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FOREWORD
This month has seen the Government’s proposal of a 

Deposit Return Scheme – a concerted effort to tackle 

plastic bottle waste – which accentuates the relevance 

of this timely publication. While the cost of ignoring the damage done to our 

environment and failing to address the environmental issues facing our planet 

is well documented, it is thanks to the tireless work of environmental campaign 

groups and individuals, such as documentarian, David Attenborough, and former 

US Presidential candidate, Al Gore, that the environment is beginning to gain 

prominence once again. It can be argued, after all, that it was Attenborough’s 

Blue Planet that helped to generate public support for tackling climate change, 

which has seen the proposal of the Deposit Return Scheme.

Yet the emphasis on environmental policies that would make a sustainable 

difference and enable us to preserve our planet for future generations is often 

not a perceived priority for the mainstream political parties. 

While environmental issues began to take centre stage before the global 

financial crash, with the Labour Government (1997 – 2010) making substan-

tial inroads in tackling climate change; economic recession brought with it a 

reluctance to focus on policies that in the short-term may be costly, but which 

would be significantly beneficial for our economy, society and the planet in 

the long run. The environment fell back to the bottom of the agenda for many 

and the mainstream political parties have been unwilling to put the environ-

ment at the top of their agenda in recent years as our society faces enormous 

social and economic divisions. 

From the time that Isaac first approached the Young Fabians with this project idea 

over a year ago, I have relished watching it develop from its first research ideas 



and events to the output you have here today. The London event in partnership 

with SERA exemplified the interest and passion amongst our members in this 

policy area, while the contributions from member events across the country 

have fed into this final publication. 

This pamphlet provides an excellent analysis of the challenges faced in devel-

oping environmental policy and the priorities for the Left in generating policy 

ideas that address the key issues we face as a planet. Through examining 

environmental policy development in the context of political priorities; qual-

ity of life; economic sustainability; and the post-Brexit era, the Environmental 

Pamphlet team have covered a range of issues that provide the argument 

for why the environment needs to be at the heart of the Left’s policy agenda.

The Young Fabians are the ideal place to explore these issues – which ultimately 

have significant implications for their own and future generations. It is testimony 

to the breadth of knowledge, experience and talent within the organisation, 

that the Young Fabians are able to produce a pamphlet examining a topic so 

fundamental to modern society. 

I’d like to thank the team of Young Fabians who made this pamphlet hap-

pen – for their commitment and persistence in researching and highlighting 

a topic often low on the priority list. Considering the recent publication of the 

Fabian Society’s “Labour Country: How to reconnect with rural communities”, 

exploring how Labour reconnect with rural communities, the publication of this 

research project provides a timely contribution to this topic. I’m sure that many 

of our members and external organisations will benefit from the contribution 

of this pamphlet to the environmental policy debate.

Ria Bernard
National Chair, Young Fabians
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

KEY POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS
The policy recommendations set out here are based on a year’s worth of 

research for the Young Fabians. This included three policy workshop events in 

Bristol, London and Manchester. We have grouped the recommendations into 

four sections, which follow the structure of the report. 

1. Participation

Labour should not assume it has a monopoly over environmental policy. Rather, 

constant innovation is key. It is vital that environmentalism is not pitched against 

economics and lifestyle, but integrated into all policymaking. 

We should also tap into the patriotic notion of a self-reliant nation filled with 

physical beauty, in order to capture the public’s attention, whilst offering com-

munities environmental solutions to long standing problems.

The Mayor of London’s sub-national approach to participation and public 

health should be used as a model for how Labour might embrace environmental 

policy in the 21st Century.  
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2. Well-being

We must ensure that the independent bodies holding government policy to 

account are robust, and take into account progress towards reducing spatial 

and demographic environmental inequalities. Accountability measures should 

include environmental well-being metrics, which are tracked and updated as 

part of standard government policy.

Furthermore, we must increase the scope of legislative ambition, in order to 

speed up the policy process and roll out environmental well-being targets in 

areas of highest need. This could work at multiple levels, to reinforce environ-

mental well-being in both local and national contexts

Working groups should be set up on well-being, drawing from both local 

knowledge and cutting-edge research practice from the start of the process. 

This would increase the opportunities for democratised decision-making on 

environmental issues, in order to give local communities more control and 

increase proactive approaches to environmental well-being.

3. Energy and the economy

Reducing emissions requires us to change our political economy from a liberal 

market economy towards a coordinated market economy model, by increasing 

the power of unions and increasing the ability of industry bodies to help set 

regulation, set wages and develop education programs. 

A move towards a CME economy would allow for more R&D spending in 

renewable technologies (because more long-term capital is available). 

The fourth industrial revolution can be used to help bring about a circular 

economy because new materials can be more easily recycled and because 
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the internet of things can enable us to move from a “ownership” model where 

we own goods to a “user” model where we rent goods and then give them 

back to firms for re-use and recycling when we’re finished using a good. 

4. Nature and ecosystems

Labour must commit to putting public money into the hands of those doing 

most public good in land management, in particular those working to improve 

the environment. This must be bolstered by bold and heartfelt commitments to 

ending the inequality between rural and urban areas; like ending the disparity 

in broadband service and infrastructure investment.

Labour should develop a rural manifesto to articulate its offer to rural com-

munities. We must show how communities around the UK can be connected 

as part of an ecosystem. We find that the ecosystem approach applies not 

only to how we manage land, but how we build society.

Labour should mainstream natural capital thinking into its own economic 

policy. Part of this promise must be to establish strong metrics for measuring 

environmental impact. Whilst measures to quantify climate change risk have 

been in use for some time, biodiversity ones are in their infancy.

Labour should shape the future of natural capital thinking by coming out on 

the front foot and developing strong metrics of biodiversity accounting. By de-

veloping innovating economic policies that take account of the environmental 

impact of different activities, Labour will be developing a truly sustainable vision 

for the future and showing that accusations that it cannot be trusted with the 

economy could not be further from the truth.
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INTRODUCTION 
This policy pamphlet marks the completion of a nationwide research project 

for the Young Fabians, which has sought to explore how solutions to complex 

environmental issues might be more holistically integrated into Labour’s policy 

platform. A quick glance at any recent social attitudes survey reveals that the 

environment is an increasingly significant concern in mainstream British poli-

tics; for instance, young voters are particularly frustrated with the calamitous 

impacts of climate change. 

The mistreatment of animals is another hot topic, with the number of vegans in 

the U.K. reaching new heights, having risen by over 350% in the past decade 

or so. More broadly, contentious anti-pollution measures, plastic bag charges, 

floods, US President Donald Trump’s withdrawal from the Paris Agreement and 

worries around Brexit’s impact on our food security and natural capital have 

also increased the electoral value of environmental policy in recent times. 

This shift has clearly touched a nerve at Conservative HQ, with Prime Minster 

Theresa May and Secretary of State Michael Gove both taking steps in recent 

months to quell the perception of a Tory party at odds with green values. The 

Conservatives have trailed a number of headline-grabbing announcements, 

including  Defra’s 25 Year Environmental Plan, a u-turn on fox hunting, the 

planting of a new ‘Northern Forest’ and a ban by 2040 on the sale of petrol 

and diesel cars. 

While these policies are all, to varying extents, commendable, there has been 

a palpable lack of urgency or cohesion in the current administration’s vision for 

the countryside. Key elements of the government’s 25 year strategy lack clear 

legislative backing, and, even if they did hold legal sway, would still lag far 
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behind the groundbreaking policies introduced by other nations with similar 

levels of economic development. 

