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Public Practice is a not-for-profit social enterprise with a 
mission to improve the quality and equality of everyday 
places by building the public sector’s capacity for 
proactive planning.

10% of the year-long placements is dedicated to a 
Research & Development programme to share new 
knowledge and practice across authorities. This Practice 
Note is one of the outputs of this programme.
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PATHWAYS TO CLIMATE ACTION  
How can officers respond to the climate crisis 
within an Authority? 
 
This Practice Note is based on research carried out as part of year-
long placements as Public Practice Associates in the London 
Borough of Havering and in Ashford Borough Council. The research 
took place between April 2019 and March 2020 and also draws on 
research being carried out by Associates in placements in LB 
Newham and in Epping Forest District Council. It explores strategies 
that officers can use to take climate action, both those working in 
local authorities without climate declarations as well as those 
developing a climate action plan where a political declaration has 
been made. Findings and recommendations may be useful for 
planning authorities within and beyond London who are seeking 
guidance on how to respond to the climate crisis. The Practice Note 
is accompanied by a set of template tools to support climate action, 
which Authorities are invited to help test, develop, and improve. 
 
 
CONTEXT 
With statutory obligations relating to health and housing, and as 
asset owners and managers uniquely placed to serve their 
communities, local authorities (Authorities) are well-positioned to 
instigate climate action. Such action should in turn deliver benefits 
back to Authorities and to their communities, for example through 
energy efficiency measures that reduce energy costs for councils 
and residents, or through investment in renewables which reduce 
pollution, resulting in healthier and more resilient communities and 
easing pressure on council services. 
 
More than 60% of councils across the UK have declared a climate 
emergency, and in the 2019 APSE survey, 65 out of 81 respondents 
stated that their Authority was in the process of putting an action 
plan in place to respond to their political climate targets.1 However, 
turning high-level political ambition into delivery of effective climate 
action requires an action plan to be in place to identify, galvanise 
and monitor action, and to engage a diverse range of stakeholders.2  
 
  

 
1  Association for Public Service Excellence, Councils and Climate 

Emergency: The UK wide picture. p.18  
2  C40 Cities, Climate Action Planning Framework, (2020) establishes the 

need for cities to implement action plans. 

https://www.apse.org.uk/apse/assets/File/Paul%20O'Brien(23).pdf
https://www.apse.org.uk/apse/assets/File/Paul%20O'Brien(23).pdf
https://cdn.locomotive.works/sites/5ab410c8a2f42204838f797e/pages/5ae2f92374c4837e195d0e00/files/20200324_C40_Climate_Action_Planning_Framework.pdf?1591007745
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C40 Cities’ ‘Climate Action Planning Framework’ sets out the four-
fold function of action plans:  
 
1. To develop an emissions pathway set against a carbon budget.  
2. To demonstrate how the city will adapt to climate hazards and 

improve resilience.  
3. To engage with the community and establish equitable 

distribution of benefits.  
4. To detail the governance powers, capacity, and partners for 

delivery. 
 
75% of respondents to the 2019 APSE climate survey identified 
major barriers to achieving the target set by their Authority,  with the 
barriers and limitations that officers face when working towards 
climate action taking many forms, including organisational, political 
and capacity-related challenges. 3 

 

This Practice Note and the accompanying resources respond to 
these challenges by advising on pathways that officers can take to 
create momentum towards collective action and to achieve a more 
effective climate response from within an Authority. 
 
