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1. Introduction

The United Kingdom (UK) produces around 2% of the global greenhouse gases,1 of which
carbon dioxide (CO2 ) is the by far largest component.2 It is now the second largest CO2
emitter in the European Community (EC) in terms of per capita emissions and the sixth
largest in terms of emissions per unit of GDP.3 In the 1980s and early 1990s, the UK was
often accused of being "the dirty man of Europe".4 Within the more specific climate change
context, in 1992, the UK reluctantly agreed to stabilise CO2 emissions by the year 2000
having initially favoured a year 2005 deadline. However, at least in terms of climate change
policy, the UK has more recently joined the ranks of the more ambitious countries, with quite
high emission reduction targets compared to most others. For instance, in 1997, the UK took
on an ambitious domestic target: 20% CO2 emissions reduction by 2010. On this background,
the British government has increasingly portrayed itself as being at the forefront of the
international effort to combat climate change5. In terms of domestic emissions reduction
targets, this is certainly true. But what is really the background for this increasing domestic
and international ambitiousness? First, we ask if the increasing ambitiousness is a mere
reflection of an increasingly "benign" climate policy situation for the British government in
terms of costs and benefits with, for instance, economically motivated energy switches from
coal to gas providing opportunities to exercise climate ambitiousness almost for free.
However, we are especially interested in the impact of domestic politics and institutions. For
instance, could it be that the increasing ambitiousness has been "fuelled" by a rapidly
increasing public demand for effective climate policies, giving in turn the green forces within
the governmental apparatus the upper hand in struggles over climate policies? Moreover, in
addition to the domestic forces, there is the potentially external influential force of the
European Community. Could it be that the UK has been pushed to adopt ambitious targets by
impatient partners within the EC? Looking ahead, how likely is it that the British government
will be able to follow up its ambitious targets? These are the main questions addressed in this
report. But let us first substantiate the development of main British climate policy positions
over time.

1 DoE (1997: 8).
2 In 1990 CO2 constituted 81 % of the total greenhouse gas emissions in the UK, while methane contributed 12%

and nitrous oxide further 5%2. The UK had 18% of the total EC CO2 emissions in 1990 (Anderson et al.
1997: 14).

3 Collier (1997: 88).
4 The characterisation has, for instance, been used by Rose (1990).
5 Collier (1997: 87).
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2. British climate positions within the EC and at the international
stage: from dragger to pusher?

2.1 The road to Rio

The UK initially seemed to share the general increasing concern about global climate change
in the late eighties/early nineties, but it was not among the leaders in the process.6 On the
scientific side, it was quite active by giving prominent financial and research support to the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) when this was established in 1988.7

However, in 1989 at the Noordwijk Conference, the UK was one of the few developed
countries that did not support CO2 emission targets.8 Then in May 1990, Prime Minister
Thatcher, allegedly quite unexpectedly, announced that the UK aimed for a return of CO2
emissions to the 1990 level by the year 2005, with a 1990 baseline - on the condition that
other countries took similar action.9 However, at subsequent EC level discussions on adopting
the year 2000 as a common target year for the EC, the UK first refused to fall in line with
other EC countries.10 A common climate policy target for the EC was then announced in
October 1990 when a joint Council of the EC Energy and Environmental Ministers decided
that the Community would stabilise its total CO2 emissions at 1990 levels by 2000. To reach
this target, it was envisaged that burden-sharing within the EC was necessary and had to be
negotiated. Two years later, the UK fell in line with regard to 2000 as the target year.11

During the INC negotiations the UK generally supported the inclusion of targets in a
convention, but it still valued acceptance of a convention by the United States higher than
having targets included, and acted as a broker between the US and the EC states.12 The UK
insisted that support from the US was crucial for the Convention to be viable.13 The US would
not accept specific emission reduction targets at this stage. The UK position was somewhere
in between the two main blocks, seeking a "bottom up" approach and emphasizing national
climate policy programmes and the use of economic instruments more than international

6 Andresen (1998:14).
7 For instance, a British scientist chaired the working group on the impact of climate change (Kawashima

1997:105).
8 Kawashima (1997:97).
9 Haigh (1992/97:14.1-1).
10 Collier (1997:90).
11 Collier (1997:87).
12 Kawashima (1997:96).
13 ENDS Report 1992, 208: 19.
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targets.14 As a consequence of bilateral negotiations between the UK and the US, a
compromise text was proposed. Although heavily criticised, it was integrated almost
unchanged into the final Convention text. The outcome was that the Framework Convention
on Climate Change (FCCC) contained only a vague call for the return of greenhouse gas
emissions to their 1990 levels by the year 2000, and the US hence signed it.