This lack of urgency is troubling. The scope of green policy is widening, as 

a renewed sense of ownership and responsibility for our shared commons 

has emerged amongst the electorate. As a party with an ideological agenda 

of equity and fairness, Labour must start to view green policy as a means to 

redress the immense inequalities currently facing a divided United Kingdom. 

In this sense, a clear challenge remains. Environmental justice will not be pos-

sible while Brexit instability, and the weak approach to legislation set out by 

Theresa May’s current government, threaten to limit the effectiveness of any 

proposed reforms to environmental governance. 

So, what is to be done? When many of the worst structural inequalities in our 

country are directly or indirectly affected by environmental factors, a green 

Labour vision is a much-needed antidote to the inadequate policy offer of the 

Conservatives.

Our research builds on a long-term consultative project for the Young Fabians, 

involving nationwide policy workshop events designed to ask members and 

experts what Labour could do to offer a clear environmental alternative. In this 

pamphlet, we propose that work is needed to provide a more progressive form 

of environmentalism, and that it is time to put people back into the heart of green 

policy. Our recommendations focus on the core policy themes of participation, 

wellbeing, energy and the economy, and nature and ecosystems, to outline 

a refreshing conception of how our environment could be managed, utilised 

and enjoyed by all under a Labour government. Combined, we hope these 

themes demonstrate a broad and values-based approach, which is a genuine 

alternative to the unsustainable mode of environmental governance currently 

at work in the U.K. The fight for a green future begins now. 

Isaac Turner
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CHAPTER 1

IN CONTEXT: HISTORIC 
AND THEORETICAL 
APPROACHES TO 
ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY

The development of environmental policy in the U.K. 

The legal base for British environmentalism is a complex one, drawn from 

prominent international treaties, European Union directives and the work of rural 

and environmental campaign groups closer to home. As such, the breadth of 

legislation is broad and varied, ranging from local conservation practices, to 

international agreements on the  mitigation of climate change. This breadth of 

concerns has resulted in the U.K.’s adoption of a unique model of multiscalar 

governance.

The genesis of our co-operation on environmental matters can be located in 

the 1972 United Nations Conference on the Human Environment (UNCHE). 

Primarily, this laid the groundwork for later legislation and political develop-

ments relating to human rights, natural resources, pollution, global inequality, 

education and research. The principles of the declaration were applied widely 

in the context of global collaboration, particularly playing a part in the en-

vironmental dealings of the European Community, and the later-established 
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European Union. This initiated a clear precedent for the U.K. in terms of envi-

ronmental law, with many of our current green directives having their origin 

in this period of change. 

The U.K. was a key player in global discussions at this time, and has generally 

committed to a strong and steady rate of action on sustainability matters ever 

since. In 1987, the cohesive concept of ‘sustainable development’ was formally 

entrenched with the launch of Brundtland’s Our Common Future report. The 

publication’s central aim was furthering international co-operation and interde-

pendence, in achieving environmental protections whilst paying due attention 

to the needs of global development. Upon its publication, the groundwork was 

established for later conventions and agreements including the 1992 Rio Summit, 

Agenda 21, and the creation of the Commission on Sustainable Development, in 

addition to the more climate-orientated UN Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (1992). This influenced the establishment of well-known agreements 

such as the 1997 Kyoto Protocol on greenhouse gas emissions. 

The bulk of U.K. environmental law has clear provenance in EU directives 

and regulations. Yet, while EU law clearly influences many aspects of U.K. 

environmental policy, several prominent bills have been separately passed 

on a national scale, as directed by the green agenda within the U.K. These 

operate slightly differently, and are largely guided by more local or regional 

considerations. For example, there has been a concerted national effort to 

solidify human-nature relations and outline a regulatory framework for social 

use of environmental space. The National Parks and Access to the Countryside 

Act (1949) provided a basis for the instigation of Areas of Outstanding Natural 

Beauty and National Parks in England and Wales, the latest of which was reg-

istered as the South Downs in 2009. This followed on from concerns about the 

protection of the environment in light of the damage done during the Industrial 

Revolution and the instability of two world wars. Whilst the international sphere 

caught up later on in terms of United Nations activity, the U.K. has a rich his-
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tory of conservation practice, often maintained through a combination of rural 

campaigning, conservation and heritage-based practice. 

Indeed, the complex mix of national and supranational legislation so entrenched 

within U.K. environmental law is clearly reflected by national parliamentary 

activity. The Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981) covered a broad arena of 

legislation including wildlife, conservation and rights of way, and has recently 

been strengthened by further acts intended to safeguard our national biodi-

versity, such as the Marine and Coastal Access Act (2009). The original 1981 

act was actually developed from a European Council Directive relating to the 

protection of wild birds, demonstrating how much of our domestic law-making 

has roots in European imperatives. This reliance has helped to standardise 

decision making and legal activity relating to the environment across Europe, 

aiding sustainable development on a broad, regional scale. The democratisation 

of natural capital was more explicitly brought about by the Countryside and 

Rights of Way Act (2000). This act was written into law in order enshrine the 

right of access to the countryside, placing an emphasis on rural management, 

enjoyment and public engagement. The act paved the way for future access to 

natural capital and was a useful marketing practice in formalising and enabling 

citizen participation in the environment across the U.K. 

This trend has continued to develop in the current day, with Natural England 

currently pushing to ‘put people at the heart of the environment’ as part of its 

Conservation 21 strategy paper for the 21st century. Whilst it is true that the 

range of legislation that constitutes our environmental law is complex, further 

potential clearly exists for its rigorous application in the context of national 

and global challenges. This was most recently demonstrated in the launch of 

Defra’s 25 Year Environmental Plan, which was saturated in aspirational rhetoric 

(yet light on details) on issues as diverse as plastic waste and meadowland 

restoration. With Brexit around the corner, it appears the current government 

is ready to chart its own, tentative course into an uncertain future.
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Building on a legacy of environmental theory

Such recent developments in environmental policy owe much to the rich 

undercurrent of theory and research on the environment and its limits. In 

1972, a team led by environmental scientist Donella Meadows concluded an 

investigation into the limitations and long-term behaviour of world systems. It 

was suggested that the limits to constant growth on earth would become ap-

parent by 1972, unless sustainable governance was achieved. This spurred 

much subsequent analysis; in 1990, political scientist Elinor Ostrom built on 

such concerns with a framework that focused on how we could successfully 

manage the common resources of our planet. Governing the Commons was 

groundbreaking in its approach to governance, principally suggesting that we 

should focus on local needs and conditions, the rights of affected community 

members, behaviour monitoring, defined group boundaries, low-cost dispute 

resolution, and multiscalar responsibility for the commons in an interconnected 

system. This provided a framework to defend the commons against unmitigated 

exploitation. A decade or so later, author and economist Tim Jackson focused 

on similar themes in Prosperity Without Growth. He suggested that, beyond 

a certain point, growth would not lead to an increase in the wellbeing of 

humans. Rather, the link between economic growth and environmental crises 

would become increasingly clear. Combined, these three pieces of research 

demonstrate a long legacy of environmental caution from academic sources, 

much of which has taken years to filter into public policy. 

A contemporary case study for how we might theorise ‘good’ environmental 

governance can be found in Kate Raworth’s  Doughnut Economics (2017). 

The doughnut of social and planetary boundaries is depicted in Fig. 1. As 

Raworth argues: 
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‘The environmental ceiling consists of nine planetary boundaries, as set out by 

Rockstrom et al, beyond which lie unacceptable environmental degradation 

and potential tipping points in Earth systems. The twelve dimensions of the social 

foundation are derived from internationally agreed minimum social standards, 

as identifi ed by the world’s governments in the Sustainable Development Goals 

in 2015. Between social and planetary boundaries lies an environmentally 

safe and socially just space in which humanity can thrive.’

Fig 1: The doughnut of social and planetary boundaries 

The doughnut model attempts to fi nd the sustainable space between social 

and environmental pressures. It can be seen as a product of the progression 

of environmental theory over the past half century, which has culminated in a 

clear impetus for us to live within our means. This opens up space for Labour 

to explore alternative economic approaches which bear in mind our environ-
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mental limits. Think-tanks such as the New Economics Foundation (NEF) have 

also drawn on the legacy of environmental theory, such as Ostrom’s work on 

governing the commons, to propose initiatives including a ‘Blue New Deal’ 

for coastal communities. To quote the NEF:

There are four things that need to happen to revitalise the UK coast, and they 

must work together to deliver its potential.

Local people need to be in control, leading a new approach to regeneration.

Coastal communities need to work together to explore how different areas of 

the coastal economy – including tourism, energy, fisheries, and aquaculture 

– can help inspire and support each other, to turn again to the sea for jobs 

and economic prosperity

More needs to be done to support coastal areas to plan for a changing coast. 

Proactive and innovative approaches are needed to help make the UK coast 

more resilient to climate change.

Government must build the capabilities of places, people, and communities; 

support projects, small or large; and ensure there is the digital and transport 

infrastructure that communities need to thrive.

With such diverse actors drawing on common theories for how we might 

manage environmental challenges in the future, it falls to Labour to provide 

the missing links in terms of policy and praxis. Before we consider this contem-

porary mission, it is useful to remind ourselves of Labour’s previous positions 

on environmentalism. 
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Labour’s historic role in environmental policy 

When it comes to the environment, Labour has a record to be proud of. From 

the introduction of national parks in 1949, to the ground-breaking Climate 

Change Act of 2008, the party has been at the forefront of policy innovation. 

The environment and pollution were not major political concerns during the 

initial years of the 20th century. Indeed, Labour’s radical 1945 manifesto was 

rather more concerned with nationalising pollution than with cutting it. It was 

not until 1970 that a Labour manifesto included the word ‘environment’, as 

it was becoming clear that something must be done to tackle air and water 

pollution. Early that same year, Labour had established the Royal Commission 

on Environmental Pollution, initially accountable to Fabian grandee Anthony 

Crosland. The October 1974 manifesto called for ‘more respect’ of the envi-

ronment, including Labour’s first proposal on the recycling of waste. In 1979, 

the party called for the taxation of heavy lorries to pay for their environmental 

cost, and proposed an annual State of the Environment report to Parliament. 

These proposals also appeared in the 1983 manifesto alongside calls for the 

protection of endangered species and the removal of lead from petrol, as 

recommended by the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution. In 1987, 

Neil Kinnock proposed the creation of a Ministry of Environmental Protection, 

as well as extending the planning system to require industry to take account of 

their environmental impact, and a ban on hunting with hounds. 

It wasn’t until Labour’s 1992 manifesto that global warming was first mentioned. 

In what would become a staple of future Labour manifestos, the party committed 

that a Labour Prime Minister would go to the upcoming UN Rio Earth Summit 

and fight to win international agreement on the stabilisation of carbon dioxide 

emissions, recognising for the first time that cuts in emissions would have to be 

made in the 21st century. In 1997, Labour committed to developing renewable 

energy sources, and began to see green technology as an opportunity for job 
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creation. The party believed that agreement at a European and a global level 

was necessary to cut emissions, and committed to working for a “successful 

negotiation” at the upcoming Kyoto summit. The party set itself the goal of cut-

ting carbon emissions by 20% by 2020 (a target later agreed to in Europe). 

In May 2005 Friends of the Earth launched their Big Ask campaign, mobilising 

200,000 members of the public to contact their MP to ask for a Climate Change 

Bill that set legally binding emissions targets on the government. Two thirds of 

MPs pledged their support for such a bill. Public concern for the environment 

was rapidly rising, reaching a peak of 19% of the public naming the environ-

ment as a top issue in January 2007, a level of public awareness not seen 

since 1990. The Climate Change Act was later passed with the support of all 

major parties in 2008. The Act set a legally binding carbon reduction target 

of 80% (compared to 1990) by 2050, to be achieved through five-yearly 

carbon budgets setting limits on carbon emissions. 

After the Act was passed the Labour government set up the Department of 

Energy and Climate Change. The new department set about creating a Low 

Carbon Transition Plan to meet the carbon budget requirements. The Plan had 

ambitious aims, such as 1.2 million green jobs created by 2020, 7 million 

homes being made more energy efficient, and 40% of electricity coming 

from renewables. Yet, to meet carbon budget targets, harder choices would 

have to be made; the 2010 manifesto made bold proposals to tackle climate 

change. The party proposed a Green Investment Bank, first proposed by the 

Committee on Climate Change, to invest in low-carbon infrastructure, with 

15% of energy coming from renewables by 2020, while re-committing to 

much of the Low Carbon Transition Plan already in place. However, these 

were plans Labour would never put in place. In June 2016, a week after the 

vote to leave the European Union the Conservative government accepted the 

Committee on Climate Change’s recommendation for a 57% carbon reduction 

by 2030 target as part of the fifth carbon budget. A target more stringent than 
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the EU’s own 40%. The adoption of an ambitious fifth carbon budget by the 

Conservative government demonstrated the success of the Climate Change 

Act: it helped environmental protection become what political scientists call a 

“valence” issue; an issue on which parties don’t fight on matters of salience, 

but rather on how competent they are in tackling climate change. In the UK, 

the clear majority of Britons accept, at least to some degree, climate science 

- and this is largely down to the hard work of Labour parliamentarians in the 

years running up to the 2010 election. 

-

This chapter has attempted to outline the current context of environmental policy, 

by drawing from national and party-specific histories of environmentalism, 

and the interconnecting legacy of academic thought on the topic. Subsequent 

chapters will focus on contemporary environmental issues, and outline potential 

next steps for how Labour might mitigate against these. 
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CHAPTER 2

PARTICIPATION: PUTTING 
PEOPLE BACK INTO PLACE
By Lily Blake

Across the events we held, a recurring theme was the problem of voter engage-

ment. It was expressed that Labour has failed to connect with rural voters and, 

as such, its environmental policies need to be reformulated and more effectively 

marketed. Creating inspiring environmental policy is more important than ever; 

both electorally, and existentially. A prominent discussion point at the London 

event was the idea that society is on the verge of a profound revolution in 

environmental thinking.

Collaborative Localism and Green Politics

Fred Curtis (2003) conceptualised ‘eco-localism’: the notion that sustainability 

can be achieved through creating and fostering self-reliant communities. In this 

sense, a localist approach to the environment necessitates a shift from a global 

perspective to an emphasis on policies that affect communities. This shift has 

the benefit of endearing people to environmental causes as well as inciting 

the change required to tackle some of the greatest environmental concerns 

of the near future. McKibben (2010) draws a connection between localism 
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and efficiency. He argues that producing local goods eliminates the need for 

extra energy and money to be spent on transport, packaging, and distribution.

