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This needs all of us: a call to action 
 

Councillor Ian Courts, Portfolio Holder for the Environment 

 

Human beings learn through storytelling. 

There are some stories about the West 

Midlands that we know well, and share with 

pride. We changed the world through vision, 

innovation, and industry. We remade places 

by using strong local government. We 

became a region of work, trade, and play, 

connected in thousands of ways to the 

world.   

 

Now, we are writing a new volume of the West Midlands story, with new authors, in a 

new time ï but we need these familiar themes to carry through. Once again, we are 

marshalling our talents and capacity for innovation to meet a global challenge. Local 

government leadership of place matters more than ever, and we are going to use 

that leadership to build a movement, from where we are, to where we would like to 

be. Our strengths in engineering combined with technical innovation will give us an 

edge that we can sell across the planet. Indeed, we are connected to the world in 

ways that Boulton and Watt could never have imagined, and we will use those 

connections to share, learn and trade.  

 

The framework outlined in this paper is the storyboard: it outlines why we need to 

address climate breakdown and to adapt to climate change the opportunity it 

provides to create a highly productive, low carbon economy; it reflects on what we 

might need to do (and when we need to do it) it suggests who needs to take a lead, 

and how it must be done if we are do it in a way which is thoughtful and inclusive. It 

also suggests ï based on the estimates in the July 2019 carbon budget ï that an 

investment programme substantial enough to meet this challenge will be in the order 

of £40bn over 21 years (2020-2041). 

 

The actions we propose are things that individuals, communities, businesses and 

government at all levels can lead. They include:  

 

1. Active travel and cleaner transport, including keep your car at home 
schemes to reduce emissions, reduce unnecessary travel and encourage low 
carbon connectivity. We will also be working with the 5G Team to support 
infrastructure for digital connectivity to reduce the need to travel.  
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2. Infrastructure to support the transition to electric charging at in the region 
and to put our region at the forefront of change in one of its anchor sectors. 
This would be complemented by the UK Battery Industrialisation Centre and 
ongoing discussions about creating the UKôs first Gigafactory in the region.   
 

3. Transition to more eco-friendly homes, proposing the development of a 
West Midlands ónew green dealô that learns from history and leverages 
devolution. Our proposed actions on this focus on both the financing of 
retrofit, as well the introduction of a zero carbon standard for new builds. 
 

4. Creating breathable places, including big ambitions for tree planting 
programme with one tree for each resident, as well as building on Wildlife 
Ways and advancing plans to establish a West Midlands ónational parkô. 

 

5. A number of behaviour change campaigns at-scale, including on single-
use plastics, energy use, waste and cycling, walking and active travel. The 
WMCA has already committed to eliminating single-use plastics from all 
activities by 2020, and we will work to see how other organisations and 
individuals across the region can make similar commitments. 
 

6. Investment to support re-skilling and employment as a result of sector 
transitions ï including further work to scope a climate re-skilling workstream 
over time. An example of this is encouraging FE colleges, universities and 
other training providers to incentivise transition into careers linked with 
climate adaptation and the natural environment.  
 

7. Incentives for business, including óclean growth challengesô which boost 
the R&D capacity and pace of technological innovation of the region in 
support of its Industrial Strategy.  
 

8. Commitments we can make as óanchor institutionsô (within the public 
sector) to use our size, scale, procurement practice and employersô policies. 
One area we are keen to explore is securing the means to help all places in 
the region to shift to LED street lighting.   
 

9. Consideration of new fiscal mechanisms ï such as workplace levies, 
carbon accounting and Green Bonds ï to incentivise clean growth and make 
the devolution case to Government.   
 

10. Pursuing energy devolution so that we can combine a shift to sustainable 

energy with a medium-term reduction in fuel poverty. We will work closely 
with Energy Capital around the need for devolution of resources and 
responsibilities to support this, for example securing devolution of Energy 
Company Obligation funding to the WMCA .  
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These are just some of the actions that will be needed to make a success of a 

society and system-wide change in the way we live, connect and work. But we are 

not starting from scratch: from our efforts to secure creating the UKôs first 

Gigafactory in the region, and our commitment to driving investment into charging 

infrastructure for electric vehicles, through to our community-level Better Streets 

funds and pledge to eliminate single-use plastics (some of these existing 

commitments can be found in Appendix 1). Likewise, local authority and community 

partners have already taken many steps on the journey to a climate-resilient society.  

 

Nonetheless, there is a huge amount to do, and we understand the scale of the 

change required. We know that this is a load that needs to be shared, from people in 

their communities, to public services and our business community. It is in partnership 

that we will come up with the solutions that will best serve our region. So please: 

think about the challenges, the proposals to address them, and join us in writing a 

story that future generations will live.  

