
 

 

 
 

 

Edinburgh Research Explorer 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Climate Emergency.  Lessons from the Covid-19 emergency?

Citation for published version:
Sugden, D, Werritty, A, Webb, J & Kerr, A 2021, 'Climate Emergency. Lessons from the Covid-19
emergency?', Scottish Geographical Journal, vol. 136, no. 1-4, pp. 49-56.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14702541.2020.1853875

Digital Object Identifier (DOI):
10.1080/14702541.2020.1853875

Link:
Link to publication record in Edinburgh Research Explorer

Document Version:
Peer reviewed version

Published In:
Scottish Geographical Journal

Publisher Rights Statement:
© 2020 Royal Scottish Geographical Society

General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Edinburgh Research Explorer is retained by the author(s)
and / or other copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and
abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
The University of Edinburgh has made every reasonable effort to ensure that Edinburgh Research Explorer
content complies with UK legislation. If you believe that the public display of this file breaches copyright please
contact openaccess@ed.ac.uk providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and
investigate your claim.

Download date: 26. May. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1080/14702541.2020.1853875
https://doi.org/10.1080/14702541.2020.1853875
https://www.research.ed.ac.uk/en/publications/8aaac62f-d167-4ced-a484-ff490a7edaa0


1 
 

080920  

 Climate Emergency.  Lessons from the Covid-19 emergency? 

 

David Sugden1, Alan Werritty2, Janette Webb3, Andy Kerr4 

 

 

1 School of GeoSciences, University of Edinburgh, david.sugden@ed.ac.uk 

2 School of Social Sciences, University of Dundee, a.werritty@dundee.ac.uk 

3 School of Social and Political Science, University of Edinburgh, janwebb@exseed.ed.ac.uk 

4 Climate-KIC, UK and Ireland, Andy.Kerr@climate-kic.org 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

The COP-26 United Nations Climate Change meeting, scheduled to be held in Glasgow in 2021, is an 

important step in the world’s attempt to deal with the climate emergency arising from increasing 

greenhouse gas emissions. Here we look at how society has responded to the Covid-19 emergency 

and compare it with the response to the climate change emergency, the latter based on our 

experience of a Royal Society of Edinburgh Inquiry on climate change published nearly ten years ago 

(R.S.E., 2011). With reference to Covid-19, civil society’s response to the lockdown showed the 

power of clear political leadership and also the willingness of people to work together. On the 

negative side the national test and trace system struggled because of a disconnect between national 

and regional activities. In our climate change report we identified similar organisational barriers that 

were impeding a move towards a low-carbon future, especially the lack of responsibilities and 

powers at a city regional scale. If Scotland is to reduce emissions seriously, the focus needs to be on 

transport (30% of emissions), heating and agriculture. Without more responsibility and power at a 

city regional scale, Scotland will not achieve its emissions targets.  
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Aim 

Our overall aim is to see whether the United Kingdom response to the Covid-19 emergency carries 

lessons for the way society tackles the climate emergency. More specifically we ask whether there 

are lessons to help the Scottish Government achieve its challenging aim of a 75% reduction in carbon 

emissions by 2030. At present, the primary emitting sectors in Scotland are transport, responsible 

for about 30% of Scotland’s emissions, space and water heating in buildings, and agriculture. 

Background 

Preceding the Covid-19 crisis, the climate emergency had risen high on the political agenda reflecting  

growing public awareness in the UK and across the world. The UK was planning for COP-26 in 

Glasgow in the Autumn of 2020, with a chance to move the issue of climate change forwards both 

nationally and internationally. Following the loss of life and the travails of lockdown Britain, one 

might hope that overcoming the Covid-19 crisis will lead to renewed efforts to tackle climate change, 

but there is also a fear that the impetus could be lost and that we might revert to our carbon-

dependent way of life. Given this fear, it is useful to review both the positive and less successful 

lessons from the Covid-19 experience. 

The overwhelming positive message for European democracies from the Covid-19 experience is that 

firm government action, backed by political will, can achieve massive changes to the way societies 

work. Although the changes in the case of the virus were necessarily negative, appallingly so, the 

goal is now to use that power of political will to contribute to societal change in a beneficial way. 