To ensure that localism is truly collaborative and accessible, it must be com-

bined with the related concept of participatory democracy; where the public 

are actively involved and consulted regarding decision making. In their work 

on deliberation, Gutmann and Thompson claim that this kind of communicative 

political process “affirms the need to justify decisions made by citizens and 

their representatives” (2004: 3).

Public perception of localism is positive. 71% of people reporting that they feel 

community action is a good way of improving the environment (Doron and 

Wallis, 2014: 5). This implies a willingness to engage with community projects 

and consultations, should the opportunities for collaboration be present.

Speaking in 2004, Labour MP Alan Milburn argued that connecting citizens to 

the political sphere requires bringing power closer via devolution. Labour can 

consider itself a pioneer of this dispersion of power from Westminster, moving 

it closer to the various communities in the UK. New Labour were responsible 

for the creation of regional assemblies and the 2000 Local Government Act 

gave local communities the option of introducing an elected mayor. These 

provisions allowed local people to be represented by politicians who had a 

specific interest in the unique nature of their communities, rather than a general 

vision for the UK as a monolithic entity. In addition, devolution recognises that 

rural constituencies are unique and often have different needs to their urban 

counterparts.

Recognising what is special about rural Britain is the first step in making sure 

it is protected. The Labour Party has a strong history of ensuring that Britain’s 

rural areas are safe, sustainable, and available to all. One such example, the 

National Parks Act, introduced under Prime Minister Clement Atlee, sparked 

an egalitarian approach to the rural environment. This legislation reflects public 
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dissatisfaction towards being ‘shut out’ of the countryside by rich landowners 

whose private property was forbidden to public access.

In thinking about approaches to localism, the scale of action is key. Should 

change take place on an individual, local, national, or international scale?

At the intersection of economic policy and environmental policy is the impact 

of globalisation upon this debate. Deregulatory economics on a worldwide 

scale has led to a farming industry controlled by multinationals. James Dyson 

now owns more UK land than the Queen (Barrie, 2014). The revenue from 

that land will not benefit rural communities. Additionally, the prospect of 

trade deals with the USA exposes the UK to unregulated produce and lower 

environmental standards.

The Manchester panel brought up the significance of Regional Development 

Agencies, all of which were closed in 2012. Their closure signifies a loss in the 

capabilities of communities to self-determine their development. Rather than 

drawing upon local knowledge to create projects that are mutually beneficial 

for the community and business partners, such agencies are now entirely 

outsourced, including those pertaining to the environment. This is but one of 

the ways in which the environment has fallen out of the hands of those who 

know it best.

Equally, it is important not to place too much emphasis on the individual in 

tackling climate change. Expecting behavioural change from individuals as the 

predominant solution to climate change is erroneous for two reasons. Firstly, 

it is often unreasonable and unfair. Most people rely upon cars, laptops, and 

supermarkets to live their day to day lives. For vulnerable people, it is even 

more important that they have access to heated homes, quick transportation, 

and convenient food. Secondly, to focus on individual choices obfuscates the 

most substantial actors in climate change: nations and corporations. To focus 

too much on the individual lets major offenders ‘off the hook’ for their damag-

A GREEN FUTURE FOR THE MANY

29



ing behaviours. Environmental policy, whilst engaging and progressing within 

communities, must also tackle these larger industrial problems.

Making environmental issues more 
equal, non-elite and accessible

Whilst Labour’s history of environmentalism is strong, rural voters consistently 

trust the Conservative Party to best protect their interests. It is uncontroversial 

that Labour struggle in rural constituencies. Exemplifying this, an internal party 

report leaked by New Statesman, stated that in the 2015 election “the more 

rural the constituency, the worse Labour performed” (Eaton, 2016). This trust 

is placed despite the harm that the Conservative Party have unleashed upon 

the environment. Their current assault on the green belt has been described as 

one of the greatest risks to its existence hitherto (Gosden, 2015). This leaves 

the very existence of rural Britain at risk. It is fundamental that those with liveli-

hoods in the countryside would wish to protect it, so why is Labour’s message 

not resonating?

Brought up as a common thread across our panels was the accusation that 

environmentalism is elitist. The landmark study on environmentalism and elitism 

(Morrison and Dunlap, 1986), proposed that the most significant form of elitism 

that environmentalists need to avoid is impact elitism, where environmentalism 

leads to unfortunate social and economic conditions for the working class. As 

such, policymakers have the challenge of creating environmental policy that 

is ecologically sustainable, but which does not significantly disadvantage the 

lives of ordinary people.

Many environmental policies are inherently tied to economic prosperity. The 

Conservative Party decision to axe the Agricultural Wages Board has negative 

repercussions for both the rural environment and rural workers. Rural workers 
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experience financial strain, which is passed onto the rural environment which 

they care for. Conveying that environmental prosperity and worker prosperity 

are mutually reliant upon each other is vitally important.

The Labour Party has an opportunity to reframe environmentalism in the context 

of the anti-austerity movement. Environmentalism can be used as part of the 

solution. The feeling at the Manchester event was that there are other, more 

pertinent issues to be concerned about in modern politics, so why should 

environmentalism be given priority? For instance, the rising reliance on food 

banks as a symbol of widespread deprivation is a significant problem in modern 

Britain. One potential integrated use of green politics in this example could be to 

encourage and subsidise the growing of local produce for community kitchens.

Fundamentally, climate change is the most universal issue facing the human 

race, so to convey that quality of life is dependent on environmentalism is 

unequivocal. There are lessons to be learnt from Sadiq Kahn’s approach to 

green politics as London Mayor; he has explicitly framed discussion of low 

emission zones in terms of it being a public health issue.

At the Bristol event, David Drew MP made the compelling argument that Labour 

have an opportunity to connect with voters on Britain’s environmental history. 

He described the story of Britain as a green country that prides itself on self-

sufficiency and small, local farmers who care about their vocation. Tapping 

into nostalgia is key. This romantic notion of pastoral Britain could be used to 

encourage rural voters to vote Labour: to take farming out of the hands of mul-

tinationals and back to its roots. David emphasised that The Labour Party has a 

successful history of environmental policy in rural areas – from rural regenera-

tion and countryside agency, to supporting rural post offices and travel links.
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Policy recommendations

Our research highlighted the challenge environmentalists face in convincing 

voters that there is something to gain in taking on environmental policies. We 

argue that:

Labour should not assume it has a monopoly over environmental policy. Rather, 

constant innovation is key. It is vital that environmentalism is not pitched against 

economics and lifestyle, but integrated into all policymaking. 

The party should also tap into the patriotic notion of a self-reliant nation filled 

with physical beauty, in order to capture the public’s attention, whilst offering 

communities environmental solutions to long standing problems.