2.2 From Rio to Kyoto

The UK initially preferred a gas by gas approach, i.e. specific targets set for different
greenhouse targets.15 Both the UK and the EC as a unit ratified the FCCC in December 1993.
Probably related to President Clinton's commitment in April 1993 to return US greenhouse
gases to 1990 levels, at this point the UK dropped the condition that other countries should
take similar action.16 As an interesting move on the domestic scene in 1994, the then
opposition Labour Party adopted a target of 20% CO2 emissions reduction by 2010 in its
environmental policy manifesto.17 In the more official run-up to the Berlin Conference, the
UK changed its mind on the gas by gas issue and preferred future negotiations to focus on a
"basket approach" covering all greenhouse gases.18 The UK repeated this as a proposal for the
new protocol at a meeting in the ad hoc group on the Berlin Mandate.19 At the Berlin First
Conference of the Parties (CoP) in 1995, it was decided that the signatories of the Convention
should start developing targets beyond the year 2000. Also on this matter, a shift in policy of
the UK could be noted, as it called for a commitment by the industrialised countries to reduce
their total greenhouse emissions by 5-10% by 2010.2D From being among the most sceptical,
the UK was now closer to the green EC countries in the negotiations, and from being quite
silent and reserved, the UK now took on a more explicit and active role, for instance
criticising reluctant parties in the JUSCANZ alliance.21

In March 1997, the new UK Labour government announced a national target for emissions
after 2000: a 10% reduction of CO2 by 2010 below its 1990 level. Also in March 1997, the
UK accepted a negotiated burden sharing within the EC, after having opposed it strongly
earlier. The UK counted for 18% of the total EC CO2 emissions in 199022 and within the EC

14 Andresen (1998:19); communication with Malcolm Ferguson, IEEP, September 1999.
15 OECD/IEA (1994:169).
16 Haigh (1992/97: 14.1-1).
17 "In trust for tomorrow" (1994:6).
18 ENDS 1995, 242:24.
19 FCCC (1997:34).
20 FCCC (1997:37).
21 Andresen (1998:24).
22 Anderson et al. (1997:14).
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"bubble", it was committed to reduce its emissions by 10 % from 1990 levels in 2010.23 The
EC Presidency suggested a 20% reduction of greenhouse gases for the UK, but the UK ended
up with 10%, identical to their opening position at the negotiations.24 In May, the Labour
Government officially adopted (and repeated) a 20% domestic CO2 reduction ambition by
2010.25 Moreover, Prime Minister Blair stated explicitly that this target was not a conditional
target.26 In Kyoto in December 1997, there was not a separate UK position because the EC
acted as unanimous negotiation partner. The burden-sharing in the EC was renegotiated in
1998, and the UK is now committed to 12.5% reduction of its 1990 greenhouse gas emissions
by 2010.27 This makes it a "medium ambitious" country in the EC context.

In summary, up to around the first Conference of the Parties in Berlin in 1995, the British
climate policy positions can best be characterized as basically quite "middle of the road",28 but
more on the reluctant side, as witnessed for instance in the initial insistence on the year 2005
and not the standard year 2000 as the target year. A change of policy was witnessed at the
1995 CoP, and the stepped-up general climate policy ambitiousness led the UK into the group
of more ambitious climate policy nations. This position was bolstered by further increased
CO2 emissions reductions ambitions announced in the Spring of 1997; these ambitions
apparently doubled from 10% in March to 20% in May! On this background, three clusters of
questions stand out as especially interesting to try to answer:

• Why were the initial British climate positions more on the reluctant side? Was this a
reflection of perceived high reduction costs - and/or was it a result of an especially low
public attention given to the climate issue and a related relaxed governmental response?

• Why did British climate positions become more ambitious towards the mid 1990s? Did
governmental perceptions of reduction costs change (i.e. that perceived costs decreased)?
Did public climate saliency increase, and along with it, governmental establishment of
effective climate policies? What about the role of the EC?

• Why the seeming rapid increase in ambitiousness in the Spring of 1997? Can this be
related to changes in any of the focused factors - i.e. reduction costs, climate politics, and
EC influence?

23 See Ringius (1997:7).
24 Ibid.:29-32.
25 ACE Briefing Note 97/4; ENDS Report 269:6.
26 ENDS Report 1997, 269:41.
27 ENDS Report 1998, 281: 39,46.