  

 
3  Association for Public Service Excellence, Councils and Climate 

Emergency: The UK wide picture. p.21 

https://www.apse.org.uk/apse/assets/File/Paul%20O'Brien(23).pdf
https://www.apse.org.uk/apse/assets/File/Paul%20O'Brien(23).pdf
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APPROACH 
A range of approaches to climate action that accord with the 
functions of a climate action plan (as outlined above) were taken by 
5 Associates working across Authorities between April 2019 and 
March 2020. In some cases, Associates were working in an Authority 
in a role without any specific remit for climate action planning. In 
other cases, Associates were tasked with overseeing the 
development of their Authority’s climate response action plan. 
Climate response actions implemented by Associates included: 
 
1. MAXIMISING GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE AND 

BIODIVERSITY IN NEW DEVELOPMENTS  
One Associate implemented a protocol to engage with natural 
environment experts on planning applications and secured an 
Ecological Clerk of Works planning condition on a strategic 
application for the first time in that authority. 

 
2. DELIVERING LOW CARBON HOUSING, UPLIFTING 

PERFORMANCE BEYOND PART L BUILDING 
REGULATIONS  

One Associate secured approval for a Low Energy Design Strategy 
which targets the Passivhaus standard for all new homes delivered 
by the council over the next 20 years (a total of circa 8000 homes). 
This standard goes well beyond current London Plan minimum 
requirements for energy efficiency and will help the council to deliver 
its pledge to achieve net zero emissions by 2050. 

 
3. ESTABLISHING A CLIMATE RESPONSE WORKING GROUP 

(CRWG)  
Two Associates launched the CRWG in November 2019. This 
working group currently has over 60 members representing 
Authorities across London and the South-East and includes experts 
from the private sector and academia. The CRWG promotes 
knowledge-sharing, problem-solving and upskilling of Authority 
officers in order to increase the public sector’s responsiveness to the 
climate crisis.  

 
4. WRITING A CARBON NEUTRAL STRATEGY  
One Associate developed a carbon neutral strategy, using carbon 
accountancy, climate change science and engagement across 
council services to develop the strategy. It is the first time this 
authority has produced such a document, which includes a ten-year 
action plan.  
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5. CREATING AN IN-HOUSE TEAM  
One Associate nominated a ‘Sustainability Champion’ within each 
service to inform the development of a climate action plan. The 
Associate assumed a coordinating role to gather data, to collect 
input from all services, and to coordinate the delivery of the action 
plan. This is the first time that all services were represented within 
one team. 

 
6. LAUNCHING MANDATORY TRAINING 
One Associate created a mandatory training exercise to upskill staff 
members on sustainability and climate science. The training 
encouraged staff members to adopt eco-responsible behaviours and 
helped create momentum around climate action across the 
organisation. 
 
In each of these cases, data was collated, approaches tested, and 
lessons learned using a shared climate response action plan tool 
(see PN015_A_Action Plan Template). In response, this and other 
tools were developed, shared and tested to offer enhancements to 
services, and contribute to information-sharing across Authority 
boundaries. 
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FINDINGS  
The approaches and actions taken and experiences of the 
Associates in their roles led to identification of two different 
‘pathways’ to climate action, an ‘Individual Officer Pathway’ and a 
‘Climate Officer Pathway’, with the appropriate route determined by 
whether or not an officer was specifically responsible for delivery of 
the Authority’s climate action plan as a designated Climate Officer:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Diagram of alternative pathways to climate action 
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1. INDIVIDUAL OFFICER PATHWAY  
Individual officers at any level can champion sustainability best 
practice in line with climate response action plan ambitions and 
goals, even when working without any specific remit for climate 
action planning and where no political climate declaration or 
coordinated strategy for climate response is in place. 4 The research 
identified a number of findings relating to such action: 
 
— EMBED SUSTAINABILITY 

An ‘action first’ approach can pre-prepare services in 
anticipation of a political climate declaration and can embed 
sustainability within existing processes and projects.  

 
— PROMOTE CROSS-DEPARTMENTAL WORKING 

Identifying shared, cross-departmental objectives and joining 
established working groups, such as Air Quality Action Groups, 
can be effective ways of identifying actions that will be 
supported by the council.5  

 
— ENCOURAGE POLITICAL SUPPORT 

When proposing climate action, officers may need to 
demonstrate socio-economic benefits, potential cost-savings or 
other benefits to their managers in order to gain support. As 
individual action gathers pace within an Authority, this can build 
momentum towards collective action, and can in turn inform 
political agendas to support an organised climate response 
and/or a political climate declaration.  

