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Abstract

Processes of ecological modernisation — where ecological protection
becomes increasingly viable and attractive, whether through market forces or
by state intervention and regulation — have received considerable attention
within the academic literature. However, extant theory in this respect has
focused almost wholly on the nation state level and has yet to account for the
role played by local governments.

This thesis seeks to address that deficiency by developing conceptual tools to
study local government behaviour in order to understand why local
governments contribute differently from one another to processes of
ecological modernisation. A model of local environmental policy capacity is
proposed (using insights from new theories of institutionalism, policy
entrepreneurship and policy networks) and is applied to the ‘zero-carbon
homes’ policy agenda of England in the period 2006 to 2015. This agenda is
chosen because it both illustrates ecological modernisation and centres on a
key field of responsibility for local government — local planning.

Two local governments are chosen for in-depth study to assess the value of
the model. Oxford City Council, on the one hand, which showed reluctance in
contributing to the agenda, and Cambridge City Council, on the other, which
has been more proactive. The research provides useful insights on reasons
for the differences between the two cities, these reflecting, above all, the
dialectical relationship between policy entrepreneurship and institutions.
Empowered entrepreneurs operating within an institutional context conducive
to both change, and with a focus on sustainability, are important conditions for
action.

The key contribution of the thesis lies in its revelations about the processes of
ecological modernisation at a local level, and the argument that, if ecological
modernisation theory is to be useful in explaining the processes of change in
this regard — as it claims to be — then it needs also to take account of local
government’s contributions.



‘Many years ago the great British explorer Edward Mallory, who was to die on Mount
Everest, was asked why did he wanted climb it.

He said, ‘because it is there”

- John. F. Kennedy, 1962.
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Chapter One:

Introduction

States around the world have begun to initiate legislative programs designed
to mitigate and minimise the effects of climate change. Typically these seek to
mandate or encourage the private sector to embrace new technological and
design solutions in order to ‘green’ production and consumption. We can point
to financial incentives for domestic renewable energy production and
incentives for the purchase of electric cars for example, or the creation of new
environmental ministries or emergence of new discourses of sustainable
development. Contemporary discourses of environmental governance have
used this transition to greener modes of production and consumption to stress
a new, ecological phase of modernisation where we can have it both ways;
continued economic growth can be accompanied by a concurrent reduction in
emissions and negative environmental externalities. The only route out of
modernity’s environmental problem, ecological modernisation theorists argue,

is further modernisation.
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This thesis questions the way that local government has been theorised within
our existing accounts of how that process occurs and suggests that greater

appreciation is needed for the role they play as contributors in their own right.

For much of the time between today and the earliest discussions on climate
science, spearheaded by the likes of Rachel Carson with her book The Silent
Spring (Carson 2000), James Lovelock with his Gaia hypothesis (Lovelock
2000) and The Club of Rome’s Limits to Growth (Meadows and Club of Rome
1972) report, capitalism, industrialisation and growth were understood as the
cause of the environmental problem, not its solution. The only way to mitigate
the problem was said to be through de-industrialisation, an argument most
forcefully presented in such works as Barry Commoner’s The Closing Circle
(Commoner 1971) and Herman Daly’s Towards a Steady State Economy
(Daly 1973). However, a number of countries —including the US, Scandinavia,
Germany and Japan — had experienced an increase in output, but a relative
(or in some cases an absolute) decrease in emissions (Janicke, Monch,
Ranneberg, et al. 1989, Janicke, Monch, Ranneburg, et al. 1989, Mol 2000, p.
45, Murphy 2000, p. 2). Economic growth had in these cases been de-

coupled from ecological degradation.

It was thus becoming more contentious to argue that the link between
modernity and environmental degradation was as clear cut as the de-
industrialists would say; actual institutional transformations were taking place

that were redefining the relationship between industrial society and the
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environment that could ‘no longer be interpreted as mere window-dressing, as
they were in the 1970s’ (Mol 1996, p. 303). Early ecological modernisation
theorists began to question what this meant for our assumptions about the link
between growth and environmental degradation. Institutions and actors were
showing willingness to reform production processes in a way that allowed
them to situate economic growth and the minimisation of negative
environmental externalities in a positive sum relationship. Rather than an
intrinsic flaw of modernity, ecological modernisation theorists argued that
environmental degradation resulted instead from a design flaw in the
institutional set up associated with contemporary modes of production and
consumption (Mol and Janicke 2009). The implication was that environmental
problems could be designed out, stimulating an ecological ‘switchover’. We

could, in other words, have it all.

Thus the normative ‘face’ of ecological modernisation theory (EMT) emerged.
This idea that economies could grow in a way that led to a reduction in
negative environmental externalities justified a new form of environmental
politics that could sit within a neoliberal political-economy rather than threaten
it, as prior normative thinking from de-industrialists had. Early advocates didn’t
argue for unbridled economic growth and capitalist expansion, instead merely
challenging the dominant understandings to give hope to the idea that
environmental protection could be achieved alongside modernisation, rather

than at the expense of it.
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Alongside this normative dimension though emerged an analytical face to
EMT that sought to provide an empirical skeleton for normative discussions.
Whilst the de-coupling of growth from emissions was — and still is — by no
means universal, it did raise the question of why it was occurring. An
analytical theory of EM! emerged out of attempts at answering this question.
By studying extant examples of this decoupling process scholars started to
offer prescriptions for how, why and when EM emerged as a trajectory. It is

towards this face of the EM literature that this thesis is directed.

Our understanding of the behaviour of national governments in stimulating or
managing processes of ecological modernisation is rich (Weale 1992, Janicke
1997, Janicke and Weidner 1997) but thus far EMT has failed to consider the
role that local governments play. We know from elsewhere that local
governments are playing an important role in localized responses to climate
change (Bulkeley 2013) but extant attempts from with ecological
modernisation theory (EMT) to explain the way that society is undergoing this
transition fails to adequately consider the role of local authorities in broader,

national climate change strategies.

This thesis responds to this lack of attention by investigating how can we
account for variation in the extent to which local authorities contribute to
processes of sustainable development. Chapter two discusses the literature

on ecological modernisation to highlight this gap more vividly. Here ecological

" Throughout this thesis EM theory is used to refer specifically to EM as an analytical framework rather than a
normative-political agenda. It will be made clear where it is being used in this latter sense.
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modernisation as a normative device and ecological modernisation theory as
an analytical device are introduced in more detail. This thesis talks to the
latter conceptualization of EM, but makes clear that the links between the two
are strong and the success EM as a normative goal — a normative goal that
has become a dominant discourse of environmental governance, no less — is
contingent upon our analytical understanding of it. Understanding how
governments legislate to minimize the impact of climate change and mitigate
against its impact is important if we are to have confidence in the

environmental legislation we put in place in the future.

It is that observation that spurs the research; if EMT is able to account for the
ecological development of industrial society, as it claims to, we need a theory
of local government behaviour within in. Chapter two makes the case for why
this is important, introducing literature from urban climate governance to show
that in England and around the world local governments show ambition and
willingness to take meaningful steps to contribute to processes of EM. It
proceeds to argue that within ecological modernisation theory there has been
an assumption that the implementation of policies and strategies directed
towards EM by central government is a problem-free process. Within a highly
centralized system such as the UK it is often down to local authorities to
implement national strategies, so it is worthwhile broadening out the focus not
only to the national policy design stage but to include local contributions.
Ecological modernisation theory often has a tendency of black-boxing the

state, downplaying the still crucial role it plays even as the market plays a
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more hands on role in the provision of environmental goods and services.

Local government is seldom discussed when analysing extant EM processes.

The chapter therefore sets up the two overall aims and contributions of
theses. The central aim and contribution of this thesis is to develop an
analytical model that, on the basis of the findings of this and further studies,
can be refined going forward to provide us with tools to explain the behaviour
of local governments in processes of ecological modernisation. It does so
through an in-depth study of the ecological modernisation of the English
residential housing sector that was spearheaded by central government’s
‘zero-carbon homes agenda’ between 2006 and 2015. The ZCH agenda was
an ambitious national level programme to increase the sustainability of
residential buildings in England (Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have
different planning systems, so are not the focus of this thesis) that was
launched in 2006 but abolished in 2015 after a change in government. It was
chosen as a site for analysis because it has undergone a process of
ecological modernisation and covers an area of which local authorities

typically have considerable influence — planning.

This sets up the central research questions of this thesis:

1. What is the nature of the contributions that English local authorities make in
pursuit of ecological protection and sustainability in the residential housing

sector?
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1l.a. How, if at all, has the nature of these contributions changed over
time?
1.b. How widespread have the contributions of local authorities been in
this regard?
1. ¢. How much commonality and variance has there been in such
contributions?

2. How can we account for any differences in the contributions that local

government make?

The analytical model — a model of local environmental policy capacity — that is
developed within this thesis to account for local government contributions is
discussed in chapter four. This provides the conceptual toolkit from which
empirical investigation proceeds and is developed using insight from previous
attempts to study national policy preparedness amongst national governments
in the context of ecological modernisation, but heavily bolstered with literature
from new theories of institutionalism, theories of network governance and
theories of policy entrepreneurship. It is designed to provide the tools not just
to understand the variation in outcomes within the case of residential housing
(thus answering research question number two) but also as a first step in the
on-going process of theoretical work to develop a tool that can study
outcomes across cases. In so doing the thesis thus responds to a key
deficiency in ecological modernisation theory on the behaviour of local

governments.
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At the heart of the theoretical discussion underpinning the model is the idea
that policy entrepreneurs underpin the emergence or demise of particular
policies or strategies and that their behaviour is constrained or enabled by
institutional factors. As a result the thesis draws heavily on the new theories of
institutionalism — particularly its rational choice, historical and sociological
institutionalist strands — to situate actors and institutions in a dialectical
relationship, where actors are both constrained and enabled by extant
institutional architectures and are also capable of influencing — but not
guaranteed to do so — that institutional architecture by engaging in processes

of institutional (re)design.

Their ability to do this is influenced by more than institutional context alone;
the ability of agents to act as institutional designers or reformers is
constrained and enabled by the extent to which they are able to navigate
existing policy networks and how much they are able to influence outcomes
that emerge from the interaction of their members (which would include
private bodies, public officials, political parties and civil society actors). As a
result, the model draws influence from the literature on policy networks —
particularly that which discusses the resourcefulness so of network actors and
the way that those resources influence their relative power. As such, the
relationship between institutions and agents should not just be understood as
dialectic but also one that is mediated through policy networks. It is therefore

important to study all three.
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However, we must remain sensitive to the economic conditions that prevail
locally. We will see from discussions in chapter two on ecological
modernisation at the national level and in the private sector that a baseline of
economic performance is needed in order for economic costs and ecological
savings to be reconciled. Within the model then this baseline economic
performance is situated as a necessary though potentially insufficient
condition. Precisely how economics influences outcomes is likely to vary on a
case by case basis (and indeed towards the end of the thesis we see that in
this case it has a Janus-face, serving as both a help and a hindrance under

different circumstances).

The completed model provides a useful tool to identify and map the
complexity of local government policy making — especially in a system as
centralized as that in England — and relate key individuals to their
surroundings in order to explain how an outcome occurred. The hope is that
the model developed in this work can be useful in the future to account for
local contributions to state-led processes of ecological modernisation,
especially where they are co-opted into the process on a voluntary basis (i.e.
where local government has greater autonomy over whether to engage with
national-level strategies). Recent developments in England have seen powers
being devolved to local governments in a range of policy areas, where groups
of local governments ‘bid’ for packages of devolved powers (Lowndes and

Gardner 2016). It is pertinent therefore to have a better understanding of the
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factors that affect the voluntary aspects of local environmental climate

governance.

The development of the model of local environmental policy capacity forms
the basis of the theoretical contribution, but alongside this though is an
empirical contribution: to explain and account for the role that local authorities
have played in the zero-carbon homes (ZCH) agenda. The focus then in the
thesis is on both the development and application of the model of local
environmental policy capacity in order to address the gaps outlined in chapter

two.

As we will see in chapter three, the ZCH agenda is an attempt at the
ecological modernisation of the residential housing sector directed primarily
by state action. It sought to mandate (through Building Regulations) and
encourage (through the a quasi-voluntary Code for Sustainable Homes
(CSH)) behavioural changes amongst house builders and landowners to
adopt new technologies and design principles in pursuit of a more sustainable

outcome. However, it does so with a keen eye to economic concerns.

As chapter three also shows, planning is a policy area that has traditionally
had a high degree of involvement from local authorities, who are tasked with
drawing up local plans that outline the location, type and some technical
aspects of housing to meet local needs. The chapter concludes with three

observations: that residential housing has undergone a process of ecological
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modernisation, that it is state led and that there appears to be high levels of
local government involvement. On the basis of this it is argued that focusing
on this policy area would be useful if the gaps in the literature on EMT when it

comes to local government are to be addressed.