Also encouraging was the way local communities got together, for example in backing those working 

in the NHS and meeting the needs of those who were encouraged to isolate.  The experience of 

cleaner air, less noise, fewer cars and road accidents might well encourage more support for the 

measures needed to reduce carbon emissions. There is a real opportunity here in that the measures 

required can reduce carbon emissions, improve people’s socio-economic well-being and foster the 

natural environment. 

The Covid-19 experience also revealed weaknesses, in particular the failure to exploit existing local 

and regional health and social care institutions and infrastructure. For example, in spite of 

assurances from the UK Government, the distribution of Personal Protective Equipment (P.P.E.) from 

a central hub failed to keep up with constantly changing local requirements. Further, the nationally 

organised system of testing and tracing, much delayed, did not initially utilise the power of local and 

regional public health authorities. Thus, a national testing centre set up in an Ikea carpark in 

Gateshead did not build on the existing arrangements already operating out of the regional Queen 

Elizabeth Hospital; indeed, test samples were sent to a southern location for analysis leading to 

delay (Coman, 2020). These examples demonstrate how organizational arrangements within the UK 

made it difficult for localities and regions to contribute to national goals and, conversely, for the 

national government to achieve its aims effectively.  

Responses to both the climate emergency and the Covid-19 epidemic highlight the complex network 

of responsibilities now held by legislative bodies across the UK following recent devolution 

settlements. At the UK level the Climate Change Act 2008 includes proposals for reducing emissions 

and promoting adaptation across England and Wales alongside an overall national energy strategy. 

Separate proposals for reducing emissions and promoting adaptation in Scotland are handled under 

the Climate Change (Emission Reduction Targets) (Scotland) 2019 Act.  In terms of health policy, the 

devolved administrations have complete autonomy with increasingly divergent approaches adopted 

in response to the Covid-19 epidemic. For example, Scotland’s policy of ‘test and protect’ is based on 
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NHS contact tracers embedded within regional health boards in contrast to the initially more 

centralised approach in England heavily reliant on out-sourcing to private contractors. 

Approach 

How might the Covid-19 experience translate to the climate change emergency? In this article we 

compare the organisational arrangements apparent in the Covid-19 episode with those identified 

ten years ago in a report on climate change. We participated in a Royal Society of Edinburgh Inquiry 

called Facing up to climate change: breaking the barriers to a low-carbon Scotland (Royal Society of 

Edinburgh, 2011). The report was followed by a special issue of the Transactions of the Royal Society 

of Scotland entitled Facing up to climate change (Sugden and Bishop, 2012). The Inquiry was 

independent with a team of cross-disciplinary academics and members from the teaching profession 

and industry. We took evidence from 110 organisations, 40 individuals, 7 visits to exemplar case 

studies, 6 public meetings and 30 seminars/conferences. There were supporting lectures by Lord 

Stern, Lord Krebs, senior government officers and the EU. 

The report made ten primary recommendations, focusing on national to local scales and specific 

points were designed for the UK  and devolved governments, regional authorities, civil society or 

individuals (Table 1). These primary points covered electricity supply, renewables, regulation, 

finance, land use, governmental/administrative structures, voluntary organisations, people and 

society   

Ten years on: positive changes  

There are two striking advances over the last ten years.  First, power generation in Scotland and the 

UK has moved sharply from a fossil fuel base to a largely renewable base. In 2010 we heard that the 

strategy was one of a centralised electricity grid depending on a medium-term change from coal to 

nuclear power stations. Renewables were seen as a temporary stop-gap. Access to the grid was 

costly, especially in areas distant from London such as Scotland.   Now renewables are seen as 

central, the grid is adapted for renewables, interconnectors built, and huge windfarms offshore are 

providing electricity. At the time of writing in June, 2020, no coal had been burned in the UK for two 

months. In first quarter of 2020, Scotland generated the equivalent of 90% of its electricity demand 

from renewables.  

How has this remarkable turn-around happened?  In 2011 investors and developers wishing to build 

turbines on land told us of constant battles with environmentalists and local communities and 

despaired of the attitude exemplified by B.A.N.A.N.A. (Build Absolutely Nothing Anywhere Near 

Anybody)!   With financial support from government the UK wind-farm industry moved offshore in 

spite of significantly higher initial costs and is now fully competitive on price.  Further, by introducing 

changes to planning regulations and steps to ensure local economic benefits to affected 

communities, the Scottish Government and the wind industry learned how to work with local 

communities to expand renewable electricity generation. Here is a fine example of what can be 

achieved in ten years by clear leadership from government backed up by financial incentives. 