 
— SHARE KNOWLEDGE 

Learning from other Authorities and seeking out information on 
both successes and failures is recommended. 
 

Overleaf: Individual officer pathway  
 
  

 
4  C40 Cities, Climate Action Planning Framework, (2020) 
5  Under Part IV of the Environment Act 1995, local authorities are 

obliged to identify air quality action plans if air quality 
improvements are required in their area. These are typically 
associated with air quality action groups (or similarly named working 
groups or steering groups)  

https://cdn.locomotive.works/sites/5ab410c8a2f42204838f797e/pages/5ae2f92374c4837e195d0e00/files/20200324_C40_Climate_Action_Planning_Framework.pdf?1591007745
http://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/69348/pb13566-laqm-policy-guidance-part4-090302.pdf
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Individual officer pathway  
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2. CLIMATE OFFICER PATHWAY  
The task of overseeing the development and delivery of an 
Authority’s climate action plan can be daunting, given the level of 
inter-sectorial responsibilities and the potentially wide-ranging impact 
of the strategy. The research identified a number of findings:   
 
— SEEK GUIDANCE 

There are a number of sources of support and advice. 
Organisations such as Ashden and Friends of the Earth (FoE) 
provide updated advice and best practice guidance which can 
be valuable in such a context. 6   

 
— PROMOTE CROSS-DEPARTMENTAL WORKING 

An in-house team can function like a working group or task 
force, where individuals from different services collaborate to 
develop and deliver a climate action plan. Individuals can be 
nominated to act as ‘climate champions’ (or ‘sustainability 
champions’) and can provide specific input from their services 
into the climate action plan, can coordinate delivery of action 
assigned to their services, and report back on progress.  

 
— ASSESS IN-HOUSE CAPACITY 

A climate officer must assess the Authority’s capacity to deliver 
the action plan. Given the amount of scrutiny a local authority is 
subject to, it is important to set ambitious yet realistic goals that 
can be achieved with the resources available. This includes 
human resources as well as financial resources. Without proper 
resource assessment and upskilling, it can be extremely difficult 
to deliver a climate action plan.  

 
— ENGAGE WIDER STAKEHOLDERS 

The climate officer will have to engage with officers from all 
services, with local businesses, and with residents. This may 
require tailoring the language used to be more accessible, 
including technical language, co-benefits terminology and/or 
monetary terms. 

 
Overleaf: Climate Officer Pathway 
  

 
6  Ashden, Climate Action Co-Benefits Toolkit; Friends of the Earth, 

Climate Change - Local solutions to a global crisis 

https://www.ashden.org/programmes/co-benefits
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
In response to the findings, the following recommendations are 
proposed to support effective collaboration and to accelerate climate 
action: 
 
1. SUSTAINABILITY ACTION PLAN  
A sustainability action plan assists Authorities in instigating climate 
actions. Authorities do not have to carry out all of the actions listed in 
the Sustainability Action Plan Template but can be selective and, if 
necessary, develop an action plan for only key areas and themes.  
(see PN015_A_Sustainability Action Plan Template) 

 
2. RESOURCE AUDIT  
Organisations should conduct a resource audit. Resources that 
should be audited include: 
— Political: Political will, political risk appetite, party composition, 

cabinet members’ support, national and regional requirements 
and wider political context.  

— Organisational: Fit with corporate plan and other policies, 
current internal organisational structure, scope of control and 
influence (unitary/council/district), potential sustainability 
champions amongst officers, existing initiatives successes and 
lessons learnt, service tasked with climate work, previous 
expert-led work, and existing partnership work.  