Finally, the Mayor of London’s sub-national approach to participation and 

public health can be utilised as a paradigm for how Labour might embrace 

environmental policy in the 21st Century.  
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CHAPTER 3 

WELL-BEING: LINKING 
ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY 
AND QUALITY OF LIFE 

By Isaac Turner

Humans have sought a delicate balance with the earth since the beginning 

of history. In many instances cultures have revered nature and respected the 

seasons, the land and water, often to a religious extent. However, more recent 

centuries have witnessed an unprecedented exponential growth in both global 

population size and economic development, with the natural world being seen 

as a resource for industrial exploitation, rather than a resource for the survival 

and wellbeing of animals and humans. The environment is increasingly divorced 

from production and consumption and seen as a means to a profit-based end 

rather than an end in itself by many stakeholders. Consequently, in the 1960s, 

debate started to solidify around environmental well-being, as evidenced 

in texts such as Silent Spring (Carson, 1962), with institutional action being 

taken shortly after in the early 1970s (see Chapter 1). The dangers of over 

consumption, greenhouse gas emissions, land colonisation and military-led 

ecological damage have increasingly been recognised to a point where the 

idea of Anthropocene has gained ground and been described as a significant 

new epoch in the cultural and geopolitical present.   Developments in the 20th 
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C and 21st C point to a clear conclusion: that nature is an undeniable factor 

in the development of our subjective well-being. This has been evidenced in 

the positive linkages between human psychology and access to the outdoors 

(Nisbet et al., 2010), with the environment increasingly being recognised as a 

contributing factor to health and quality of life (see Eckersley, 2001). In short, 

there are better outcomes for people living and working in green localities 

(Defra, 2012), and there are demonstrable public health benefits from access to 

clean and ecological spaces. However, a sense of ‘moral exclusion’ pervades 

in many private and public spheres, through dissent on the importance of the 

environment for well-being. For instance, Opotow and Weiss (2000) identify 

self-involvement, ignorance and stakeholder conflicts as barriers that threaten 

to limit progress towards green causes. As such, overcoming the cultural, politi-

cal and socio-economic barriers to the ‘greening’ of quality of life has been a 

major priority of policy makers in recent decades. 

As outlined above, progress towards the goal of environmental well-being 

is a fairly recent consideration in governance, particularly when compared 

to other environmental measures. The European Environment Agency’s (EEA) 

report on Environment, Human Health and Well-Being identifies a renewed 

complexity in the uncertainties of future environmental challenges, suggesting 

that policy should shift from addressing single issues in isolation to a focus on 

systemic relationships and interdisciplinary teamwork (EEA, 2014). For instance, 

the urban disease burden, exacerbated by socio-political factors such as the 

heat island effect, ageing populations, building types and water management, 

could be reduced through a focus on mitigation and adaptation to climate 

change through systemic linkages (McMichael and Lindgren, 2011). This focus 

can be seen in the EU’s 7th Environmental Action Programme (2013), on living 

well within the limits of the planet. Within this plan, intended to run until 2020, 

is a clear impetus to ‘safeguard the Union’s citizens from environment-related 
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pressures and risks to health and well-being’, with water pollution, air pollution 

and chemical pollution among the chief concerns. 

Although the EU has encouraged a specific focus on the ‘hard’ implementation 

of environmental safeguards, as seen in the European Commission’s recent 

request for U.K. clean air legislation to be improved before heavy fines are 

imposed (Neslen, 2018), the ‘softer’ side of green well-being has also taken on 

much significance in academic, activist and community spheres. Democratised 

decision making, nature-based urban solutions and ‘re-greening’ strategies 

are all examples of complementary approaches to regional and national leg-

islation. As far as well-being is concerned, the current Labour Party manifesto 

commits to introducing new clean air legislation, in addition to the rollout of 

low-carbon vehicles, the development of a low-waste circular economy and 

the introduction of zero-carbon homes. These policies would act as an excellent 

base for a broader approach to well-being, which incorporates holistic, systemic 

thinking about how we could bring about policy change at a variety of scales 

to ensure that quality of life is improved via environmental policy. As argued in 

a broadly supportive review of the party’s manifesto by Greenpeace, Labour 

must ensure that a clear strategy is outlined, insofar as that ‘the devil is in the 

detail’ (Newsom and Rogers, 2017). Accordingly, this section of the pamphlet 

begins to unpack the manifesto’s ambitious environmental well-being pledges, 

such as guaranteeing ‘the protection and advancement of environmental qual-

ity standards’ and investing in ‘rural and coastal communities’. In elucidating 

on the policy possibilities beyond such broad statements, Labour can develop 

environmental well-being as a serious concern, while ensuring a new genera-

tion has unparalleled access to an enabling and empowering quality of life. 

A GREEN FUTURE FOR THE MANY

37



National priorities for environmental well-being: 
social justice, legislation and governance

Much of the U.K. legislation promoting environmental well-being has emerged 

from our relationship with the European Union (EU). The EU approach to 

policy has introduced strict, legally binding targets, held to account by publicly 

available reports and performance-based target setting (Burns, 2013). For 

instance, EU law threatening the closure of polluted beaches has since led to 

regular quality checks at over 21,000 sites in the U.K. (Neslen, 2016), thus 

increasing the coastal areas available, and suitable, for public use. We have 

also seen some progressive Labour-led examples of well-being policy, such 

as London’s ultra-low emissions zone, which is intended to safeguard citizens 

from the 10,000 deaths caused every year by air pollution (Transport for 

London, 2017). Despite this, the U.K. has made less progress than many of its 

neighbouring nations on environmental well-being - soberingly, for example, 

we still sit second from bottom on the European clean beaches league table 

(Neslen, 2017). Labour needs to take control of this predicament, and ensure 

that however we exit the EU, there are robust legislative frameworks in place 

to deal with the fallout. 

To avoid any further erosion of environmental well-being post-Brexit, many of 

the participants at our Young Fabian consultations argued that the U.K. must be 

well-positioned to enact ‘hard’ legislation, which holds public decision-making 

to account. This legislation should be principally targeted at general quality 

measures, upholding and improving the benchmark set by the EU. However, in 

order to differentiate our policy offer from the Conservatives, it must also tackle 

issues of social justice, by challenging spatial and demographic inequalities of 

access to environmental well-being. The new ‘independent body’ proposed 

to provide accountability for the government’s 25 Year Environmental Plan 

(Defra, 2018) must not simply track the government against scientific metrics. 

YOUNG FABIANS

38



There should also be a specific focus on how environmental policy is improv-

ing well-being, with clearly delineated, entrenched powers and mechanisms 

in place to impose sanctions should targets not be met. 

In terms of specifics, think-tanks, NGOs and citizen groups have lobbied 

hard for a range of laws prioritising environmental well-being. It is a truism 

that environmental well-being is often abandoned or shunted aside in favour 

of economic development. This results in the ‘increased extraction of natural 

resources, accumulation of waste and concentration of pollutants’ (Panayotou, 

2016). But how might Labour policy overcome these issues? To begin close to 

home, SERA, Labour’s environmental campaign group, has recently launched 

A Breath of Fresh Air, a campaign on the topic of air quality. In requiring a new 

Clean Air Act for the 21st Century, the intended outcomes of the campaign 

are a reduction in the 40,000 annual nationwide deaths caused by air pol-

lution, in addition to a £54bn reduction in associated economic costs (SERA, 

2017).  In developing legislative leadership at a national scale, Labour can 

claim the mantle of environmentalism and lead the world in introducing serious 

benchmarks for social justice and environmental well-being. 

Such an act could pave the way for legislation in other areas of public health 

and fulfilment, such as an extension on the government’s current plans for the 

reduction of plastics. Yet, moving beyond the headline-grabbing plastics issue, 

there are plenty of further areas for Labour-led cross-sector campaigns. We 

need to recognise the important work of organisations such as ClientEarth, 

which have had to step in to provide environmental accountability and critical-

ity in recent years. The group’s Mind the Gap report, intended to spur political 

commitment towards climate change legislation in the U.K. (ClientEarth, 2016), 

is just one example of a coherent and sustainable approach which could be 

adapted by Labour on certain issues. Progressive legislation which encour-

ages the preservation of our natural capital, develops sustainable cities and 

increases access to natural space could begin to meet environmental issues 
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head-on, at an appropriate scale for national well-being. Our Young Fabian 

workshop attendees suggested uneasiness about democracy and accountability 

outcomes post-Brexit. If Labour is to take the connection between citizens and 

nature seriously, it must shift political thinking, and ensure that the environmental 

well-being is further incorporated into legislative processes. 

Tailoring well-being to local considerations: policy 
possibilities for urban and rural populations

National legislation for environmental well-being is certainly a priority for 

Labour, especially in the post-Brexit context. However, a purely top-down 

approach would threaten to discount the immense opportunity located in local 

contexts. Another key suggestion made by project participants was around 

the environment being part of the solution, rather than a continuously ‘prob-

lematised’ area of contention. While issues such as widespread deprivation 

and food banks continue to cause concern for communities around the U.K., 

it is possible for environmental well-being to be included in strategies for local 

renewal. This switch to locally-focused, positive decision making comes down 

to policy drivers; if we are to support well-being, starting at a level of local 

engagement (e.g. devolution and community action) is seen as a necessity.

As argued by David Drew MP at our Bristol roundtable event, half of the battle 

surrounding environmental engagement is on encouraging people to re-engage 

with nature in the first place. Rather than focus on participation per se (see 

chapter 2), here we can focus on the implications for well-being. Our current, 

spatially unequal access to high-quality nature should not remain the norm. 

Rather, we should be continuously integrating nature into local provision, so 

that communities have access to the environment ‘from cradle to grave’. In good 

news, local councils are using the 2011 Localism Act to drive through environ-

mental change at a sub-national scale, acting on a lack of central government 
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investment or guidance to make up for lost time (Denton, 2017). For instance, 

the UK100 is a network of ‘more than 60 local leaders across the UK’, aiming 

to ‘secure the future for their communities by committing to shifting to 100% 

clean energy by 2050’ (UK100, 2016). However, although the network has 

been championed by central government (The Climate Group, 2016), local 

communities are too often left to fend for themselves. As argued regarding 

the U.K. government’s current interventions by Palmer-Fry et al. (2015), ‘well-

being is a complex, multi-dimensional, dynamic concept that cannot be easily 

defined and measured. Local perspectives are often missed during the project 

design process as a result of the more powerful voices of national governments 

and international NGOs.’ As such, there is a clear opportunity for Labour to 

introduce support and funding for local working groups and networks, lead-

ing to community-led well-being initiatives in both rural and urban localities.  

In terms of how this change could work in practice, the growing popularity 

of nature-based solutions provide an illustrative case study. Nature-based 

solutions are defined as using ‘the natural properties of ecosystems’, with ‘the 

potential to limit impacts of climate change, enhance biodiversity and improve 

environmental quality while contributing to economic activities and social well-

being’ (Naturevation, 2017). Research has shown that biodiversity positively 

affects well-being in urban and peri-urban areas (Carrus et al., 2015), and 

local authorities and city regions have started to implement related practices 

at a sub-national level. For instance, in Melbourne (Australia), authorities have 

introduced an urban forest strategy as part of an urban-regional innovation 

(European Commission, 2017). Labour might consider promoting similar 

sustainable interventions in the U.K., not only to fill the gap left by European 

Union project funding, but also to enable local actors to utilise cutting-edge 

research and bring about environmental well-being. 
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Policy Recommendations

This chapter has collated, considered and analysed the feedback from Young 

Fabian workshop sessions on the question of how Labour could take a more 

active role to bridge the gap between social justice, public well-being and 

environmental policy. Based upon our findings, we propose that Labour must:

Ensure that the independent bodies holding government policy to account are 

robust, and take into account progress towards reducing spatial and demo-

graphic environmental inequalities. Accountability measures should include 

environmental well-being metrics, which are tracked and updated as part of 

standard government policy.

Increase the scope of legislative ambition, in order to speed up the policy 

process and roll out environmental well-being targets in areas of highest need. 

This could work at multiple levels, to reinforce environmental well-being in  both 

local and national contexts

Set up working groups on well-being, drawing from both local knowledge(s) 

from the start of the process and cutting-edge research practice. This would 

increase the opportunities for democratised decision-making on environmental 

issues, in order to give local communities more control and increase proactive 

approaches to environmental well-being.
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CHAPTER 4

ENVIRONMENT AND THE 
ECONOMY: GOVERNING 
THE FOURTH INDUSTRIAL 
REVOLUTION

By Oliver Wheeler

The U.K.’s economic and technological progress has always been inextricably 

connected with environmental concerns, ever since the days when we first used 

water and steam to power production. Our process of technological develop-

ment has progressed through multiple phases, from steam, to mass production, 

to electricity and computing. More recently, and promisingly, the notion of a 

fourth industrial revolution has emerged. This is characterised by a fusion of 

technologies that is blurring the lines between the physical, digital and biologi-

cal spheres, in transforming entire systems of production, management and 

governance (Schwab, 2016). It will have far-reaching impacts in all sectors of 

the economy and will radically change our patterns of work. But this does not 

mean new technology must be a force for bad. In the past, when productivity 

has increased, so have wages, living standards and wellbeing, which has 

also allowed us to reduce our working hours, potentially allowing us to retire 
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earlier. Intervention in the market can ensure this is the case again and that 

the fourth industrial revolution benefits the planet as well as the working class. 

Creating a circular economy

Perhaps the biggest opportunity of the fourth industrial revolution is the ability 

to use networks and the internet of things to create a circular economy – where 

we reuse, upcycle and recycle our resources much more effectively than we do 

now. As argued by the European Alliance of Socialists and Democrats (2015), 

‘to ensure our own well-being and grant citizens in developing countries as 

well as future generations the possibility to enjoy the same benefits as we do, 

we need to start operating within our planet’s boundaries and decoupling 

economic growth from resource use.’ A circular economy model distinguishes 

between technical and biological cycles. Consumption occurs in biological 

cycles, as processes such as composting and digestion feed food and bio-

logical materials back into the system. These regenerate living systems (e.g. 

soil) which therefore provide renewable resources for our economy. Technical 

cycles ‘recover and restore products, components and materials through 

strategies like reuse, repair, remanufacture or [...] recycling’ (Ellen Macarthur 

Foundation, 2017). Policy introducing a circular economy would entrench 

the systemic link between sustainability and consumption, and revolutionise 

the U.K.’s resilience to the growing global demand for resources. For this to 

work, industry standards and co-operation between different agencies and 

corporations are non-negotiables. 

Changing our approach to the market

In order to make the fourth industrial revolution work for the working-class, 

trade unions must be involved in setting government and firm policy and this 
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requires a more corporatist approach to government, and a more coopera-

tive approach to industrial relations between employers and unions. Unions, 

alongside government and business, must also be involved in re-designing 

our education system to ensure it meets the needs of future generations. In the 

fourth industrial revolution technological progress has moved from a linear 

to an exponential progression, as new technology begets new technology. 