! For instance, Kawashima (1997:119) categorizes the UK as an in-between climate policy "follower".
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3. Exploring the background for the developing British climate
positions

3.1 The formation of British "reluctant" climate positions and policy pre-
Rio

3.1.1 High initial emission projections and perceived reduction costs - but a
"benign" development.

Generally, the UK is self-sufficient on energy. With regard to main emission sources in 1990,
coal contributed to about 40% of the CO2 emissions, natural gas to about 19% and petroleum
to 35.5%.29 Official emissions projections at the time were uncertain, but suggested that CO2
emissions would rise by over 20% from the 1990 level by the year 2000, and as much as over
40% by 2005.30 Hence, the then Environment Minister David Trippier allegedly warned that
any attempt to return emissions to 1990 levels by the year 2005 would involve "pain and
anguish" - in other words, it would be costly.31 When the UK "return to 1990 emission levels"
target was announced in May 1990, the chosen target year 2005 (instead of the internationally
more common year 2000 target) was advised by a working group of economists from
different governmental departments who had investigated the cost of stabilising emissions.32

In 1991, emissions projections were adjusted somewhat in a "benign" direction; with a
possible business-as-usual range actually opening up the possibility of a 2,5% decrease in
emissions by the year 2000, but also indicating a possibility for an increase of up to 11%.
According to the then Energy Secretary John Wakeham, this development reflected "helpful
developments", notably plans to replace coal-fired power stations with more efficient gas-
fired plants and improvements in energy efficiency.33 The background for the important so-
called "dash for gas" process is to be found in economic policy under the Conservative
regime. Based on a general policy of privatisation and liberalisation of the electricity
generating sector, the cutting of subsidies to coal mines led to higher relative price of coal,
and power stations preferred to order energy from gas producers rather than from coal mines.
This economically motivated shift from coal to natural gas would bring about substantial
greenhouse gas emission reductions, since gas releases much less CO2 than coal, and the
reductions would be cost free in climate policy terms. Then, in July 1992, this "benign"

29 Boehmer-Christiansen and Skea (1991:131); DoE (1994:14).
30 ENDS Report 1991,203: 20.
31 ENDS Report 1995, 242:23.
32 Kawashima (1997:107). This group was called the Interdepartmental Group on Environmental Economics

(IGEE).
33 ENDS Report 1991, 203:20.
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development continued, with revised emissions projections indicating a likely year 2000

increase in CO2 emissions of only about 5%.34 The impact of economic recession in the UK at

this point has been indicated as a contributory factor to changed projections.35

We return to a more comprehensive assessment of driving factors, but can tentatively
conclude that although initially projected increases in emissions and related reduction costs
probably shaped the initial British climate cautiousness, already by the time of the Rio
Conference, this cost factor had changed considerably.

3.1.2 Initial climate policy reluctance due to low public climate saliency and a
related lax governmental response?

Generally, environmental issues headed the agenda in the late eighties/early nineties. British
polls in 1988 and 1989 found that 55% of the population favoured environmental protection
over growth, and green issues were regarded as more vital than the National Health Service
and unemployment.36 Polls also confirmed that the concern of the British public remained
high the following years. In an international survey from 1992, 56% still favoured
environmental protection over growth.37 In the latter survey, the UK had about the same score
as the Netherlands, Japan and the United States, whereas Denmark, Finland and West
Germany had a score of more than 70%.38 The UK hence fits the general trend in Europe of a
sharp rise in environmental concern from 1987 to 1992, as illustrated by Table I.39

Table 1: Issues considered important by British respondents

Year

1986

1989

1993

Pollution/environment

8%

30%

22%

Unemployment

75%

26%

45%

Health

22%

32%

29%

Source: Poll from Department of Environment 1994 referred in ENDS Report 232:18 (1994):
Proportions of respondents spontaneously mentioning the environment as important.

62% of the respondents in the above-mentioned international poll said that they perceived
global warming as "a very serious problem"; more serious than for instance air pollution, but

34 ENDS Report 1995, 242:23.
35 Kawashima (1997:107).
36 Respectively 35%, 29% and 24%, referred by McCormick (1991: 151).
37 Dunlap et al. (1992: table 14).
38 Ibid.
39 Dahl (1998:11).
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less important than water pollution and ozone layer depletion.40 Compared to other countries,

concern about the greenhouse effect was higher in countries such as Germany, Norway and

Portugal than in the UK, and lower in Finland, the United States and the Netherlands (!).41

How, then, was this development reflected in party politics and the governmental and
ministerial priorities? In terms of party politics, the climate issue was, among other
environmental issues, a subject of party competition in the late eighties/early nineties. When
the Conservative government issued a White Paper on Environment in 1990, the Labour Party
issued its own report on the matter.42 Labour emphasized market incentives instead of the
traditional regulation approach.43 It promised to freeze greenhouse gas emissions by the year
2000, five years ahead of the government target at the time, and to aim for "significant cuts"
in the years beyond 2000.44 The Liberal Democrats' alternative was the most radical one, with
a 30% reduction target for 2005 and a 50% reduction target for 2015.45 However, this focus on
the environment in party politics did not last for long. In the 1992 election manifestos
environmental issues were toned down, except by the Liberal Democrats who kept the target
of 30% CO2 cut by the year 2005.46 This general reduction in attention to environmental issues
(or perhaps return to "normalcy") may have had something to do with the looming economic
recession in the UK.