— Economic and Financial: Current resources allocated to 
environmental projects, budget that can be shifted to cover 
climate action, potential reserves, commercialisation and 
investment opportunities, ability to attract external funding and 
grants, and ability to borrow money.  

— Socio-Cultural: Council and borough culture beliefs and 
attitudes towards climate change, previous communication or 
behavioural change campaigns, previous communications 
campaigns, level of community engagement, residents’ 
satisfaction with council services, and number of environmental 
community-groups.  

— Environmental: Council carbon footprint, area’s carbon footprint 
(SCATTER and BEIS7), area’s carbon budget (Tyndall Centre 
Research8), scope of direct control, scope of direct influence, 
scope of indirect influence, others. This is a key step to 
determine an organisation’s scope of action and its baseline. 

— Technological and Digital: Progress of digital strategy, digital 
platforms used, social media presence, flexible working culture, 
hot desking working culture, printing policies, social value 
policies and sustainable procurement policies.  
 
(See PN015_B_Resource Audit Template) 

 
 
7  Scatter Cities, SCATTER, (2019) 
8  University of Manchester, Tyndall Carbon Budget Reports 

https://scattercities.com/
https://carbonbudget.manchester.ac.uk/
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3. SKILLS SURVEY 
Many organisations have untapped skills and under-utilised 
expertise. A skills survey can be the first step to scope this and 
identify any potential skill gaps. Climate action plans can be refined 
to include upskilling, training and recruitment to bridge any capacity 
gaps identified. (See PN015_C_Skills Survey Template)  
 
4. BASELINE AND BENCHMARK REVIEW  
This task is important to determine your in-house capacity. It allows 
you to determine what were previous environmental projects, what 
has been done in the past to reduce the council’s carbon emissions, 
what frameworks have been used, who has been involved in 
previous work, and what resources are available. Benchmarking can 
also be useful to set appropriate targets and to brainstorm projects 
and innovative ideas. Information gathered in the resource audit 
should complement this exercise.  
 
5. ORGANISATIONAL TOOLS  
— Internal Working Group: In the context of this guidance, an 

internal working group is a collection of individuals from 
different services within a local authority working on climate 
action together. The lifespan of a working group can last 
between a few months to several years and can be involved 
with the development and the delivery of climate actions. 
Working groups allow cross-departmental collaboration and 
knowledge-sharing. The use of technical experts within a 
working group also allows for science-based decisions.  

— Climate Champions: Climate champions can be nominated 
across a local authority to represent their services during the 
development of climate action. These champions can also be 
involved in an internal working group and can be tasked with 
the delivery of specific climate actions. 

— Climate Advisory Group: In the context of this guidance, a 
climate advisory group is a member-led group that provides 
political guidance, leadership and advice on the development of 
a climate action plan. Political support is important to enable 
officers to deliver climate action.  

— Citizens’ Assembly: For the purpose of this guidance, a citizens’ 
assembly would be a group of residents working together to 
promote climate action, deliver community-based climate 
action, and help build momentum towards making a political 
climate declaration. They are a great way to engage with more 
stakeholders.  
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Range of tools mapped against their applications and impacts 
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PRACTICE NOTE RESOURCES 
This Practice Note is accompanied by a set of  
templates designed to facilitate implementation of climate action. 
These include: 
— PN015_A_Sustainability Action Plan Template 
— PN015_B_Resource Audit Template 
— PN015_C_Skills Survey Template 
 
The resources can be downloaded from 
publicpractice.org.uk/resources. Public Practice welcome feedback 
on the findings and recommendations set out in this Practice Note to 
help update current resources and inform future research. Please 
contact us at info@publicpractice.org.uk. 
 
 
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
The following is a recommended list of external resources and 
guidance to support Authority climate action: 
 
— SCATTER is a local authority-focussed emissions tool, built to 

help create low-carbon local authorities. SCATTER provides 
local authorities and city regions with the opportunity to 
standardise their greenhouse gas reporting and align to 
international frameworks, including the setting of targets in line 
with the Paris Climate Agreement. Its use is free of charge to all 
local authorities in the UK.  

