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Summary and recommendations

The East of England is one of the most vulnerable regions of the UK to the impacts of
climate change, and also has some of the most intractable challenges for meeting net zero
targets. From Essex to Lincolnshire, new partnerships and institutions are emerging to help
drive climate action in the region. Lessons shared across these new networks include the
need for more coordinated action, for strategic use of limited funding, and for the
empowerment of Climate Commissions, Partnerships and Action Networks to help drive

forward inclusive, expert-informed and place-sensitive climate actions. Such organisations
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and networks (which most often focus on mitigation action rather than adaptation) have a
potentially crucial role to play in climate change adaptation in particular, and can help raise

the profile of adaptation priorities at local and regional levels.

Recommendations

1. Climate Commissions, Partnerships and Networks can be important convenors and
catalysts for local, collaborative climate action. Local authorities and national
government should provide resources to facilitate place-based climate action
networks, which can act as critical friends of local authorities while also supporting
the efforts of local authority officers who are working to enhance the institutional
profile of place-based climate change action.

2. Climate Commissions and similar bodies can be important catalysts for local action
around climate change risks and adaptation. They have many potential roles to play:
knowledge brokers, target-setters, and convenors of conversations about what
successful adaptation would look like in different places. Such bodies should strive
to raise the profile of adaptation in their work.

3. Adaptation requires working closely with communities and stakeholders to i)
understand risks and their wider context; ii) agree working definitions of successful
adaptation; iii) implement policies and actions. Councils have an important
coordinating and leadership role here, and Commissions and related bodies can
play important advisory and supporting roles.

4. Climate Commissions, local authorities and related bodies should work more closely
together to develop regional networks for sharing best practice in climate change
adaptation, with particular emphasis on the specific climate change impacts that
affect their region.

5. National government needs to recognise the significance of, and support, local
climate action. “Local action without national support will be challenging”; but at the
same time, “national policy without local buy-in will fail”." Support for the

development and running of initiatives like place-based local climate commissions is

! PCAN (2021) Trends in local climate action in the UK. Placed-Based Climate Action Network, p. 5. Available at
https://pcancities.org.uk/sites/default/files/TRENDS%20IN%20LOCAL%20CLIMATE%20ACTION%20IN%20THE%20UK%20 FINAL 0.pdf
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one crucial means by which the national government can help drive local climate
action forwards.

Local authorities likewise need access to regular and reliable funding streams to
enable them to realise the potential of local, placed-based climate action for
achieving both net zero and adaptation objectives.

Stronger and more coherent adaptation policy is needed at the national level.
Currently, policies and statutory responsibilities (e.g. for reporting on adaptation)
are fragmented and inconsistent. Greater consistency in adaptation policy will
enable and empower local authorities to develop more effective placed-based
adaptation policies.

Statutory responsibilities for reporting on adaptation should be better linked
between national, regional and local policymaking streams to enable climate
commissions to highlight key areas of adaptation strategy implementation pertinent
to their jurisdiction.

Enhanced support is required from national government ministries, e.g. DEFRA
(Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs) and DLUHC (Department for
Levelling Up, Housing and Communities), to empower the Local Government
Association to develop further links between national adaptation policy and local
placed-based climate adaptation action.

National government and scientific institutions should recognise and address
place-based knowledge needs to support climate actions and decisions at the local
level, particularly with regards to adaptation. The development and provision of
information relevant to local adaptation challenges can help raise awareness and
understanding among stakeholders, and give them confidence to make

consequential decisions.



1. Introduction and context

On 4th July 2023 the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research at the University of East
Anglia (UEA) and Norwich Climate Commission hosted a workshop for representatives of
Climate Commissions, Partnerships, Action Networks and Local Authorities from across the
East of England, defined here as Essex to Lincolnshire. The workshop was held in
partnership with the University of Lincoln and the Place-based Climate Action Network
(PCAN).

This geographical region shares a number of common challenges in relation to climate
change mitigation and adaptation: similar mixes of urban and rural environments and land
use; significant house building targets; ongoing reliance on road transport; and pronounced
risks to coastlines, infrastructure, water supplies, natural ecosystems, and human health

and wellbeing.

The region has also seen an increase in climate partnership working and new institutions
geared towards addressing these challenges. The aim of the workshop was to share
experiences and achievements across these institutions, to identify challenges and
opportunities for further climate action, and to build a network of mutual support and

learning.
2. Enabling climate action: institutional challenges

A range of institutions are working to enable climate change action in the region. But many
are hindered in their work by a series of institutional challenges. Workshop participants

shared experiences and lessons for overcoming these challenges.
Funding

Local Authority (LA) budgets are stretched and political commitment to investment in
climate action is uneven. External funding is therefore key, but the short-term and
competitive nature of such funding is a serious impediment to action. It pits local bodies
against each other, and long-term objectives can be difficult to articulate and realise.