Questions of the significance and originality of a piece of research are always
important to consider. By the end of chapter four the argument will be clear
that this thesis contributes in two ways. First, by providing the first steps
towards a theoretical account for local contributions to processes of EM
directed by central government. Second, by addressing the gaps in the
emerging literature on the zero-carbon homes agenda, which, as we will see
in chapters three and six, has yet to explore the behaviour of local
government. Both are important in their own right, but the theoretical
contribution will have more lasting effects on the discipline, given the model’'s
potential to be deployed (and refined) elsewhere in future research. In some
respect then this thesis is the first (but still important) step in a longer agenda

to account for the full range of local contributions.

The fifth chapter discussed the methodological approach adopted in this
thesis. In this respect, a mixed-methodology is used. First, statistical analysis
is conducted, paving the way for two comparative case studies of local
behaviour. A dataset was constructed in order to categorise local legislation
on sustainable construction — thus addressing research question number one

— but this dataset was exploited further in order to undertake a preliminary

21



regression analysis analysing the influence of those aspects of the model of
local environmental policy capacity that lent themselves to quantification. In
reality this meant that the influence of economic framework conditions? was
measured through a binomial regression analysis in order to analyse the
influence of these factors on the contributions of local authorities, ceteris
paribus. Contrary to findings from the national level and private sectors,
economics plays only a small role in accounting for differences in outcomes.
Interestingly, though, wording of national legislation that devolves sustainable
housing powers to local government does stress the importance of the
viability of policy, stressing that it should have a minimum impact upon the
supply of housing. This presents a paradox, whereby on the one hand
ecological modernisation promises the mutual inter-relationship of economic
growth and environmental protection, but — as is implied in this case — only
those with a baseline of strong economic performance are permitted to take
that leap. As we will discuss at length in sections 2.1. and 2.2.1, this seems to
undermine central aspects of EMT’s claims of the positive sum relationship

between growth and environmental protection.

This study focuses on the behaviour of two local authorities that have shown
differences in the way they have interacted with the zero-carbon homes
agenda. Oxford and Cambridge City Councils were chosen because
Cambridge had high levels of engagement with the agenda. Oxford on the

other hand had early successes but had otherwise failed to keep sustainable

? Defined in this case in terms of housing market strength, for reasons discussed in chapter five.
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homes on the agenda. In many other respects though they are broadly
similar; they both have buoyant housing markets, similar sizes, similar high-
growth knowledge intensive industries and have a long history of comparison
elsewhere. Given the centrality of economic concerns to planning in general
and the zero carbon homes agenda in particular this kind of economic parity is

important.

Chapter five also discusses the ontological and epistemological assumptions
that run through this thesis and which inform that nature of the analysis and
contribution. The author approaches the study through a realist perspective,
where a world ‘out there’ exists independently of our knowledge of it but our
best hope as social scientists is to offer interpretations of that world, thus
avoiding claims of universal truth. The ‘answers’ presented in this work are
therefore interpretations, relying upon a robustly constructed analytical
framework in order to clarify a complex social world. In terms of theory
development, the study deploys an adaptive technique, whereby a number of
orienting concepts to guide the first stages of research — especially useful
when researching such complexity — but can be refined as new data emerges.
The conceptual breadth of the model of environmental policy capacity made it
useful in this regard. Whilst not claiming to appeal to rigorous hypothesis
testing it nevertheless presents an informed interpretation of the process,

traced using interviews, online documents and first hand statistical datasets.
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Before any effort can be made to explain variations in the contributions made
by local government in the zero-carbon homes agenda (the ‘why’ element of
the thesis), the ‘who’ and ‘what’ aspects need addressing. Chapter six covers
these, asking what the nature of the contributions are, how they have
changed, how many local authorities embraced them and thus how much
variation there was between local authorities (and thus answering research
guestion number one). This chapter thus marks the empirical section of the
thesis proper, building upon the background and contextual discussion in

chapter three.

What we find is that local authorities contributed in pursuit of ecological
protection in the residential housing sector by supplementing national level
Building Regulations. Between 2007 and 2015 they had powers to mandate
specific CSH standards that, in effect, superseded those contained in national
Building Regulations (but powers which became more difficult to adopt as
growth dependent planning became more entrenched and, with it, the focus
on the viability of development vis a vis regulatory standards). These are
referred to as supplementary standard setting powers. We see towards the
end of chapter six that roughly fifty-per cent of local authorities embraced
these powers. A theme running through this chapter is that this supplementary
standard setting power is one that has not previously been recognized within
the literature on urban and local climate governance, where local government
is often understood to regulate within strict boundaries prescribed by local

government and not go beyond them.

24



Turning to the case studies, chapters seven and eight deploy the model in the
cases of Cambridge and Oxford City Councils respectively. The various
elements of the model and the inter-linkages between them are designed to
cut through the complexity of the policy process. Using process tracing
technigues, where the researcher seeks to build up a historical time-line of
significant events and factors, these chapters build up an account of why they
took the decisions they did. Oxford was an early innovator, but more recently
has lost much of its original ambition. Cambridge on the other hand became
progressively more innovative and ambitious as time went on. Key questions
are asked in both cases: what are the dominant economic conditions; what
rule changes have there been in recent years; what are the informal
institutional practices within each council and how have these changed; who
are the main network actors and what is their level of resourcefulness; who
are the key policy entrepreneurs and how have they managed (or failed) to

instigate change?

These comparative differences are discussed in more detail in chapter nine,
which strips away the contextually specific detail of each case and relates it
more clearly to the various elements of environmental policy capacity. In so
doing it offers both an assessment of the usefulness of the model and an

answer to research question number two.

The thesis concludes in chapter ten, where the focus is on outlining the main

findings, which are broadly that yes, local authorities do contribute to
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processes of ecological modernisation, they do so in large numbers and the
extent to which and way in which they do so can be explained with reference
to their local environmental policy capacities and thus the way that
entrepreneurs navigate institutional landscapes through policy networks. The
complexity of local government and the explanation for the outcomes
witnessed in each of the case studies in this thesis were captured by an
analytical model that could adequately cope, it is argued. Further application
in future research can help to refine the model and iron out issues that may
derive from case selection or this particular case study. For example, we are
focusing here on one type of contribution to the EM process. Future research
would need to explore (perhaps quantitatively) a broader range of
contributions that they have played as contributors to EM in a range of
contexts. Yet this study has run the model through a rigorous process and by
doing so in an adaptive way has been able to accommodate the
interdependency between its various components. The conclusion ends with
suggestions for future research, the limitations of the study, implications for

EM theory and implications for EM theory as a governing strategy.

It is hoped that four things in particular will become clearer as this thesis
develops, beyond simply answers to the research questions above. The first
is that ambition exists amongst many local authorities. We should not forget
this, for often they are well placed to respond to local economic circumstances
in pursuit of ecological goals and as a result can be more adaptive than one-

size-fits-all strategies at the national level. If we want to offer up the kinds of
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solutions needed in pursuit of ecological modernisation a devolution of powers
may be a significant way forward. The second though is that it is not enough
to assume that because a policy has been devolved it will sit well within all
local authorities and if there is a degree of voluntarism in the uptake (as is the
case in this thesis) then many will not be in a position to be able to embrace it,
even if the political will is there. The third is that focus on local environmental
policy capacity within this study raises questions about central claims of EMT,
particularly those that situate economic growth and ecological protection in a
positive-sum relationship. We will see that local contributions in this case are
contingent upon an extant level of economic performance, thus limiting the
extent to which this central claim is applicable. Despite claims that
environmental protection can be an aid to economic growth, findings here
suggest that economic growth is a precursor to environmental protection in
the first place. This would seem to undermine what, as we will see in Section
2.1. is a central claim of EMT. Only further research can elucidate the extent
to which this is a pitfall of local contributions to EM, national state-led
processes of EM or indeed specific only to this empirical area. Directions for
this research are discussed length in the concluding sections of this work. The
fourth is that model such as the one developed here can be taken, applied
and refined to provide much greater insight into how local governments
respond in these cases. This thesis has done considerable work to highlight a
gap in the literature on ecological modernisation, develop a model that is

sympathetic to ecological modernisation theory and apply it to a particular
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case in order to both say something about that case but test the suitability of

the model. Further work will take this as a springboard.
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Chapter Two:

Local Government and Ecological Modernisation:
Towards A New Theory?

The links between the normative and analytical dimensions of EMT are close.
EM as a normative agenda is only as successful as its analytical counterpart,
SO interrogating existing theories of EM is a worthwhile endeavour. In this
chapter, which does just that, it will become clear that there is a great deal of
work still to be done. The importance of such work is clear; the more
confidence we have in our analytical accounts for processes of environmental
reform directed at EM the greater nuance we can add to our normative
prescriptions and thus the greater confidence we can have of making

meaningful change.

This chapter outlines this analytical face (and, in doing so, discuses its
normative cousin). The central argument there — and indeed the point from
which this thesis is launched and the area to which it aims to contribute — is
that the way the state is approached within extant discussion on the
contributing factors to processes of EM is lacking, given that it says 