— Tyndall Carbon Budget Tool presents climate change targets 
for UK local authority areas that are based on the commitments 
in the United Nations Paris Agreement, informed by the latest 
science on climate change and defined by science-based 
carbon budget setting. They have produced a report for each 
local authority. This should be used with the emissions 
inventory provided by SCATTER. 

— Ashden has developed several resources in partnership with 
Friends of the Earth to assist local authorities.  
Two resources that are of particular interest include: 
— Co-Benefits Toolkit: This publication explains what the co-

benefits of climate actions are. This is a great tool when 
communicating with stakeholders, including councillors, 
businesses and residents.  

— 31 Climate Action Plan: Ashden and Friends of the Earth 
have put together an evidence-based list of the most 
effective actions that councils can take on climate. These 
need to be tailored to the local authority but provide a 
useful starting point. 

 
 
 
 
 

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources
mailto:info@publicpractice.org.uk
https://scattercities.com/
https://carbonbudget.manchester.ac.uk/
https://www.ashden.org/
https://www.ashden.org/programmes/co-benefits
https://www.ashden.org/sustainable-energy/climate-emergency-top-actions-for-councils
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NEXT STEPS 
This Practice Note has investigated pathways to climate action within 
an Authority. To take these findings further, there are a number of 
areas of research that would benefit from further development:  
 
— A climate impact assessment tool. 
— New housing guidance for low-carbon homes, specific to local 

authorities who have declared a climate emergency. 
— Sustainable procurement guidance. 
— Guidance on reporting and monitoring progress on climate 

actions. 
— Guidance on influencing political declarations. 
 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
This Practice Note was produced by Ciara Hanson and Laetitia 
Pancrazi as part of a year-long placements as Public Practice 
Associates in the London Borough of Havering and Ashford Borough 
Council. It was edited by Helen Goodwin at Public Practice. 
 
The authors would like to acknowledge the following people and 
organisations for their participation in the research carried out for this 
Practice Note: Helen Evans, LB Newham; Tara Gbolade, Epping 
Forest DC; Ben Smith, Epping Forest DC; all members and 
participants of the CRWG; Simeran Bachra, CDP Cities; Kristen 
Guida, GLA & London Climate Partnership; Charles Snead, TfL; Lise 
Benningen & Elly Russell, Grant Associates; Friends of the Earth 
and Ashden, in particular Mike Childs and Cara Jenkinson, for 
support and guidance published for local authorities; Dan Epstein, 
OPDC and Useful Projects for reviewing the initial action plan and 
providing guidance on how to be a climate champion within the 
public sector. 
 
  



Published September 2020

PUBLIC PRACTICE
Urban Innovation Centre
1 Sekforde Street
London, EC1R 0BE, UK

www.publicpractice.org.uk
info@publicpractice.org.uk

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 Unported License



We are facing a climate emergency, with over two thirds of 
councils across the UK having now declared a climate 
emergency. Climate change cuts across all council 
departments and functions and everyone has a role to 
play, whatever their role and remit. When effective, climate 
action can deliver both qualitative and quantitative benefits 
back to Authorities and to their communities. 

Climate response action plans help turn high level political 
ambition into practical action and delivery within an 
Authority, and address organisational, political or skills- or 
capacity-related barriers. This Practice Notes proposes a 
set of recommendations to support effective collaboration 
and to accelerate climate action within an Authority. 

Drawing on research carried out as part of year-long 
placements in the London Borough of Havering and in 
Ashford Borough Council, this Practice Note explores 
alternative pathways to climate action and is accompanied 
by a set of resources designed to facilitate the assembly 
of the necessary skills and resources to implement 
effective climate action.

#ClimateAction #ClimateEmergency #Sustainability 
#PlanningProcess

Practice Notes and other resources are available 
to download at www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources



