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Abstract
In the UK, the decarbonisation of subnational administrative 
levels such as cities and local authorities more generally can 
be mainly attributed to national efforts to improve energy ef-
ficiency and decarbonise the electricity system. This suggests 
that place-based transitions to net zero (NZ) are determined 
largely by the translation of national strategy into local deliv-
ery, resourcing, and capabilities combined with the effective 
balance of power and decision-making capabilities between 
administrative levels. In this paper we critically interrogate this 
translation process by comparing and evaluating Climate Ac-
tion Plans (CAPs) across two English city regions – West of 
England and West Yorkshire Combined Authorities – which 
comprise a total of 12 local authorities within. Unlike jurisdic-
tions where local authorities are required to develop energy 
and climate strategies aligned with national NZ targets, such as 
The Netherlands, England does not. Overall, our results reveal 
a misalignment of ambitions, motivations, and resourcing with 
local and regional NZ delivery being undertaken within a frag-
mented policy landscape. While UK climate law and resulting 
strategy collectively determine how supportive environments 
are for local NZ delivery, a myriad of subnational, regional and 
local tiers of government with widely diverging responsibilities 
over people, assets and land have developed their own CAPs 
with widely diverging NZ targets and ambitions. We find local 
NZ governance is further hindered by the competitive alloca-
tion of funding which favour short-termism over long-term 

planning horizons necessary to structurally lower energy de-
mand. These findings challenge a top-down framing of NZ pol-
icy translation and highlight its detrimental impacts on local 
decarbonisation efforts and energy efficiency in particular. We 
conclude with policy recommendations to culture effective and 
just multi-level governance for NZ delivery.

Introduction
On the international stage, the UK has often been perceived 
(and more often has branded itself) as a nation leading on cli-
mate action. This builds on the Climate Change Act 2008 which 
committed the UK government to 80 % emission reductions 
by 2050 compared to 1990, the first country to do so. In 2019, 
the Act was amended to include a net zero target, the second 
country to do so after Bhutan. Yet how its net zero (NZ) ambi-
tions translated into local net zero implementation is unclear 
(NAO 2021). This is evident in the UK’s Nationally Determined 
Contribution to the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change – which sets out the UK’s self-determined cli-
mate pledges to meet the Paris Agreement and the steps to get 
there. While acknowledging that local authorities (LAs) “play 
an essential role in driving action to tackle climate change with 
significant influence in energy, housing and transport”, the only 
support it specifies for LAs to drive such action is (HM Govern-
ment 2022: 16–17):

• Establishing five Local Net Zero Hubs, each coving a region 
of England.

• Funding work to develop business models to increase pri-
vate sector investment in local net zero.
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• Running the Local Net Zero Forum to discuss local net zero 
policy and delivery issues.

With the Local Net Zero Hubs receiving only £5m/a and a re-
branding of existing Local Energy Hubs, business model de-
velopment to harness private sector investment already core to 
policymaking, and the Local Net Zero Forum merely an oppor-
tunity for knowledge exchange, it is evident that this support 
amounts to no apportioning of responsibility and little appor-
tioning of expenditure to reach net zero locally. This is com-
plicated by the structure of local government in England. LAs 
cover the entirety of England and are structured as single tier 
authorities (unitary authorities or metropolitan boroughs, in-
cluding many city councils) with sweeping responsibilities and 
tax raising capacity or two-tier authorities (including county 
councils and district councils) with divided responsibilities and 
tax raising capacities, with exception of London and the Isles of 
Scilly. At a lower level, there are around 10,000 parish and town 
councils. At a regional level, there are 10 combined authorities 
(CAs), without tax raising capacity (UK100 2023).

Given LAs’ tax raising capacities and responsibility for 
services such as housing, transport, planning, education and 
waste, however, the official Net Zero Review recommended 
to “introduce a statutory duty for LAs to take account of the 
UK’s net zero targets, based on a clear framework of local 
roles and responsibilities” (Skidmore 2023). This was coun-
tered with the statement the government does “not believe 
that a new general statutory requirement is needed because 
there is already a high level of local commitment with the sec-
tor” (Recommendation 91, HM Government 2023). This is 
undoubtedly true, with average NZ targets of 2035, ranging 
from 2022 to 2050, across 393 climate action plans (CAPs) 
and strategies (CASs), compared to the government target of 
2050 (mySociety 2024). 

However, without sufficient resourcing and institutionalised 
powers at a local level to deliver these targets, they will most cer-
tainly be missed (NAO 2021; Skidmore 2023). Moreover, there 
is no overview of the totality of funding available to LAs for NZ 
delivery with the National Audit Office (NAO) suggesting that 

only around £1.2bn in NZ-related grant funding was provided 
to LAs by government in 2020–21 through the 21 dedicated 
grant schemes. While this is a 16-fold increase from the £74m 
provided in 2019–20, it represents only a small proportion of 
the investment increase from 20–25bn/a to £50bn/a required to 
reach NZ ((NAO 2021; DESNZ 2023). According to Innovate 
UK and PricewaterhouseCoopers (2023), around 40 % of these 
£50bn/a will be required in local investments to deliver NZ. At 
the same time, less and less public finance is available at a lo-
cal level in the UK, with local tax raising the most centralised 
and local spending falling fastest among large Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries 
(OECD 2023a, b).

After 15 years of austerity and with local expenditure highly 
controlled by central government, LAs rely entirely on limited 
capital funding budgets, competitively awarded public finance, 
and mobilising private finance, to progress on delivering NZ. 
With the latter mainly achieved by well-resourced LAs with the 
ability to apportion and manage risk, progress varies hugely 
between LAs (HM Government 2022; DESNZ 2023a; Innovate 
UK and PwC 2023; UKERC 2023). Well-resourced authorities 
benefit from support, resourcing, and directionality provided 
through national NZ policy while less well-resourced LAs are 
falling further behind (NAO 2021; Rankl et al. 2023; UKERC 
2023). Either way, LAs are concentrating their efforts on re-
sponsibilities and capabilities around social housing – they 
are directly responsible for their estates and council housing, 
amounting to 7 % of all homes – and have influence on private 
registered providers of social housing (10 % of all homes), local 
transport, waste, planning, and local communities (NAO 2021; 
UKERC 2023). 

Meanwhile, the Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR), the 
UK government’s fiscal watchdog, suggests that reaching NZ 
will require investment of around £1.4trn by 2050 in 2009 prices 
(OBR 2021). This will require the mobilization of private capi-
tal alongside public finance at a ratio of 3:1 (Innovate UK and 
GFI 2022). To unlock such investment, the government has an-
nounced (Burnett et al. 2023):

Table 1. Tax raising and expenditure in large OECD countries (left; OECD 2023a) & consolidated government expenditure as percentage of total general govern-
ment expenditure in the UK, Italy and France (right; OECD 2023b).

Country Percentage of 
tax expenditure 
raised at sub-
national level

Percentage 
expenditure at 
sub-national 
level

UK 4.84 % 19.71 %

Italy 10.93 % 24.76 %

France 14.24 % 18.89 %

Japan 22.57 % –

Germany 33.71 % 39.65 %

US 32.50 % 40.64 %

Canada 48.54 % 66.58 %
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• £30bn investment has been committed for the green indus-
trial revolution since 2021 across offshore wind; low carbon 
hydrogen; nuclear power; zero emission vehicles; green 
public transport, cycling and walking; jet zero and green 
ships; greener buildings; Carbon Capture, Usage and Stor-
age (CCUS); environmental protection; and green finance 
and innovation.

• Up to £20bn additionally for CCUS.

• £6.6bn for energy efficiency 2022–2025.

The £6.6bn for energy efficiency is being delivered entirely 
through LAs (Burnett et al 2023). This is a welcome develop-
ment as demand-side solutions are the main driver of decar-
bonisation followed by efforts to decarbonise the electricity 
system (Lees and Eyre 2021; Eyre et al. 2022). The place-based 
demand-side is also where people interact directly with policy, 
where co-benefits can arise, and, ultimately, where the legitima-
cy of the NZ transition plays out in practice (NAO 2021; PwC 
2022). Yet NZ policymaking, which is evident in the allocation 
for up to £20bn for CCUS alone, is particularly skewed towards 
the supply-side (CCC 2022; Nolden et al. 2022). 

Overall, NZ delivery at a local level is therefore limited by 
policy asymmetries which hinder translation and alignment: 
asymmetry between national NZ targets and local NZ ambition; 
asymmetry between the resourcing of priority areas at national 
level and priority areas at local level; and asymmetry between 
national energy supply-side priorities and local demand-side pri-
orities. In this paper we critically analyse these asymmetries and 
the policy translation process in detail by comparing and evalu-
ating CAPs across two English city regions – West of England 
and West Yorkshire Combined Authorities – which comprise a 
total of 12 local authorities within. Given the total of 333 princi-
pal LAs and 10 CAs, this is by no means a representative sample. 
Nevertheless, this analysis across two levels across two regions 
provides sufficient similarity, and diversity, to draw meaningful 
conclusions regarding the translation process and the asymme-
try between national net zero strategy and local net zero delivery 
priorities. In doing so, we’re answering the following questions:

• Which areas do local authorities prioritise to deliver net 
zero?

• Which national policy instruments translate into net zero 
delivery at a local level?

• What is the source of finance for local net zero delivery?

• Are cross-cutting areas less dependent on policy translation?

This study starts with the Methodology section which introduces 
the climate action plan (CAP) coding procedure which was un-
dertaken using NVivo. This is followed by an overview of the two 
Combined Authorities (CAs) using information derived from 
their climate action strategies (CASs). In the Results section we 
test the hypotheses. To answer the questions we compare prior-
ity areas of action derived from the CAPs among the LAs which 
comprise the two CAs, across rural and urban LAs, and across 
CA and LA levels; we compare which national net zero policy 
instruments influence local delivery using the same comparators 
as above; we compare the sources of funding mentioned in the 
CAPs using the same comparators as above; and we assess the 
relative importance afforded to four cross-cutting areas of com-

munication, data, planning, and procurement in the CAPs us-
ing the same comparators as above. We analyse the findings and 
draw out implications in the Discussion and conclusion section. 

Methodology
Exploring the local delivery of NZ through the translation of 
national NZ policy is tricky for a variety of reasons. One, achiev-
ing NZ necessitates change across all sectors of the economy and 
wider society. Two, the process is ongoing. Three, the end point 
is not as clearly defined as many think, because, four, there are 
multiple ways of getting to NZ, and therefore multiple possi-
ble NZ futures. And five, local progress depends also on actions 
taken elsewhere, not least nationally. Any definitive approach to 
understanding local progress and the importance of local policy 
making within this is necessarily partial and incomplete.

In this work, we develop a strategy for incremental learning 
about local NZ policy and its implementation by analysing and 
comparing 12 Climate Action Plans (CAPs) of 12 LAs across 
two CAs in England. While there is no legal requirement to de-
velop a CAP nor, as mentioned above, a statutory duty for LAs 
to take account of the UK’s NZ targets, when such plans exist 
they typically contain details of how LAs seek to achieve their 
local climate goals and generally come under Climate Action 
Strategies (CAS), which tend to be more aspirational in nature, 
setting out the main sources of local emissions and the over-
arching strategies developed to reduce emissions from associ-
ated sectors. In this paper we focus on CAPs because they con-
tain more detail of local NZ policies and activities compared to 
CAS and their emphasis on implementation directly reflects the 
policy translation process.

Two regions were selected for comparison, the West of Eng-
land and West Yorkshire. These two city regions gained the 
status of combined authorities (CAs) in the last decade. CAs 
are legal bodies with directly elected mayors established by the 
Cities and Local Government Devolution Act 2016. which en-
able multiple local authorities (LAs) in England to collaborate 
across LA boundaries. The West of England Combined Author-
ity (WECA) comprises the local authorities Bath and North 
East Somerset Council (BANES), Bristol City Council (BCC), 
and South Gloucestershire Council (SGC). The West Yorkshire 
Combined Authority (WYCA) comprises the local authorities 
of City of Bradford Metropolitan District Council (CBMDC), 
Calderdale Metropolitan Borough Council, (CMBC), Kirklees 
Metropolitan Borough Council (KMBC), Leeds City Council 
(LCC) and Wakefield Metropolitan District Council (WMDC). 
With North Somerset Council (NSC) and City of York Council 
(CYC), both WECA and WYCA respectively include one ad-
ditional local authority in their Joint Committees. 

Both regions contain leading local authorities, Bristol and 
Leeds respectively, which are often considered at the forefront 
of climate action. Bristol recently pioneered the procurement 
of a place-based public private partnership, Bristol City Leap, 
to help finance and deliver the decarbonisation of Bristol City 
Council’s estates, housing stock, and heating (Nolden et al. 
2023). Leeds has led on citizen engagement, with its Leeds Cli-
mate Action Commission, Leeds Climate Change Citizen’s Jury 
and Climate Action Leeds, as well as district heating develop-
ment and tops the Forbes list of UK cities most promising for 
NZ delivery (Forbes 2023).
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Our analysis started with a comparison of the CAS of the 
two CAs to build up an understanding of local conditions, in-
cluding of their population and economy, sources of local emis-
sions, local governance structures and if they had announced 
climate emergency declarations. Then the CAPs for the 10 LAs 
and two CA were analysed using NVivo qualitative data analy-
sis software. To ensure consistency across the different CAPs, 
which ranged from glossy and professionally formatted publi-
cations (up to 56 pages in the case of NSC to simple lists of ac-
tions as little as 10 pages in the case of BANES), we only coded 
actions that are being implemented or scheduled to happen, 
ideally with a dedicated budget. We excluded aspirations and 
what actors can do, especially with regards to wording such as 
‘explore’, ‘consider’, ‘strive’, ‘develop a plan’, ‘investigate’ etc. On 
the other hand, actions with regards to wording such as ‘estab-
lish’, ‘commit’, ‘ensure’ etc. have been included.

Thematic coding of priority areas was undertaken by two 
members of the team (one for each region), before codes were 
standardised through ongoing discussions and by merging 
files. Final priority area codes are presented in Table 2. Each 
CAP was then reviewed for references to national NZ poli-
cies, and coded against standard policy instruments based on 
Cairney (2020) (Table 2). Finally, all references to funding and 
finance were coded against three categories, public grant fund-
ing, public capital funding, and private funding. 

This form of quantitative analysis does not consider qualita-
tive differences in climate actions which skews results towards 
particular variables. Actions on Nature, for example, often in-
volved many individual actions involving less activity (such as 
not mowing grass verges) to yield outcomes beneficial for NZ, 
such as biodiversity net gain (the Environment Act 2021 which 

came into force in February 2024 makes biodiversity net gain 
mandatory of 10 % for all but small sites and requires develop-
ers to leave natural habitat in a measurably better state than 
before development). In some CAPs, Nature therefore appears 
to be a leading area of action based on this quantitative assess-
ment. Actions on Heating, on the other hand, typically require 
significant infrastructure investment which tend to be bundled 
in large projects in densely populated areas given the disrup-
tive change they entail. In some CAPs, Heating is therefore 
rarely mentioned although they tend to entail significant in-
vestment. Using this quantitative approach is therefore at best 
useful for identifying trends between CAs and LAs and the two 
geographical areas. It is also possible to identify clusters of ac-
tivities using statistical tests in NVivo.

COMPARING TWO CITY REGIONS
West of Yorkshire Combined Authority (WYCA) has a pop-
ulation of around 2.3m and a Gross Value Added (GVA) of 
around £55bn/a. The West of England Combined Authority 
(WECA) is around half the size of WYCA with a population 
of around 1.1m and a GVA of around £31bn/a. Both have ben-
efited from devolution deals between the UK government and 
the LAs and the respective CA to drive economic growth, raise 
living standards and improve transport links (HM Government 
2017; HM Treasury 2020). 

Policy translation issues are evident in WECA’s and WYCA’s 
emission inventories as they include different sectors, although 
they use the same government data source (Table 5). To facilitate 
comparison, we combined WYCAs commercial, industry, and 
public sector sections under business and public sector. As agri-
culture and waste management cut across areas of business and 

Table 2. Codes and their descriptions of priority areas.

Code Code descriptions

Adaptation Actions referring to climate change adaptation and resilience

Buildings Everything related to buildings 

Business Actions involving commercial establishments

Electricity networks and 
supply

Action relating to grid upgrades and renewable energy supply

Estates and public services Actions relating to council own buildings, housing and land, and provision of services such as social 
care

Heat All actions associated with heating

Nature All action related to natural environment, especially in the context of biodiversity net-gain

Skills Actions that seek to improve green skills in the local workforce 

Transport All forms of mobility

Waste and circular economy Actions related to recycling and resources as well as infrastructures of support

Communication Both one- and two-way, e.g. campaigns and roundtables

Data Actions related to collecting and managing evidence

Planning All actions related to formal land use planning as well as energy planning

Procurement How councils commission services 
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public sector and transport, we have left them as stand-alone 
sectors in WYCA’s inventory (WECA 2023; WYCA 2021).

The CAs’ net zero targets represent the aligned targets of 
their constituent LAs with the LAs driving the priorities within 
the CA’s NZ strategy. As a result, WECA aims to be carbon neu-
tral by 2030, which reflects the net zero targets of its constitu-
ent LAs. WYCA set a NZ carbon target by 2038 which aligns 
with all constituent LAs bar Leeds, which has set itself a 2030 
target, and Kirklees, which had a 2041 target recommended by 
the famous Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research but 
moved it forward to 2038 to align with targets across WYCA. 
These different targets provide a flavour of differences between 
LA CAPs, which are greater than alignments regarding the NZ 
target date suggest.

Findings

LOCAL AUTHORITY PRIORITIES
To establish LA priority areas for net zero delivery, we have 
created quantitative overviews of the median of how often 
priority area variables occurred in CAPs using the methodol-
ogy described above (coding priorities being implemented or 

scheduled to happen)., firstly across the four LAs which consti-
tute WECA and the six LAs which constitute WYCA (left two 
columns of Figure 1), among urban LAs (BCC and LCC) and 
rural LAs (the other LAs) (middle two columns of Figure 1) 
and among the two CAs compared to the ten LAs (right two 
columns of Figure 1).

Figure  1 points towards the different emphasis in CAPs 
among LAs across the geographical areas, between urban and 
rural LAs, and between CAs and LAs. Key priority areas across 
all LAs are Transport, Estates and public services, Build-
ings, Communication, with significant variation on Nature, 

Table 3. Codes and their descriptions of national policy instruments.

Table 4. Codes and their descriptions of sources of finance.

Code Code descriptions

Economic disincentive Instruments that discourage use, e.g. taxation

Economic incentive (subsidy) Economic instruments that encourage use, e.g. subsides

Economic incentive (Grants 
and funds)

Economic instrument that incentives action through provision of discrete funds

Funding scientific research Supporting Research and Development of low carbon solutions

Organisational change Government supported consolidation/rebranding/expansion of remit of existing organisations or 
the founding of new ones 

Planning Refers to permitted planning policies 

Public expenditure Allocated expenditure rather than specific Grants and funds 

Public procurement National Procurement Policy Statements

Regulations, legislation and 
standards

Rules that enforce particular behaviours

Regulated funding Mandatory action based on regulated income e.g. Energy Company Obligation 

Strategy Refers to government aims which are not enshrined in Regulations, legislation and standards 

Voluntary regulations Agreements between government and others to achieve certain standards

Code Code descriptions

Public – Capital

Public – Grants

LA expenditure directed towards NZ outcomes provided by core settlement funding

Dedicated NZ funding and wider funding provided by central government which LAs can bid for

Private All actions that aim to attract external private funding 

Table 5. Emission by sector in WECA (2023) and WYCA (2021).

  WYCA WECA

Transport 35 % 42 %

Non-domestic 27 % 27 %

Domestic 31 % 31 %

Waste management 5 % n/a

Agriculture 3 % n/a
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Electricity networks and generation and Waste and circular 
economy. Key priority areas of CAs are Transport and Nature, 
followed by Buildings, Business, and Electricity networks 
and generation. Figure 2 provides an overview of the devia-
tions identified in Figure 1. This simple overview uses average 
WECA area and WYCA area deviation (left two columns in 
Figure 1), average Urban and Rural LA deviation (middle two 
columns in Figure 1), and average CA and LA deviation (right 
two columns in Figure 1).

Bearing in mind the limitations of this quantitative ap-
proach, Figure 2 points towards the different emphasis in CAPs 
among LAs across the geographical areas, between urban and 
rural LAs, and between CAs and LAs. 

Comparing the two regions is complicated by the fact that 
WYCA encompasses nearly twice as many LAs with over twice 
the population as WECA. WYCA also encompasses more rural 
areas which is reflected in the greater emphasis on Nature in 
CAPs. The LAs that constitute WECA place a lot more empha-
sis on Electricity networks and generation. This could be the 
result of the Bristol City Leap project which is a public-private 
partnership which will see £1bn invested over 20 years in Elec-
tricity Networks and generation alongside Estates and public 
services and Buildings (Nolden et al. 2023). Worryingly, Ad-
aptation is hardly mentioned at both LA and CA level, which is 

probably linked to the fact that there are no associated Grants 
and funding available.

Predictably, Urban LAs place greater emphasis on Heating 
and (marginally) more on Buildings, while rural LAs place 
greater emphasis on Nature and Waste. The former is likely to 
be the result of densely populated urban areas lending them-
selves to heat networks and greater related grant award success 
among urban LAs. The latter is probably related to greater op-
portunities for nature-based solutions in rural areas (especially 
in the context of biodiversity net-gain) and the lower cost of as-
sociated projects vis-a-vis the poor track record of grant awards 
among rural LAs for Heating and Building decarbonisation 
(NAO 2021). 

The comparison of CAs and LAs reveals more significant 
deviation, especially with regards to Estates and public ser-
vices, Communication, Transport, Buildings, and Nature. 
LAs control large estates, land, and social housing and tend 
to target and leverage NZ investment through capital invest-
ment budgets which is reflected in the emphasis on Buildings 
and Estates and public services identified in Figure 1. While 
Business is also a significant contributor to carbon emissions 
(Table 5), these tend to be less obviously place-based with fund-
ing and engagement concentrated until recently in Local Enter-
prise Partnerships, non-statutory bodies responsible for eco-
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nomic growth, which stopped receiving government funding 
and sponsorship from April 2024 onwards. These were more 
closely linked to the geographical scope of CAs, which explains 
their emphasis on this priority area. The emphasis on Business 
is also linked to the increasing allocation of business support 
funding at CA level, especially in the wake of the COVID-19 
epidemic.

The emphasis on Transport at CA level is the result of public 
transport funding increasingly allocated at CA level to develop 
and improve interlinking services across metropolitan areas. 
Electricity networks and generation, interestingly, do not fea-
ture prominently across CAPs although their complex balanc-
ing of supply and demand over large geographical areas might 
explain why they are more frequently mentioned in CA CAPs. 
Fostering an understanding of decarbonisation potentials 
among both the Business sector and the public more widely 
is the result of Communication strategies (see section below 
on Cross-cutting activities). These feature more prominently 
among LAs than CAs. This is unsurprising given the direct rela-
tionship people have with LAs through service provision (e.g., 
Waste), taxation (council tax), and the election of representa-
tives.

NATIONAL POLICY INSTRUMENTS 
To establish which policy instruments translate into net zero 
delivery from a LA perspective, we categorised priority areas in 
CAPs which made reference to national policy according to the 
instruments identified in Table 3. Then, we created quantitative 
overviews of the average of how often National policy variables 
occurred in CAPs, firstly across the four LAs which consti-
tute WECA and the six LAs which constitute WYCA (left two 
columns of Figure 3), among urban LAs (BCC and LCC) and 
rural LAs (the other LAs) (middle two columns of Figure 3) 
and among the two CAs compared to the ten LAs (right two 
columns of Figure 3).

Even a quick glance at Figure 3 suggests that most policy in-
struments we identified as potentially relevant among Cairney’s 
(2020) do not feature strongly in local NZ delivery. The fact that 
only three policy areas, Grants and funds and Regulation, leg-
islation and standards, and to a lesser extent Strategy, feature 
prominently points towards a messy policy translation process 
with many policies playing hardly any role and nearly half play-
ing no role in this process. 

The focus on Regulation, legislation and standards is never-
theless relevant as these mainly concern the demand side (Eyre 
et al. 2022), especially regarding Buildings, Estates and pub-
lic services and Nature. The most important in the context of 
the first two are Minimum Energy Efficiency Standards. These 
stipulate that Buildings with a low energy rating (below C ac-
cording to their Energy Performance Certificate) cannot be let 
out to tenants from 2028 onwards. This is of particular relevance 
to LAs through their direct responsibility for their estates and 
council housing (7 % of all homes) and influence over private 
registered providers of social housing (10 % of all homes).

Regarding Nature, recent Regulation, legislation and stan-
dards, the Environment Act 2021, requires development to re-
sult in more and better quality natural habitat than there was 
before development. Although some of these Regulation, legis-
lation and standards have been watered down by government 
in recent years, they play a significant role in lowering energy 
demand and supporting nature-based solutions, especially at a 
local level. Planning features unevenly although it is one of the 
few areas where LAs (unitary authorities) have leeway to act on 
their net zero ambitions.

The dominance of Grants and funds reflects the established 
fact that at a local level, and in policymaking in general, the 
ability to act on climate change is mainly tied to the availability 
of finance (OBR 2021; NAO 2021). Grants and funds are the 
main source of such finance as LAs have very limited scope, 
or none at all, to increase the already very limited space for 
taxation in support of Public expenditure, which interestingly 
features more prominently among CAs who do not enjoy tax 
raising capacities. This is probably linked to devolution deals 
which increasingly shift the availability of capital funding from 
the LA level towards the CA level.

FUNDING SOURCES
Closely tied to the section above on National policy are the 
sources of finance available to for local NZ delivery. Finance 
underpins the delivery of CAPs and climate action more gen-
erally across all levels of government and central government 
provides three sources of funding which can be used for NZ 
delivery locally (NAO 2021):

• Core settlement funding: allocated; some of which LAs may 
choose to spend on NZ.

 
 Figure 3. References to types of National policy instruments in CAPs by distribution.
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• Dedicated grant funding for NZ: LAs can bid for such fund-
ing through competitive processes.

• Wider grant funding for NZ alongside more general out-
comes such as economic growth.

We designate core settlement funding under Capital funding 
while we combine dedicated grants and wider grants under 
Grant funding at it is impossible to separate them out from the 
CAPs without more detailed knowledge about the individual 
funding streams and LA budget allocation processes. Figure 4 
provides an overview of the different funding sources men-
tioned in CAPs.

Among dedicated NZ funding, only the Local Electric Ve-
hicle Fund was pre-allocated, which is categorised as Capital 
funding. The £2.45bn Transforming Cities Fund and the Pub-
lic Works Loan Board (PWLB), one of the main sources of in-
frastructure investment, also count as Capital funding in this 
context. However, a recent study suggests that the PWLB can 
only deliver 1.4 % of the £1.4trn required for a nationwide net 
zero transformation of the UK (Innovate UK and GFI 2022). 
LAs’ continuous investment into their social housing stock and 
estates which has been directed towards NZ outcomes also falls 
under this category.

However, the £6.6bn for energy efficiency 2022–25, which 
supports their efforts in decarbonising their Estates and public 
services and their Buildings falls under Grant funding. The 
main programmes included in this £6.6bn are the Public Sec-
tor Decarbonisation Scheme (PSDS) and the Social Housing 
Decarbonisation Fund (SHDF), which as their names suggests 
support public sector and social housing decarbonisation re-
spectively (Burnett et al 2023). What Grant funding sources 
have in common is their competitive nature. The perilous state 
of LA finances and increasingly limited room to allocate Cap-
ital funding, however, implies that LAs are highly dependent 
on Grants funding for NA delivery. Yet only recently has the 
government created a website to provide an overview of live 
funding opportunities. This makes it easier for LA representa-

tives to apply. Yet funding success is closely linked to the overall 
size and resourcing of councils. 

Before the introduction of the £6.6bn for energy efficiency 
2022–25 (£2.2bn/a), the £1.2bn of dedicated grant funding 
provided to LAs for NZ delivery through 22 programmes (in-
cluding the PSDS worth £589m; the Active Travel Fund worth 
£247m; the Green Homes Grant Local Authority Delivery 
Scheme worth £203m; and the Social Housing Decarbonisa-
tion Fund Demonstrator £58m) in 2020–21 saw LCC received 
over £50 per capita, CBMDC, KMBC, and CMBC less than 
£12.50, and WMDC £12.50–£24.99. BCC received £25–£37.49, 
BANES £12.50–£24.99, and SGC and NSC less than £12.50 
(NAO 2021). This distribution is indicative of the funding suc-
cess enjoyed by urban LAs which employ large energy service 
and climate actions teams, especially LCC and BCC.

Given the need to increase NZ investment from £10bn/a to 
£50bn/a, private finance, which will need to contribute 75 % to 
achieve NZ moving forward, is increasingly targeted by govern-
ment (Innovate UK and GFI 2022). At LA level, however, there 
appears to be little understanding how to raise it in a NZ deliv-
ery context. Flagship projects such as Bristol City Leap suggest 
that investments into Estates and public services and Build-
ings assets can be used to raise private finance through the 
Procurement of public private partnerships using long-term 
concession agreements. However, associated costs of manag-
ing risk and due diligence, especially in the context of public 
asset transfer (Bristol City Leap involved the sale of BCC’s heat 
network to the delivery partner at cost price of around £50m 
while the total procurement cost was around £9m), are out of 
reach for many LAs who lack the internal capabilities and CAs 
generally who lack assets to leverage private investment (No-
lden et al. 2023).

CROSS-CUTTING ACTIVITIES
Given the lack of finance available to support local NZ delivery, 
the state of LA finances, and the inconsistency in policymaking 
in recent years, cross-cutting activities, especially in the context 

Figure 4. Sources of finance for local NZ delivery.
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make use of NZ procurement opportunities as austerity meas-
ures have limited the capacity to engage in soft market testing 
and undertake due diligence procedures. With the passing into 
law of the Public Procurement Bill 2023, LAs have even greater 
flexibility regarding the implementation of NZ-oriented pro-
curement projects supported by digital platforms and open 
data. The shortage of risk-taking capabilities however, results 
in a preference of Most Economically Advantageous tenders as 
opposed to riskier options which can accelerate NZ delivery 
(Sugar et al. 2022).

Discussion and conclusion
In analysing and comparing Climate Action Plans (CAPs), this 
paper provides a snapshot of climate action priorities among 
the constituent local authorities (LAs) of the West of England 
Combined Authority (WECA) and West Yorkshire Combined 
Authority (WYCA). Overall, our findings echo the govern-
ment-commissioned Skidmore Review’s assertion that “differ-
ent tiers of local authority have varying degrees of power on net 
zero” (2023: 196). LAs, for example, are bound by statute. This 
implies that they are obliged to deliver statutory duties. While 
net zero (NZ) delivery is not among them, there is overlap, es-
pecially in the context of Estates and public services, Build-
ings, and Planning. Their ability to use their capital funds and 
control over associated assets to deliver NZ, however, varies 
according to resourcing and capabilities. Well-resourced LAs, 
especially urban LAs, benefit from much greater capabilities 
to both benefit from national policy and take risks with their 
capital funds compared to less well-resourced LAs, especially 
in rural settings. 

Combined authorities (CAs), in contrast, are confronted 
with entirely different resourcing processes. While they lack as-
sets especially with regards to estates and social housing to lev-
erage private finance, and planning powers to directly influence 
decision-making on the ground, they are not bound by associ-
ated statutory responsibilities. Thanks to devolution deals, CAs 
increasingly find themselves in an enviable position of increas-
ing availability of both public expenditure and grant funding, 
especially in the context of regional Transport provision and 
Business support (HM Government 2017; HM Treasury 2017). 
CAs’ engagement with Business is also linked to their hosting 
of abovementioned Local Enterprise Partnerships.

The weighting of different Priority areas across LA and CA 
level therefore reflects the ownership of assets (Estates and 
public services and Buildings) and land, and the responsibility 
and leverage this ownership entails regarding LAs; and a focus 
on regional solutions where these are most obviously addressed 
and increasingly resourced by government, such as Transport, 
regarding CAs. LAs’ focus on Communication probably re-
flects their widely acknowledged role as the most critical actor 
for local NZ delivery (NAO 2021; Sugar et al. 2022; UKERC 
2023). Communicating their role and their activities, as well 
as the role of government and other actors, is crucial for the 
legitimacy and transparency of NZ. 

Regarding policy translation it is striking that most NZ 
policy is delivered and acted upon locally mainly through two 
channels only: Grants and funds, and Regulations, legislation 
and standards. The carrot and the stick. This is probably not 
surprising as funding and the ability to act at a local level are 

of organising change, stand out as an area highly relevant to lo-
cal NZ delivery but poorly recognised in the policy translation 
process. The four areas we identified as cross-cutting Priority 
areas include Communication, Data, Planning, and Procure-
ment. We have categorized them as such as they mainly feature 
in the context of other Priority areas and tend to be means to 
achieve an outcome with regards to a Priority Area.

Communication includes all efforts to communicate the is-
sue of climate change, advising on actions to mitigate climate 
change, providing information regarding policy and funding 
support, public consultations on climate action and other ac-
tivities which amplify or mitigate climate change, hosting web-
sites, convening meetings and citizens assemblies, enhancing 
carbon literacy, and delivering capacity building and knowl-
edge exchange. Information provision has long been recog-
nised as an essential component of energy efficiency (Eyre et al. 
2022). In recent years, however, a growing body of knowledge 
has highlighted the importance of consultation and engage-
ment although benefits are difficult to capture in relation to the 
effort involved. While the exact effect of communication on NZ 
delivery is impossible to assess, NZ delivery is impossible with-
out communication and the LAs play a key role in communi-
cating their responsibilities for social housing, local transport, 
waste and planning and their ability to procure, spend, borrow, 
and invest (NAO 2021; UKERC 2023).

Data underpins climate action and funding bids, both public 
and private. As a result, the creation of emission inventories 
to establish a baseline (where we are now) and target date to 
achieve NZ (where we need to be) is typically the first step un-
dertaken by LAs who have declared a climate emergency. Fun-
damentally, all LAs report their data to the Department for En-
ergy Security and Net Zero (DESNZ) using the SCATTER tool 
so there is a degree of compatibility. In practice, however, some 
report using the internationally recognised Carbon Disclosure 
Project (CDP) or Tyndall Carbon Budget Reports which are 
only available to UK LAs. Meanwhile, UK100 (2021), an ad-
vocacy group, suggests that only 60 % of UK LAs publish any 
emission data. Inconsistency in reporting makes it difficult to 
compare progress and make a stronger case for coordinated cli-
mate action across LAs and to communicate opportunities and 
limitations of local NZ delivery effectively (NAO 2021).

Planning, as mentioned above, is one of the key areas for 
local climate policy implementation as it is within the power of 
LAs (unitary authorities and district councils – not combined 
authorities and upper-tier authorities) to adopt progressive net 
zero planning policy which exceeds National Planning Policy 
Framework guidelines. Our analysis suggests that this potential 
is rarely realised although BANES is notable in establishing the 
most progressive planning policy regarding the built environ-
ment in the Southwest. A lack of NZ reporting requirements in 
the National Planning Policy Framework suggests that while 
such ambition is commendable, there are no statutory duties 
nor devolved power to deliver more place-based NZ delivery 
through the planning system (Rankl et al, 2023).

Procurement is another area where LAs can exceed govern-
ment standards. Opportunities for net zero delivery are two-
fold. Firstly, LAs can procure organisations to support their 
own emission reductions. Secondly, LAs can stipulate emis-
sion reductions in their supply and value chains and in those 
of the organisations they procure from. In practice, LAs rarely 
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To deliver NZ cost effectively and as an opportunity for re-
generation and the development of prospering local econo-
mies in the UK, funding needs to be allocated strategically 
(for example targeting LAs with the most inefficient building 
stock), not competitively. Local NZ ambitions need to be sense-
checked and aligned to ensure their totality represents local and 
combined authority determined contributions to national NZ 
delivery. An overarching plan is necessary to align green indus-
trial priorities with local economic strengths and weaknesses 
to ensure that green industrial challenges translate into green 
economies across multiple scales. Finally, a unified data frame-
work is necessary to tie all these aspects together and help iden-
tify where NZ delivery is most economical, where co-benefits 
are the most significant, and where people are the most likely 
to lose out. In the absence of such knowledge, the UK will fail 
to deliver a just transition and never reach NZ.
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