Therefore life-long learning will be vital to ensure workers have the skills they 

need to find decent work. Though policies such as universal basic income 

should be treated with caution, because as a Labour movement we should 

seek to reaffirm work and Labour rather than simply use the state to redistrib-

ute some of the spoils of capitalism, in UBI lies interesting ideas around the 

subsidisation of re-training and giving workers a right to take time out from 

work to retrain. Technical education needs to be made more attractive. This 

should involve increasing flexibility for students when choosing educational 

pathways by allowing academic students more opportunities for vocational 

training, and creation more degree-apprenticeships or apprenticeships that 

lead on to degrees. New degree-apprenticeships need to be formulated by 

universities in collaboration with local employers and local trade unions in 

order that they best meet local skills requirements. 

Trade unions have been much more able to set the terms of debate around 

the fourth industrial revolution in countries like Germany, where the question is 

‘what can the 4ID do for us?’ rather than in countries like the US and the UK, 

where the question is ‘what can public policy do to reduce the social impact 

of new technology?’ This is in my opinion because, according to the Hall & 

Soskice Varieties of Capitalism typology (2013), Germany is a coordinated 

market economy (CME), while the US and UK are liberal market economies 

(LME). In CMEs, firms focus on manufacturing because nonmarket coordination 

mechanisms such as industry-level wage bargaining allows CME to invest in 

longer-term projects whereas strictly market-based coordination mechanisms 
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in LMEs restrict investment to those firms which can attract venture capital. 

Long-term capital will be required from regional banks, but European State Aid 

rules can be avoided whether we stay in or leave the single market because 

sustainable technology is excluded from State Aid rules. If Britain is to become 

a world-leader in green technology, the UK must in my opinion create and 

support institutions that support green manufacturing (windmills, solar panels, 

etc.) such as strong trade unions and work councils while devolving power to 

the regions. While this would represent a significant shift from current models 

of governance, it would bring the UK in line with economies which are more 

well-positioned to handle future environmental and technological transitions. 

Investing in green futures

More also needs to be done to increase research and development (R&D) 

investment in sustainable technology. Here a national investment bank and 

regional investment banks will be key. These banks should also be well placed 

to provide long-term capital to green infrastructure projects. The banks should 

rely on metrics other than GPD when determining a green industrial strategy – 

metrics which measure sustainability and wellbeing. These should be combined 

with a proactive approach to the financing of environmental innovation. As 

argued by G20 Insights on R&D, ‘history has shown how government R&D 

investment programmes, coupled with access to government computing power, 

have played an instrumental role in catalysing innovation and private markets to 

create common goods, including big breakthroughs in space, pharmaceuticals, 

and technology’ (Herweijer et al., 2017). An example of this is outlined by 

Vardakoulias et al. in their report on putting people and places first in environ-

mental considerations. They show how the Ruhr was regenerated from a steel 

and coal-mining hub to an area specialised in ecological restoration and waste 

management, thus encouraging intra-regional innovation and environmental 
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best practice. Based on this, the authors suggest that ‘there may be valuable 

lessons for advanced economies to learn from the early experiments in green 

central banking’ (2017). The potential for R&D should not be underestimated 

by the U.K., as many opportunities exist here for similar projects.

It is clear that the U.K. has immense opportunities ahead of it as the fourth 

industrial revolution takes hold. This chapter has outlined a possible blueprint 

for how Labour can harness the potential of the latest technological develop-

ments while safeguarding and enhancing its environmental platform. A clear 

focus is needed on developing our circular economy, altering our approach to 

market economies, renewing the relationship between central government and 

trade unions and investing capital in national and regional green infrastructure. 

Policy recommendations 

Reducing emissions requires us to change our political economy from a liberal 

market economy towards a coordinated market economy model, by increasing 

the power of unions and increasing the ability of industry bodies to help set 

regulation, set wages and develop education programs. 

A move towards a CME economy would allow for more R&D spending in 

renewable technologies (because more long-term capital is available). 

The fourth industrial revolution can be used to help bring about a circular 

economy because new materials can be more easily recycled and because 

the internet of things can enable us to move from a “ownership” model where 

we own goods to a “user” model where we rent goods and then give them 

back to firms for re-use and recycling when we’re finished using a good. 
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CHAPTER 5

NATURE AND 
ECOSYSTEMS: LANDSCAPE 
GOVERNANCE IN A 
POST-BREXIT WORLD

By Claire Smith

If Labour is to win the next election, whenever it may be, it must show itself 

to be the party with solutions; the party that can unify and govern the entire 

country; the party that is looking beyond the short political term and governing 

instead for the future. No policy area better exemplifies a long-term, inclusive 

view than the environment. 

Winning the next election must involve moving beyond our comfort zone; start-

ing conversations with communities that aren’t seen as traditionally Labour, like 

rural areas. It must also involve understanding and owning cutting edge ideas 

about how we build our economy, ideas like natural capital.

In this section I will look at how the environment can be a tool for bridging gaps 

like the rural urban divide, and how having a convincing rural offer is vital for 

Labour to succeed. I will also look at how Labour can develop an economic 
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model fit for the future by looking at the opportunity natural capital presents 

to fully account for our environmental impact.

Making natural capital work for 
all; an integrated approach

Key to future election success will be silencing the criticism that Labour cannot 

be trusted with the economy; a lie that has stalked the party for too long. To put 

an end to this view, Labour must present a vision for the economy that is true 

to our values. This is already being done in many quarters; our view on public 

services, on taxation and on jobs; now the environment can be added to that list.

One of the more pervasive myths about environmental policy is that the 

economy and the environment make for a zero-sum game - what is good for 

one will undoubtedly be bad for another. This attitude takes a short-term view 

of success, and as result endangers both the environment and the economy. 

Traditional economics has had little regard for the environmental impact of 

our actions. It treats some of the most serious threats to our society (climate 

change from rampant carbon dioxide emissions, pollution of water courses 

from agricultural run-off, destruction of habitat and countryside for develop-

ment) as mere collateral damage from a justified pursuit. 

A prosperous and robust economy is undoubtedly the cornerstone of an effec-

tive society, but if it ignores the long-term sustainability of its actions it becomes 

strategically bankrupt. Labour must put forward a vision for our economy that 

protects the environment. One way it can do this is through the adoption of a 

natural capital approach.

Natural capital is a way of defining the benefits we get from nature; the air we 

breathe, the water we drink. Nature is essential to life and it underpins thriving 

societies and prosperous economies (Natural Capital Coalition, 2018). Building 
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our economy with natural capital at its heart means that the resources that 

nature provides us with are no longer hidden or missing from our economic 

and financial calculations.

The theory of Natural Capital has grown in prominence in UK politics. Since 

the formation of the Natural Capital Committee in 2012, numerous publications 

have shed light on how the natural assets of the UK are faring. Most recently, 

the Committee’s advice was actively sought and thoroughly integrated in the 

Government’s 25 Year Plan for the Environment.  With its history of champion-

ing those that traditional economics overlooks, Labour is the ideal home of a 

natural capital method. We must take the zeal with which we fought for work-

ers to be properly recognised for their contributions to the economy, to fight 

for the environment’s integral part in the economy to be similarly recognised.

Labour has already gone some way to recognising the role natural capital should 

play in how a country is governed. In November 2017, Shadow Chancellor 

John McDonnell announced that the risks posed by climate change would 

be factored into economic projections if Labour took office (Natural Capital 

Coalition, 2017). By recognising climate change in economic projections, the 

impact of our actions on the environment can be properly factored in to our 

planning. However, we must go further and recognise biodiversity impacts in 

our economic assessments, to give a complete assessment of how our economy 

interacts with our environment. 