Nonetheless, such funding can be used as seed-corn funding to enable institutions to



develop more detailed plans, establish teams, and demonstrate value before seeking
additional funding internally or externally (including from private sources, which local

authorities and adjacent bodies have so far not used to the extent possible).
Partnership working

The institutional landscape for local climate action is fragmented. Responsibilities for
different aspects of the mitigation challenge (e.g. transport and spatial planning) may be
split across different tiers of government. Across the region, political recognition of the
climate crisis is mixed. Organisations like the Suffolk Climate Change Partnership have been
able to convene different bodies and develop shared actions plans and delivery priorities;

in other parts of the region, that process is at an earlier stage.

Bodies like Climate Commissions and Action Networks can help build partnerships and
networks, but can also themselves suffer from a lack of connection with other bodies
working locally. City-linked Climate Commissions often face challenges of interfacing with
other bodies beyond their respective city council, particularly with bodies operating at
higher levels (such as formal county-level Partnerships). This can create challenges in
‘base-lining’ climate action in particular places and regions, aligning priorities and targets,

and avoiding the duplication of work.
Climate Commissions as ‘critical friends’

Bodies like Climate Commissions can nonetheless be more ‘nimble’ than local authorities in
responding to fleeting funding opportunities, and in pursuing projects as opportunities
arise. They can be enabling institutions which help and support others - from community
groups to local authorities - to take actions that they might not otherwise have the

resources, expertise or experience to pursue.

Local authority representatives with experience of working with Climate Commissions
described them as ‘critical friends’, working closely with and advising council officers and
members, but also being independent enough to criticise and cajole where necessary.
Climate Commissions have proven useful in the region in processes of LA strategy
development, acting in a think-tank mode to encourage reflection on emerging policies and

to advise on alternatives. The presence of a Climate Commission can also help



environmental leaders within LAs to pursue the mainstreaming of climate action

throughout their organisations.

Nonetheless, Climate Commissions are generally dependent on voluntary labour and there
are consequent limits on what they can achieve, especially without significant core funding

and dedicated expert and officer time.
Community engagement

Climate change action can be a very expert-led affair, and community engagement can be
challenging. Commissions and Action Networks can help build new bridges between LAs
and wider communities, engaging new audiences (including business, charities and
community groups) and raising the profile of work that many citizens are already
undertaking to mitigate and adapt to climate change. There are many successful examples

of online engagement which Commissions, LAs and other bodies in the region have led.

Nonetheless, successful community engagement can take time and significant resources.
Professionally supported community engagement initiatives should be central to all major

climate action projects and funding applications.

While not set up as ‘citizen assemblies’, Climate Commissions and similar bodies have a
potentially important role to play as platforms (or enablers of platforms) where citizens and
experts can interact meaningfully. They can act as convenors of conversations and can aid
LAs in listening to citizen concerns, interests and ideas. As advisors, they can then hold LAs
to account on behalf of those citizens. Climate Commissions and similar bodies should
embrace and explore their role as a new kind of interface between local government and
local communities, with the potential for democratising local climate action and widening

engagement with climate change initiatives

3. Enabling adaptation

A major part of the workshop included discussion on climate adaptation and resilience.
This was due to the fact that, despite increasing emphasis on net zero (mitigation) through

current UK national climate policymaking, regional adaptation policy will have a significant



role responding to climate change in the East Of England, a region particularly vulnerable to

climate impacts like flooding, coastal erosion and heat risk.

Adaptation is increasingly about the present, not just the future. There are now more
frequent and intense climate impacts being experienced across the UK, as highlighted in
the Third UK Climate Change Risk Assessment, which has warned that there remains a big

gap between the risks faced and current adaptation efforts.

Those impacts of climate change are felt at the local level. Therefore, climate impacts and
adaptation initiatives need to be understood within local contexts, local value systems,
local cultures, and local decision-making processes.? To further enhance adaptation efforts,
responses need to be co-produced locally between government, and other

non-governmental organisations and institutions.

However, adaptation is a difficult concept or practice to define and is understood and
interpreted in different ways depending on the audience and end-user. There is a need for
tangible, deliverable and measurable adaptation goals that are relevant to the local level
and context. There is often a big gap between data availability and actionable information
which requires local knowledge of environmental change. Language is also very important;
for example, research on adaptation in city-regions has highlighted how key actors are
often reticent about using the word "adaptation" and talk more about "resilience",
particularly in the business community.® The adaptation/mitigation distinction isn't always
clear to stakeholders. Adaptation can also be seen more as a future-oriented thing, which
can create ambiguities when it comes to encouraging stakeholders to implement

best-practice adaptation actions in the present.

There is also a significant gap in resources and expertise on adaptation, particularly in
comparison to mitigation, which often takes priority in local climate action. This often
reflects the focus of climate emergency declarations on mitigation and net zero targets,
rather than adaptation. Drawing down funding from central government is also very

difficult for localities and regions because of national planning policy restricting bespoke

2 Howarth, C, Morse-Jones, S, Kythreotis, AP, Brooks, K and Lane, M (2020) Informing UK governance and resilience to climate risks: improving the local
evidence base. Climatic Change, 163 :499-520

3 Kythreotis, AP and Bristow, GI (2017) The 'resilience trap” exploring the practical utility of resilience for climate change adaptation in UK city-regions.
Regional Studies, 51 (10): 1530-1541



adaptation at the local level, as well as high competition for infrequent, resource intensive

and ad hoc funding streams.