Turning to the role of the prime minister, the PM might have a strong power potential in a
"majoritarian system" such as the UK, and the role of Margaret Thatcher has been
emphasized by several observers and scholars as an important factor in the climate case.47

Thatcher's stand on the climate issue has been likened to the "conversion of Saul on the road
to Damascus".48 She came to office with an attitude to environmental matters as a ""humdrum
issue".49 Then there was an apparently dramatic conversion starting with a speech in
September 1988 where she argued that global warming was among the great challenges of
this century.50 This initiative was followed by personnel and institutional changes, for instance

40 Dunlap et al. (1992: table 6).
41 Ibid.
42 ENDS Report 1990, 184:3.
43 Ibid.
44 ENDS Report 1990, 189:3.
45 ENDS Report 1990, 188:13.
46 ENDS Report 1992, 206: 21.
47 See for instance MCormick (1991) and Collier (1997).
48 See for instance Boehmer-Christiansen and Skea (1991:264).
49 McCormick (1991). The expression humdrum means "lack of excitement or variety, dull, monotonous"

(Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary).
50 McCormick (1991:60). Later that year, Thatcher held a speech to the Conservative party with the same

message. She was also hostess for an ozone layer conference.
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the appointment of a new, more active environment secretary and the creation of an
independent Environment Protection Commission.51 Thatcher seemingly believed that
international leadership on the scientific part was an important reason to support the climate
change negotiations.52 Whatever the motives for this shift, it certainly helped putting climate
change on the agenda in the UK, helped raise awareness of the issue and made it legitimate.53

However, except for the surprising May 1990 announcement of a 2005 target, general rhetoric
was not initially followed by more specific, ambitious targets and policy initiatives. Some of
the explanation for this reluctance may lie in a cabinet "tug of war" over climate policy, to
which we will now turn.

A specific strategy to implement the CO2 target was first mentioned in the 1990 White Paper
This Common Inheritance, but not in depth. The White Paper did not set out a strategy to
achieve the 2005 target as promised.54 Rather, it proposed moderate measures to improve
energy efficiency, but also included a hint that future measures "will inevitably have to
include increases in the relative prices of energy and fuel".55 Several proposals were made by
Environment Secretary, Chris Patten, on market based policies to reduce pollution in the
preparation for the White Paper in 1990, but most were opposed by other ministers and
excluded from the Paper.56 One of these proposals was a graduated carbon tax to make the use
of fossil fuels more expensive. This was allegedly abandoned because of opposition from
several quarters: the Energy Secretary opposed any proposal that might increase the cost of
electricity, while the PM and the Chancellor of the Exchequer opposed it because of its
potential effect on inflation.57 It has also been suggested that the root of the shortcomings of
the White Paper was that Patten lost the cabinet battles to integrate environmental thinking
into transport and energy policy, and that Prime Minister Thatcher failed to support the
Environment Secretary on major issues in the cabinet, despite her apparent involvement.58 It
has been suggested that Thatcher was most concerned about scientific leadership in the
climate issue, while the UK government was more interested in taking on a special role as a
broker between the EC and the US.59

5lMcCormick(1991:60).
52 Kawashima (1997:113).
53 McCormick (1991:60-61).
54 ENDS Report 1990, 188: 12, Boehmer-Christiansen and Skea (1991:264-265).
55 Referred in ENDS Report 1990, 188: 12.
56 McCormick (1991:171).
57 McCormick (1991:171). It has been stated that "there is a widespread belief that Treasury had vetoed any

moved towards environmental taxes" when discussing the White Paper in 1990 (Boehmer-Christiansen and
Skea (1991:265).

