an 80 per cent reduction in carbon emissions by 2050. Localising and personalising
stewardship of natural resources unlocks active management and ownership of resources by
communities and gives them a better chance of turning things around. 
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