The recent 2022 and 2023 heatwaves have highlighted the vulnerability of the UK, and in
particular the East Of England region, to heat risk. New attributions of deaths in relation to
these events present new policy, social and economic challenges, and highlight the need
for more targeted adaptation across sectors, institutions and demographics. Additionally,
increased use of energy-intensive technologies, like air conditioning to help building
occupants stay cool as a form of adaptation, can lead to increased greenhouse gas
emissions, thus undermining mitigation efforts. This demonstrates the range of
complexities inherent in ascribing successful adaptation. Yet it can also present
opportunities for new forms of collaborative working and co-production at the regional and

local levels.

Common challenges in the region

A number of common challenges were identified during the workshop discussion. These
included the current lack of resources, both in terms of finance, and of skills and
knowledge. In particular, adaptation targets (which are currently lacking) were perceived as
potentially very useful, especially if underpinned by bespoke evidence, focused on
individual sectors and places. For example, Suffolk County Council are investing more
around infrastructure (e.g. road materials), to ensure they meet the challenges of future
climatic change and the impacts they bring. Similarly, Lincoln City Council and the city
Climate Commission have developed a publicly available local impacts profile and a

sustainability toolkit for residents and communities that incorporates adaptation advice.

Whilst there is often an expectation that adaptation should be driven by local government
in our regions, the reality is that adaptation is more often community-driven. However, it
remains unclear what good adaptation looks like, because it is based on locally-specific
contexts, unlike mitigation which involves lowering greenhouse gas emissions through
more standardised pro-environmental energy-saving behaviours, reliable renewable

energy technologies, and policymaking with international methods for measurement and



assessment. Positioning local climate adaptation in the context of wider co-benefits of
climate action can provide the opportunity to link to other local agendas, like public health

and wellbeing, social justice, community cohesion and economic resilience.

Regional data for local adaptation lacks granularity compared to mitigation data. This can
then lead to ad-hoc responses to climate impacts. For example, during the 2022 heatwave
in Norwich, people were encouraged to use churches to cool down, but travelling to those
churches also posed a potential risk of exposure to overheating. Understanding the
multiple synergies of impacts and limits to adaptation is integral for more effective local
decision-making. Developing place-based understandings of adaptation are difficult due to
context-specificity and resourcing. The closing of the UK Climate Impacts Programme in
2011 arguably led to adaptation dropping off the climate policy agenda with national and
local governments, and a consequent lack of focus on the need for local targets and
standards to help assess current and future vulnerability to climate impacts. New
adaptation projects, like OpenCLIM, funded by the time-limited UK Climate Resilience
Programme, now also completed, are intended to pilot a quantitative method for the next
national Climate Change Risk Assessment (CCRA4). Conducting local standardised
integrated risk assessments is one way that climate commissions can contribute to greater
local climate resilience, as well as working with stakeholders to identify important
community assets. They ‘localise’ discussions of what climate adaptation options are most

effective for that particular place.

However, adaptation can sometimes be seen as a dirty word, an admission of failure in
mitigating climate change, or in the very least, a concept that can be difficult for local
communities to embrace fully, because of its inherent relation to an uncertain future of
unseen risks. Furthermore, coastal counties that need to think about adaptation more
urgently might be reluctant to talk openly about vulnerabilities and adaptation options as
they may have competing imperatives, such as attracting business investment to deprived
coastal areas and protecting property values. Therefore, it is important to think of ways to
widen what we mean by adaptation; the language of risk management and resilience may
have more traction with certain stakeholders.



If regions were to focus more on adaptation as part of a more holistic and realistic climate
policy, there does need to be some way to measure the risk of climate impacts across a
given physical jurisdiction. Local targets for adaptation and measuring risk could focus
regions into galvanising better governance for addressing future climate challenges, but
difficulties remain in exactly how to define adaptation thresholds and bringing
communities and sectors into the policy conversation. For example, planning for less
probable events, like 1-in-100 year flood risks, would need to involve more organisations
than just the Environment Agency. Ultimately, all end users and stakeholders need to work
towards the same futures; that means starting with open conversations about what

‘successful adaptation’ would look like in particular geographical and community contexts.

Martin Mahony
Andrew Kythreotis
Candice Howarth
Asher Minns

September 2023
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The following bodies were represented at the workshop:

Norwich Climate Commission - www.norwichclimate.org

Norwich City Council - www.norwich.gov.uk

Lincoln Climate Commission - www.lincolnclimate.org.uk
Lincoln City Council - www.lincoln.gov.uk

South & East Lincolnshire Climate Action Network - www.selcan.org.uk

Essex Climate Action Commission - www.essexclimate.org.uk

Suffolk Climate Change Partnership -
https://www.greensuffolk.org/about/suffolk-climate-change-partnership/

Norfolk Climate Change Partnership - https://www.norfolkclimatechange.co.uk/
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