58 ENDS Report 1990, 188: 11.
59 Kawashima (1997:113).
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Tentatively summing up, although British climate policy cautiousness in this phase was
probably initially significantly shaped by "malign" emissions projections and related potential
reduction costs, political and cultural factors must clearly be drawn into the picture; both in
order to understand the initial British position and to understand why the cautiousness
lingered on in spite of a basically "benign" development of emissions projections and related
costs. Although there was a substantial (albeit temporary) public attention given to the climate
issue, and hence an increase in "demand" for stronger policies, the governmental response and
"supply" overall must be characterized as lukewarm and reluctant. A central, underlying
factor was probably that although Prime Minister Thatcher was somewhat intrigued about the
global warming issue, she and her conservative government were in no way convinced that
this was an issue worthy of significant political market intervention running counter to the
general trend of privatisation and deregulation.

3.2 How can we explain more climate ambitiousness from the mid-1990s
on?

3.2.1 Did perceived costs decrease?

As indicated, already by 1992 emissions projections were getting more "benign", indicating
"only" a 5% increase in CO2 emissions by the year 2000. In March 1995, revised emissions
projections from the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) painted an even more optimistic
picture. In these projections, CO2 emissions were expected to decrease by 4-8% by the year
2000.80 Important background factors for this more optimistic picture was first and foremost
the anticipated collapse of coal-fired power generation during the 1990s and a greater nuclear
contribution than anticipated earlier. In a more long term perspective, reduced energy demand
was expected. With regard to the nuclear contribution, the initial emissions projections
anticipated a reduction of the contribution of CO2 free nuclear power generation from the mid
1990s on. But improved actual productivity of the nuclear power stations in the first part of
the 1990s led instead to DTI expectations in 1995 of an increasing nuclear contribution during
the latter part of the decade.61

With regard to the outlook for emissions of greenhouse gases other than CO2, although
uncertainty was substantial in 1994/95, an overall picture emerged of substantial reductions
being achievable at low costs. For instance, reduced coal mining would also mean falling
methane emissions.62 However, although the "dash for gas" process and nuclear developments

60 ENDS Report 1995, 242:23.
61 ENDS Report 1995, 251:19.
62 ENDS Report 1995, 242:24.
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were cornerstones in the government's projections and expectations, there was also a more

specific climate policy element and contribution. It is to this political element that we now

turn.

3.2.2 Did public climate saliency increase in the first part of the 1990s and were
effective climate policies established?

Starting on the policy side, related to the strong emphasis in "This Common Inheritance" on
energy efficiency and saving, the Energy Saving Trust (EST) was set up in 1992 as a joint
partnership between the Government, British Gas, the Regional Electricity Companies
(RECs), Scottish Power and Scottish Hydro Electric. The trust started with a budget of under
£5 million in 1993-94, but mainly based on surcharges on gas tariff and electricity franchise
customers, this was planned to increase rapidly and substantially. According to Collier
(1997:92), around year 2000 an investment profile around £400 million was envisaged. The
government initially expected the residential sector to contribute savings of 4.0 million tons of
carbon (MtC).

Moreover, several interesting developments took place towards the end of 1993 and the
beginning of 1994. 1993 saw first a controversial imposition of a value added tax (VAT) on
domestic fuel and power; to be introduced in two steps: first at a 8% rate in 1994 and later at a
17.5% rate in 1995, which was the general VAT rate. Moreover, a commitment to raise road
fuel duty by an average of 5% per year was established.63 In January 1994, the first major UK
climate policy strategy was published. This strategy outlined how the UK could deal with the
5% CO2 emissions shortfall of the year 2000 stabilisation target projected back in 1992, but as
the main new element, it dealt also with methane, PFC and HFC emissions. The main picture
here was that much could be achieved at little cost, and few specific climate policy initiatives
were presented. In relation to the 1993 measures, the strategy contained little new in relation
to CO2 emissions. The strategy was developed under the banner of a "partnership approach".
This was reflected both in the creation process and the contents of the strategy. Business,
public agencies, and environmental groups participated in the policy formation process
through written responses, DoE workshops, and a national conference. Moreover, central
elements of the strategy itself were voluntary agreements with business and information
campaigns aimed at the public.