 
 

Navigating the action plan 
 

Each set of actions responds to the challenges laid out before. In reflecting on 

and responding to this plan, the following should be considered: 

 

 

1. These ideas are not set in stone: the WMCA Climate Action Plan is a green 

paper. It is making a set of proposals, and using those as a basis for iteration 

and dialogue. Indeed, it is impossible to embark on changes of this magnitude 

without that dialogue. Some of the proposals will be existing policies and 

investments, but most of them will be ideas that the region will need to 

develop. If you want more, or something different, now is the time to ask for it.  

 

2. WMCA is not leading everything: this is an attempt to outline what is 

required, at what level, and by when. It is an exercise in trying to lay out a 

collective challenge for the people and places of this region. The Mayoral 

WMCA is answerable to local people and the local authorities that comprise it, 

and a great deal of the sub-national legwork will be led by neighbourhoods, 

towns, and cities. Central Government also has an important part to play: 

whether it is in regulation, devolving its power, or investing money. As such, 

this plan will try to identify what is necessary and ówho leadsô.  

 

3. Pace matters: in averting climate breakdown, the rule of thumb is ñthe earlier 

the betterò. It is why WMCA Board plans to reach zero carbon 21 years into its 
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80 year carbon budget ï the more we can do, the less climate change we lock 

in (and therefore have to adapt to). As such, the paper will estimate 

timescales for the suggested actions:  

 

¶ those which will need to done within five years,  

¶ those which will need to be need to be done between five and fifteen 

years, 

¶ those which will need to be done in the final five years leading up to 

2041.  

 

4. Find yourself, your place, and your organisation: everyone will have a role 

to play in getting this region to become zero carbon by 2041. Anyone who 

reads this plan should be able to see where their home, neighbourhood, town, 

city or place of work fits. If that isnôt clear ï get in touch.  

 

More action, faster 
 

Why we need to change 
 

Summer 2019 saw two significant events in the West Midlands. In June, at the 

WMCA Annual General Meeting, the Board declared a climate emergency ï inspired 

by the Youth Strike 4 Climate movement, who told the Board that they expected 

more from the regionôs leadership.  

 

In July, WMCA Board passed an 80-year carbon budget1, which estimates the 

maximum carbon that can be emitted by the region whilst delivering on our 

obligations under the Paris Agreement. The Board also agreed that an estimated 

investment of 1-2 percent of regional GVA was required to ensure that it was 

possible to meet that budget. Between 2020 and 2041, this works out at about 

£40bn: an investment programme over five times larger than the one WMCA and its 

partners is currently delivering.  

 

 
1 WMCA area comprising of the geography of the Black Country, Coventry and Warwickshire, and 
Greater Birmingham and Solihull Local Enterprise Partnerships. This made up of the unitary and 
district councils of Walsall, Wolverhampton, Sandwell, Dudley, Birmingham, Solihull, Cannock Chase, 
East Staffordshire, Lichfield, Wyre Forest, Bromsgrove, Redditch, Tamworth, Coventry, North 
Warwickshire, Nuneaton and Bedworth, Rugby, Stratford Upon Avon and Warwick. See: 
https://governance.wmca.org.uk/documents/s3219/Appendix.pdf 

https://governance.wmca.org.uk/documents/s3219/Appendix.pdf
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Without that investment, regional emissions will lock in between 3-4 degrees of 

warming ï and the likelihood of reaching zero carbon at all by 2100 sharply 

diminishes.  

 

Public Private Partnership 
 

It is clear that we cannot create this money via prudential borrowing and taxation 

alone, even if that were supported by local people. Government must support the 

region through devolution, regulation and investment, and we need to work in 

partnership with businesses and third party organisations to stimulate the creation 

and use of innovative financial products, from community share issues to green 

bonds.  

 

It is also clear that achieving our climate goals will require an unprecedented 

reduction in emissions, which is why WMCA has set a realistic timeframe for its zero 

carbon target, for 2041. Previous reductions have been possible because of a 

number of factors, which we either cannot or will not replicate. Firstly, because of EU 

directives2 mandating the closure of coal-fired power stations, and national scale 

installation of renewables. Large reductions in industrial emissions have also been 

caused by local deindustrialisation, but consumption has not declined at the same 

rate ï suggesting we are just óoffshoringô our emissions to other countries. Finally, 

we need to understand that people living in poverty tend to contribute to emissions 

reductions. Our commitment to lifting people out of poverty remains implacable, but 

the consequences of doing so may well be increased emissions unless we change 

how we do this.  

 

Some WMCA local authority partners have agreed to reach net zero carbon ï either 

for their operations or the whole area ï by 2030. This level of ambition is something 

that WMCA supports, and will strongly back any local authority partner that signs up 

to an earlier target ï but in setting the regional target, we take into account that what 

we are aiming to do is unprecedented in this country, will require collaboration at all 

levels, and will require building the regional capacity to deliver and hold partners 

accountable, which takes time.  