Recommendation: Labour should mainstream natural capital thinking into its 

own economic policy

Part of this promise must be to establish strong metrics for measuring environ-

mental impact. A recent paper by the Cambridge Conservation Institute noted 

that ‘the economic techniques to quantify and monetise [biodiversity] values 

are inadequate to develop robust estimates’ (Bolt et al, 2016). Whilst measures 
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to quantify climate change risk have been in use for some time, biodiversity 

ones are in their infancy.

Recommendation: Labour should shape the future of natural capital thinking 

by coming out on the front foot and developing strong metrics of biodiversity 

accounting

By developing innovating economic policies that take account of the environ-

mental impact of different activities, Labour will be developing a truly sustainable 

vision for the future and showing that accusations that it cannot be trusted with 

the economy could not be further from the truth. Taking the long-term view of 

economic activity that natural capital accounting requires, will give Labour’s 

economic policy a credibility that is missing from current mainstream political 

discourse. Indeed, it will show the myriad of businesses already hot on the 

case of recording their environmental risk and impact that Labour is the true 

party of business.

Bringing Labour values to rural communities

Labour’s perception as an urban party has led many rural areas to discount 

the party entirely; thinking we have little to offer them. This could not be further 

from the truth. Fabian researcher Tobbias Phipps showed that the 2017 Labour 

manifesto had a strong offer to rural areas, including a guarantee for farmers 

that dodgy trade deals won’t pave the way for a lowering of standards, a re-

turn to the Agricultural Wage Board to protect agricultural workers, investment 

in housing and transport, and a commitment to rural proof all future policies 

(Phipps, 2017). 

Yet, the Conservatives are still seen as the natural party of rural communities. 

To change this, Labour must develop a convincing voice on rural issues, both 

by listening closely to rural communities, but also by explaining why Labour 
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cares about their issues. Participants in one of our events highlighted that the 

structural change people call for often lacks the vision that connects this change 

to social justice. Indeed, Labour must return to its values when talking to rural 

communities; showing them that their concerns, their values, are Labour’s 

concerns and values too.

It is impossible to talk about rural policies without talking about land manage-

ment, something which is likely to change significantly following the UK’s exit 

from the European Union. Leaving the Common Agricultural Policy gives the 

UK the opportunity to reshape how land is managed at a fundamental level. 

Consensus is building for a new funding structure that rewards public goods, 

rather than the amount of land held. Such a redistributive model of managing 

the countryside fits well with Labour’s values. Furthermore, such a system can 

be used to ensure small farmers are better off, given that they are often the 

ones working the hardest to protect the countryside on which they and their 

families rely. Labour’s 2017 manifesto commitment to champion sustainable 

farming by investing in and promoting skills, technology, market access and 

innovation, must continue to be at the heart of our policy offer on agriculture 

(Labour Party, 2017). Whilst of course recognising that as a devolved issue, 

the success of agricultural policy depends on honest and open conversations 

with all four countries to develop a solution fit for a post-Brexit world.

Recommendation: Labour must commit to putting public money into the hands 

of those doing most public good in land management, in particular those 

working to improve the environment.

Whilst agricultural policy is the jewel in the crown of any policy offer to rural 

voters, it cannot stand alone, and it would indeed be insulting to rural voters to 

think they only care about farming. Labour has plenty to offer rural communities 

through its consistent championing of decent public services; the lifeblood for 

many villages and remote communities. This must be bolstered by bold and 
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heartfelt commitments to ending the inequality between rural and urban areas, 

like ending the disparity in broadband service and infrastructure investment.

Labour’s offer for rural communities needs a coherent and consistent voice 

so that voters are reassured that listening to rural communities is a long-term 

commitment rather than a vote-winning stunt. In the past, a rural manifesto has 

accompanied the party’s manifesto at a general election. Delivering a rural 

manifesto helps to build the needed coherent voice, but it must be continually 

used to give this policy area consistency. In developing the party’s capacity 

to define a robust rural manifesto, Labour will need to bolster the voice of 

rural issues in its policy making processes, and champion the voice of rural 

party members. This process will not only filter into am ambitious rural policy, 

but will help to integrate the rural voice throughout Labour’s policy work. The 

2017 manifesto commitment to rural-proof policies would fit well with this 

(Labour Party, 2017).

Recommendation: Labour should develop a rural manifesto to articulate its 

offer to these communities.

It is in nature that we can find the model for how to manage rural and urban 

populations and the divides between them that have been exacerbated by 

current political trends. The unifying concept in nature is that of an ecosystem; 

all species live as part of a complex, interconnected system of moving parts. 

Whilst other political trends tend to divide, Labour must show how communities 

around the UK can be connected as part of a complex ecosystem. We find 

that the ecosystem approach applies not only to how we manage land, but 

how we build society.

Viewing rural and urban populations as part of the same ecosystem means 

recognising that each affects the other. As a result, each has an interest in the 

activities of the other. Urban communities care what happens in our country-

side, and rural communities care that our urban centres are building the kind 
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of economy in which they can thrive. This new relationship must be built on a 

culture of respect. It must also be built on the mutual endeavour of creating a 

society, an economy and a culture that enriches our environment.

Conclusion

Environmental policy offers the Labour party an innovative way to refresh areas 

of policy is has typically struggled in. Here I have applied it to rural policy 

and economic policy, showing how it can open the party up to new voters 

and counter old criticisms. 

To fulfil the promise that the environment as a policy area presents, and more 

specifically to fulfil the recommendations I have made in this chapter, Labour 

must mainstream environmental thinking in its policy mechanisms. It is wrong 

to consider environmental policy as a policy programme - a section of the 

manifesto to fill, or a department to staff - rather it must be considered as a 

lens through which to see all policy. It is only by doing this that the party can 

spot the potential it has to bridge divides in society and to refresh tired models 

of how things should be done. I hope that by embracing these opportunities 

the party will see that environmental policy can and should be a central pillar 

of Labour’s platform, and that rather than being a problem on the rack, it is a 

solution we can harness.
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REFLECTIONS

NEXT STEPS FOR THE 
THE LABOUR PARTY
Among the dominant themes of our research in the past year uncertainty and hope 

have, perhaps paradoxically, emerged as central concerns. Environmentalists 

have rarely been as ambitious as in recent years, yet progress has been 

frustratingly slow. Many of the problems facing our nation and planet are 

already beyond the point of complete salvation. On a party political level, 

Labour has a series of profound environmental challenges to face in the future: 

climate change; recouping votes in rural areas; improving participation and 

accountability; ensuring well-being at legislative and local levels; developing 

metrics to assess non-economic impacts on society and nature; governing the 

fourth industrial revolution; ensuring a low-carbon transition; and ushering in 

a sustainable version of natural capital and landscape management. 

This pamphlet has argued that Labour must take control of the environmental 

agenda, in order to mitigate against future environmental impacts and restore 

Labour values to green policy. What has historically been a Conservative 

domain must now be embraced by a party of progress and justice. The rec-

ommendations outlined in this pamphlet suggest a different direction for en-

vironmental policy, which aligns with the core principles of the Labour Party. 

If we are to feel confident in representing citizens in the 21st century, we must 

openly and confidently embrace the environmental challenge. Indeed, Sir 

David Attenborough argued in 2000 that ‘many individuals are doing what 

they can, but real success can only come if there is a change in our societies 

and in our economics and in our politics’.

Almost two decades later, it is time for action. 
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