The 1993 measures and the 1994 strategy can, of course, be interpreted as a response to the
earlier described increasing public concern about climate change. However, as indicated,
already by 1992/93 public concern about environmental issues was falling again. Hence, the
decisive games with regard to the more specific design of the climate strategy were most

1 ENDS Report 1994, 228:21.
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probably intra-bureaucratic in character. According to ENDS Report, the strategy's declared
goal of future policy to "meet the needs of the economy for access to markets in ways which
substantially reduce the need to travel and the impacts of that travel" and the mix of possible
regulatory and fiscal options to achieve such a goal represented limited victories for the
Department of the Environment. But the allegedly general failure to present a clear long-term
climate policy vision indicated that other governmental actors than the DoE had gotten the
overall upper hand.64

By the time the UK suggested more ambitious climate change goals for the developed
countries at the 1995 first Conference of the Parties within the climate regime, troubling
domestic developments had taken place. In December 1994, the second stage of the VAT on
fossil fuel was rejected by the Parliament, and falling energy prices had counteracted the
impact of the initial 8% VAT increase.65 With regard to energy saving and the EST, as
indicated, schemes to promote efficient use of energy by domestic and small business
consumers were initially to be recovered in the tariffs charged to gas consumers.66 However,
the Office of Gas Supply (OFGAS) rejected this way of financing EST in 1994 and as a
consequence, the EST revised its programme of activities from savings to a fifth of the
original plan.67 Hence, although the government originally expected the residential sector to
contribute savings of 4.0 MtC, this was eventually reduced to 1.5 MtC in the Progress Report
from 1995. However, as described in the previous section, revised and "soothing" emissions
projections published in Spring 1995 reduced the potentially troubling and impeding role of
these policy developments.

Given the slow development of EC climate policies, there is little reason to believe that EC
pressure played any significant role for the more ambitious turn of UK climate policy.68

Hence, all in all, increasing ambitiousness from the mid-1990s on must largely be seen as a
reflection of the dash-for-gas factor.

3.3 Why were emissions reduction ambitions considerably stepped up in
1997?

3.3.1 Did perceived costs decrease further?

As far as we can see, no radical changes took place in terms of emissions projections and

related perceived reduction costs in the period between March 1995 and March 1997. The

64 ENDS Report 1994, 228:24.
65 ENDS Report 1994, 239:13.
66 FCCC (1997:9).
67FCCC1997:9.
68Wettestad(1999).
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"significant reductions at low costs" picture emerging from the March 1995 projections was
further underpinned in a government progress report on the climate change strategy published
in December 1995.69 Like in the Energy Paper published in March, the main factor
underpinning the "rosy" projections was the anticipated collapse of coal-fired power
generation over the 1990s. However, a moderate trimming of the expected savings from the
CO2 strategy from 10 MtC to 7.5 MtC was indicated. But it was emphasized that even if none
of these savings were delivered, the UK's emissions in 2000 would likely remain below the
1990 level.70

3.3.2 Did public climate saliency increase from the mid-1990s on and were climate
policies developed further?

Starting again on the policy side, as indicated above, the December 1995 government progress
report in fact lowered the expectations with regard to the effectiveness of various climate
policies. This was the case both with regard to the more than halved VAT on domestic fuel
and the radically scaled down Energy Saving Trust due to the refusal of gas and electricity
regulators to sanction large-scale funding. Moreover, expectations with regard to energy
savings in terms of domestic appliances were questioned by Oxford University researchers.71

These lowered expectations were further confirmed in the 1996 government climate policy
progress report.72 In 1997, 7.7 MtC per year were expected to be caused by savings from the
programme, 7.6 MtC per year from measures pre-dating the programme, and finally, 9.9 MtC
per year were projected effect of changes in the electricity supply industry and other
changes.73

When the Labour government came into office in the Spring of 1997, no specific and detailed
plan to achieve its far more ambitious CO2 reductions target was immediately presented. This
was announced to be published in early 1998. On the basis of projections indicating rising
CO2 emissions after 2000, in order to meet the 20% cut in 2010 target, a reduction of around
35mtC seemed necessary.74 A preliminary analysis from a Labour-affiliated green pressure
group (i.e. SERA) indicated that nearly half of such a reduction venture had to be achieved
within the transport sector. In addition, SERA pointed to Labour's plan to achieve 10% of the

69 ENDS Report 1995, 251:19-22.
70 Ibid.: 19.
71 Ibid.:20.
72 Collier (1997:92).
73 DoE (1997:28).
74 ENDS Report 1997, 269:6.
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UK's electricity from renewable sources by 2010 and the need for "a very large programme"
to increase domestic energy efficiency.75

Despite the lack of immediate, specific policy plans in its first budget in 1997, the new
Government increased the average rate of increase in road fuel duties by 6%.76 Moreover,
according to experienced British environmental policy observers, the change in government
was important for several reasons.77 First, the Labour Party brought with it the political
'baggage' of a more demanding target which the party made when in opposition (as described
earlier). Secondly, environmental NGOs, including the Labour-affiliated SERA referred to
above, had gained some influence with the Party when in opposition. Third, the internal
dynamics of the new government were also critical. Prime Minister Blair was allegedly not
deeply interested in environmental issues, but in order to maintain party unity in the face of
his modernising social democrat agenda, he formed an alliance with John Prescott, a leading
figure trusted by 'old' Labour. The latter became Deputy Prime Minister, and Secretary of
State in charge of the new and enlarged Department of Environment, Transport and Regions
(DETR) in the new government. Not only was he a powerful and influential figure, but also
retained a concern for environmental issues. His environment minister, Michael Meacher, was
also a left-wing green politician, and both had been members of the Labour Party's
Environment Policy Commission which had established the policies in In Trust for

Tomorrow, including the 20% CO2 reduction.