 

 
2 Initially, the Large Combustion Plant Directive (2001/80/EC), followed by the Industrial Emissions 
Directive (2010/75/EU).  
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What has the region committed to? 
 

The carbon budget committed the region to the following: 

 

Staying within a 

cumulative 

carbon dioxide 

emissions budget 

of 126 million 

tonnes (MtCO2) 

for the period of 

2020 to 2100. 

A West Midlands 

target of net-

zero emissions 

no later than 

2041, with 

interim targets 

based on a 2018 

baseline of 36% 

reduction by 

2022, and 69% 

reduction by 2027, supported by the corresponding carbon budgets was set. 

 

Figure 1 ï WMCA emissions in 2016: like most areas there is a relatively even split between 

commercial/industrial, domestic and transport sectoral emissions. 

 

By using a similar approach to the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change, we can infer 

the estimated 2020 ï 2100 carbon budgets for all of the local authorities in the 

WMCA 3-LEP area:  
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Figure 2 ï The 2020-2100 carbon budgets for each local authority in the WMCA 3-LEP area, 

expressed in MtCO2 ï these are estimated in order to frame action, and are not binding on the 

authorities listed above. 

 

So, what does this mean? Firstly, letôs look at 2016 emissions on a per person basis, 

in each of the local authorities in the WMCA area:  
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Figure 3 ï Emissions (in tonnes) per capita for the year 2016, for each local authority in the WMCA 3-

LEP area. 

 

By looking at differences across the diverse places of the West Midlands, the 

following can be inferred: 

 

¶ Density makes a difference: in cities / conurbations, people, energy, and 

items have less far to travel, and economies of scale are easier to realise. 

Furthermore, some homes in rural areas have less amenity to enable different 

choices: e.g. poorer public transport, or homes that are not connected to a 

gas main.  

 

¶ People living in poverty are already low carbon: they are less likely to own 

a car, and generally consume less ï e.g. by rationing heating to pay for food. 

As such, areas with significant poverty in the region tend to have lower per 

capita emissions ï and emission drops in these areas can be partly attributed 

to rising poverty.  

 

Understanding these differences will help us to come up with the right policies and 

investments for the many different places of the West Midlands.  
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Emissions explained 
 

 

 

 

A small family living in a 

Victorian mid-terrace, with one 

parent at home emits 4.5 

tonnes of CO2.  

 

 

A typical family car would 

emit 5.37 tonnes of CO2 if it 

drove around the 

circumference of the earth. 

 

Balancing the regionôs carbon budget, and becoming zero carbon en route, will be a 

huge challenge to the West Midlands. If we carry on emitting carbon dioxide at 2016 

levels, we will óspendô 80 years of emissions in just six years.  

 

Carbon budgeting for big investments will help us to ensure that they stack up: but 

this carbon budget is not the only challenge, and it is important to not see it as the 

only motivator for change.  
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1 
We need to make the journey to 2041 

without leaving anyone behind 

 

By 2041, the West Midlands economy needs to shift to one 

which is zero carbon and abides by circular economy 

principles, while enabling the people of the region to build and 

enjoy their prosperity. That is not where we are at the beginning 

of 2020. The choices we make now will determine whether the 

region can deliver on its obligations, and the extent to which we 

can do so in a way which alleviates poverty, deeper inequality, 

and disenfranchisement. 
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2 
We need to boost our resilience to 

ólocked inô climate breakdown 

 

Some changes to the climate are inevitable ï either because 

they have already happened, or will already happen. This 

means that the people, places and infrastructure that comprise 

the West Midlands will need investment in order to withstand 

impacts like increased rainfall and extreme temperatures. This 

will require us to think differently about nature-based solutions 

to climate change, as well as how we build homes and 

communities. 
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3 
We need to reconcile our past with our 

future 

 

The West Midlands has a proud industrial past, and our 

strengths in sectors like automotive are deeply embedded in 

our psyche. Cars are not just how many people get around: 

they are part of who we are. We need to take this part of our 

identity forward without locking the region into congestion, 

polluted air and climate breakdown. This means we need to 

prioritise mobility solutions that support public health and social 

outcomes.  
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4 
We need to build more places, and 

more connectivity between places 

 

In the West Midlands, we need to build 215,000 homes by 2031 

to house an additional 500,000 people. Those people will need 

more than a home to live in: schools, shops, GP surgeries, bus 

routes, broadband connections, leisure facilities, places to send 

their household waste, and more. All while investing into the 

quality and connectivity of existing places. Our region needs to 

grow while our emissions shrink. 
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5 
We need to save energy and resources 

without reducing shared prosperity  

 

We want people in this region to become more prosperous, 

together ï but we will need to do this while reducing demand 

for energy, resources, and recalibrating our demands on the 

land and natural environment more broadly. Moving away from 

single-use plastics is an active shift that we can learn from, but 

there will need to be a lot of these types of shifts happening 

simultaneously across sectors.   
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The UK context 
 
¶ UK Climate Change Act 20083: this legislates a commitment to 100% 

reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 from 1990 levels, with five 

yearly carbon budgets to set actions and review progress. However, the level 

of these budgets is not aligned to the Paris Agreement.  

 

¶ Committee on Climate Change: This is the UK Governmentôs advisory body 

on climate change. They have highlighted the need to close the gap between 

rhetoric and action ï setting a carbon reduction target is the óeasy partô ï 

identifying the actions on how to reach it is much more challenging. The areas 

of focus they have suggested are lagging is in mobility and the built 

environment. 

 

¶ Government target of net zero carbon emissions by 2050: so far, national 

level installation of renewables and decommissioning of coal has reduced 

emissions from electricity. The UK will have phased out coal completely by 

2025. The continued decarbonisation of energy, especially the management 

of peak demands across the power grid, is a significant challenge. The 

Queenôs Speech in October 2019 introduced a new Environment Bill, which 

will influence how this target and other related goals ï such as ending the sale 

of fossil fuel powered vehicles by 2040 ï are delivered.  

 

¶ Clean Growth identified as a Grand Challenge at the heart of the UK 

Industrial Strategy: with clean growth identified as a Grand Challenge, with 

missions to at least halve the energy use of new buildings by 2030 and 

establish the worldôs first net-zero carbon industrial cluster by 2040 and at 

least 1 low-carbon cluster by 2030. 

 

¶ Sustained protests led by Extinction Rebellion and Youth Strike 4 

Climate: both movements have organised local and national protests and 

other types of action to draw 

attention to the need to 

address climate breakdown. 

Whilst not everyone has been 

won over, the issue is 

justifiably a high priority among 

a majority of people of all 

ages. Both movements have 

asked Government to meet the 

reality of climate breakdown 

with honesty: acknowledge the scale of the problem. WMCAôs climate 

 
3 See: http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2008/27/contents 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2008/27/contents
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emergency declaration is that acknowledgment at regional scale ï although 

the next step, to meet that emergency with the thought, care, and resources 

that requires will take more effort to achieve.   

The Local Industrial Strategy and economic opportunity 
The West Midlands Local Industrial Strategy4 will boost productivity and earning 

power in a way that is clean and inclusive by focusing on distinctive regional 

economic assets and challenges. The regionôs clean growth aims potentially give 

local businesses a competitive advantage in growing global markets, with exports of 

low carbon goods and services set to be worth between £60 billion and £170 billion 

to the UK by 20305. 

Developed by the region and 

agreed with Government, the Local 

Industrial Strategy creates an 

investment pathway for the high 

value, high productivity, future-

proof sectors that will underpin the 

regionôs economy. This plan on a 

page illustrates some of the sector 

strengths in the region. While ólow 

carbon technologyô is there in its 

own right, it is vital that each sector 

makes a positive contribution to 

the climate challenge ï building 

resilience and ensuring that its 

economic activity is low carbon, 

circular, and resource efficient.  

 

The regionôs three Local Enterprise 

Partnerships (LEPs) ï Coventry & 

Warwickshire, Black Country and 

Greater Birmingham & Solihull - 

are leading on four of the sectors 

each, and are in the process of 

writing the associated action plans. 

Given that this is current work, this 

is an excellent opportunity to ensure that these plans make a strong contribution to 

tackling the regionôs climate challenge, including by coordinating business support.  

  

 
4 See: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/80
2092/west-midlands-local-industrial-strategy-double-page.pdf 
5 From Ricardo Energy and Environment for the Committee on Climate Change (2017) UK business 
opportunities of moving to a low carbon economy for the UKôs Clean Growth Strategy (April 2018). 

Figure 4 - The Local Industrial Strategy on a page 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/802092/west-midlands-local-industrial-strategy-double-page.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/802092/west-midlands-local-industrial-strategy-double-page.pdf
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Fellow travellers 
 

While the West Midlands has a serious 

challenge to face, it is not a challenge 

we are starting from scratch, without 

capacity or expertise. This is a region 

of innovation, particularly relating to 

energy. It hosts substantial national 

research and innovation assets in the 

Energy Systems Catapult, Climate-

KIC, and the universities of Aston, 

Birmingham and Warwick, which are 

part of the Energy Research 

Accelerator. These universities have 

highly complementary research 

expertise in energy.  

 

Wolverhampton, Coventry and 

Birmingham City University further 

enhance regional energy capabilities, 

particularly around energy in buildings, 

smart systems, local skills 

development, and industry 

engagement. Our local authorities and 

LEPs are already working on the 

means to effect the changes we will 

need to see at a local and sub-regional 

level

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