With regard to public climate saliency, our impression is that this saliency has largely
remained at the same level - after the environmental "boom" in the early 1990s.

3.3.3 Some brief notes on relevant EC developments

The EC climate burden-sharing political agreement achieved in March 1997 was, of course,
an important step forward for the EC in the run-up process to the Kyoto Conference.78 But did
it influence British climate ambitiousness in any noticeable way? Overall, it seems
reasonable to assume that the very process of negotiating an EC burden-sharing scheme
stimulated the British target-setting and policy clarification process. As was noted in Section
2.2., the UK established more "narrow" national goals (i.e. 10% CO2 reduction by 2010) than
what it took on within the EC context (i.e. 10% reduction of a "basket" of greenhouse gases
by 2010). This difference between national and "European" targets was broadened further
when Prime Minister Blair raised the UK 2010 ambition to 20% CO2 reduction in May 1997.

75 Ibid.
76 Haigh (1992/97:14, 1-3).
77 In the following section, we draw heavily upon information and comments provided by Malcolm Ferguson,

IEEP, London.
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As pinpointed by Ringius (1997:31), this was probably inspired by the EC modeling work
which came out with the need for a 20% UK reduction contribution of the "basket" of
greenhouse gases. But Blair's target only referred to CO2, which is probably a reflection of
comparatively low CO2 reductions costs in the UK. Moreover, it should be noted that soon
after it entered power, the new government had to gear itself up for the Presidency of the
Council in the first half of 1998. Aside from anything else, this gave Prescott a central role in
establishing the Community's negotiating stance for Kyoto, and at Kyoto itself through the
Troika of Presidencies. This served to generally strengthen the UK's engagement in the
climate policy debate.79

Summing up, it seems fair to say that the Spring 1997 increase in British climate

ambitiousness was loosely influenced by the EC burden-sharing process and the up-coming

UK EC Presidency, but the EC process did not drive up national ambitions significantly.

3.4 Some recent developments in UK climate policy

In June 1998, a climate policy package consisting of an energy tax, an emissions trading
scheme and some direct regulations was loosely sketched by Environment Minister Meacher,
together with a pledge to specify this package in a forthcoming consultation paper.80 This
paper was presented in October 1998. For the first time, an outline of a possible sectoral
share-out in relation to the different reduction targets was presented. In terms of potential
sectoral emission savings by 2010, the business sector stood out as offering the largest
potential. Transport and households were ranked as the second most promising sectors, with
somewhat smaller contributions envisaged from the energy and public sectors.81 In the
beginning of November, the consultation paper was followed by a report on economic
instruments and the business use of energy, produced by a task force led by Sir Colin
Marshall. The report came out strongly against an early introduction of a British emissions
trading system; it supported the introduction of an energy tax, differentiated in relation to the
carbon content of different fuels; and rejected the idea of tax exemptions for energy-intensive
industries.82 In March 1999, the Government decided to introduce a climate change levy on
business energy use from April 2001 on. Although the levy is quite modest and is projected to
cut only 2% off business emissions of carbon dioxide by 2010, it has been given a warm

78 For an overview of this process, see Ringius (1997).
79 Thanks to Malcolm Ferguson for pinpointing this aspect.
80 ENDS Report 1998,281:39.
81 See summary in ENDS Report 1998, 285:17-22.
82 Ibid.:20.
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welcome by environmentalists and an opposite, negative reaction from business.83 As a
response to business reactions, the announcement has been followed by negotiations between
the Government and major energy users interested in signing voluntary agreements in
exchange for a lower energy tax rate.84 Also the 6% annual increase in road fuel duties has
experienced mounting opposition from the industry in the autumn of 1999.85

Overall, according to official emission figures published in May 1999, the UK seems well on
its way to meet its international climate commitments.86 In relation to the EU "stabilisation by
2000" target, which is more loosely echoed in the 1992 Climate Convention, despite a 1%
increase in 1998, CO2 emissions were still 7% below the 1990 level. In relation to the EU and
Kyoto Protocol target of 12.5% reduction by 2010 (of a "basket" of six greenhouse gases), the
UK also seemed comfortably to be on the right track. Emissions of the "basket" gases were
9% below the 1990 level in 1997, "leaving 13 years to make up the remaining 3.5 percentage
points", as pinpointed in ENDS Report 292.87 But the achievement of the national 20% CO2
emissions reductions target seems far more uncertain. A sizeable reduction of around 34 MtC
in relation to the 1990 figure seems necessary. After steady progress made in the first half of
the 1990s, the reduction rate has since fallen behind schedule. Hence, in order to meet this
target, additional and significant policy initiatives stand out as unavoidable, not least within
the transport sector.

83 ENDS Report 1999, 290:19-20.
84 ENDS Report 1999,291:3-4.
85 See for instance Reuter/Planetark, November 2, 1999, "Britain faces pressure to scrap high fuel taxes".
86 See ENDS Report 1999,292:4.
87 Ibid.
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4. Summing up

Let us first sum up the development of British climate policy ambitiousness. In the 1992 Rio
Conference process and up to around the first Conference of the Parties in Berlin in 1995, the
British climate policy positions can be characterised as quite "middle of the road", but more
on the reluctant side. A change of policy was witnessed at the 1995 CoP, and the stepped-up
general climate policy ambitiousness lead the UK into the group of more ambitious climate
policy nations. This position was further bolstered by further increased CO2 emissions
reductions ambitions announced in the spring of 1997; these ambitions in fact seemingly
doubling from 10% in March to 20% in May!

Against this background, we asked three main questions: first, why were the initial British
climate positions more on the reluctant side? Second, why did the British climate positions
become more ambitious towards the mid 1990s? And third, why the rapid, seemingly
doubling of reduction ambitiousness in the spring of 1997? Addressing these questions in
turn, first, with regard to the initial British climate reluctance, although "malign" emissions
projections and related high potential reduction costs played a significant role, political and
cultural factors must clearly be drawn into the picture. This, both in order to understand the
initial British position, and to understand why the cautiousness lingered on in spite of a
basically "benign" development of emissions projections and related costs. Although there
was a substantial (albeit temporary) public attention given to the climate issue, and hence an
increase in "demand" for stronger policies, the governmental response and "supply" must
overall be characterised as lukewarm and reluctant. A central, underlying factor was probably
that Prime Minister Thatcher and her conservative government were in no way convinced that
this was an issue worthy of significant political market intervention running counter to the
general trend of privatisation and deregulation. Hence, in this phase, (conservative) politics
possibly led to a lower "supply" of climate policies than rough calculations of national
economic interests would lead us to expect.

Secondly, increasing ambitiousness from the mid-1990s was largely a reflection of the dash-
for-gas factor. In March 1995, revised emissions projections indicated a decrease in CO2
emissions by 4-8% by the year 2000. At this stage, the first major UK climate policy strategy
had been published and some promising energy tax and energy efficiency initiatives launched.
However, the taxing of fossil fuel ran into trouble in the Parliament in late 1994,
symptomatically indicating that increasing governmental climate ambitiousness was not
grounded in forceful climate policy instruments per se. Given the slow development of EC
climate policies, there is little reason to believe that EC pressure played much role for the
more ambitious turn of UK climate policy.
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Thirdly, although the stepped up ambitiousness in 1997 was, of course, underpinned by the
dash-for-gas process, other factors also need to be taken into account here. The main factor
was the new Labour Government coming into office, with a more pro-environmental
"baggage" and more open to influence from green forces. Although establishment the 20%
target was an important symbolic part of this process, several qualifying aspects need to be
taken into consideration. First, it must be recalled that the 20% target was not drawn
completely out of the air; it was a more formal restatement of a 1994 policy statement.
Moreover, it is solely a domestic target, so it is a little misleading to see policy development
in the spring of 1997 as a "rapid doubling" of ambitions in an international context. In
addition, by choosing the "right" reduction figure indicated for the UK by EC modelling
work, it should also probably be seen as one of several initiatives to signal a changed attitude
to European politics.

The UK will comfortably meet the year 2000 stabilisation commitments and seems well on its
way to meet the EC/Kyoto target of 12.5% reduction by 2010. However, the domestic 20%
reduction commitment will be a far tougher nut to crack. This particular commitment is
probably an example of political factors driving climate policy ambitions beyond the level
rough calculations of national economic interests would indicate. Being a domestic political
commitment, its political weight is questionable; with its fate very much dependent on
shifting domestic and international winds. Recent industry opposition may indicate strong
winds of the contrary kind ahead.
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