The second major change concerns people and society.  At the time of the Inquiry climate sceptics 

were prominent among politicians, the press and in our public meetings. Use of the term ‘climate 

change’ polarised views and so we often found it more constructive to use the term ‘low-carbon’.  

Sometimes single-issue environmental groups were opposing wind farms and could be at odds with 

each other or with community groups. Progress in ten years can be seen today from the use in 

government and within local authorities and business circles of the term ‘Climate Emergency’.  

Indeed, the majority of local councils have now declared a Climate Emergency 



4 
 

(https://www.climateemergency.uk/blog/list-of-councils/). Moreover, the issue has captured the 

attention of the young, stimulating a broadly-based social movement challenging the inertia of 

political and business leaders, as exemplified by Greta Thunberg (https://fridaysforfuture.org/). Here 

it is civic society that is providing national and international leadership. In Scotland, ‘Stop Climate 

Chaos Scotland’ – a coalition of 50 civil society organisations  – has helped raise public awareness by 

promoting behavioural change within communities  Other locally-based initiatives such as the 

Transition movement in towns and universities and Eco-Congregation Scotland (with >400 

congregations) have energised engagement within local communities. Such third sector bodies have 

the potential to capitalise on the community solidarity so vividly displayed during the early months 

of the Covid-19 emergency. 

Ten years on: Governance institutions and barriers to change 

In 2010 there were numerous institutional barriers and related obstacles that made it difficult to 

make progress. Insulation standards and energy efficiency of new houses were modest in relation to 

those in Scandinavia and varied from place to place. We encountered developers playing one local 

authority against another in order to build houses in areas with the lowest standards. Glasgow City 

Council told of their dilemma when faced with the choice from a developer of more, lower standard 

houses or fewer high-quality and higher priced houses.  A new school might be offered lower 

insulation standards in return for the provision of a new gym.  And with the exception of Aberdeen, 

many district heating schemes had foundered through problems of implementation at the optimum 

scale; for example the Clyde Gateway project in Glasgow was developed bit by bit rather than as a 

whole. We discovered difficulties in retrofitting the 2.4 million older properties in Scotland. For 

example, a grant scheme using postcodes as proxies for fuel poverty and eligibility for insulation 

could not be used in parts of Glasgow because multi-storey social housing blocks owned by the same 

housing association could be in more than one postcode area. Further, in areas of architecturally 

significant buildings in older cities there were difficulties over planning permission in fitting double-

glazed windows. 

Our report pointed out that many obstacles to upgrading buildings could be overcome, for example 

by (a) developing financial instruments specifically to support local businesses and private owners to 

improve their buildings, (b) introducing measures to add long-term value to energy-efficient homes, 

(c) creating more ambitious standards for upgrading the insulation of rented buildings, (d) enforcing 

high building standards on the energy use of all new build property, and (e) upgrading public 

buildings as exemplars of good practice. All such steps lay within the remit of the Scottish 

Government. 

Our Inquiry found that transport planning was also held back by mismatching priorities across 

different scales of government.  In 2008 transport accounted for 29% of the total energy use in 

Scotland, with two-thirds of associated emissions caused by cars. Several local authorities pointed to 

the mismatch between local/regional and national priorities.  For example, the priority for the rail 

network at a national scale was to reduce intercity times, whereas the city regions sought more 

commuter stations and rail links to their airports; several authorities had been refused new 

commuter stations. A similar conflict applied to trunk roads and the administration of travel 

concessions which were (and are) planned and maintained by Transport Scotland. Local authorities 

did not (and still do not) have the power to control traffic on trunk roads or to refine travel 

concessions to achieve low-carbon goals. This is a particularly important problem for Glasgow where 

motorways run near the middle of the city. Another issue concerned fringe impacts where the 

transport planning of one authority had implications for another authority or city. Such problems 

were acute in relation to out-of-town shopping centres.  
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So important were these issues, that our Inquiry “concluded that city regions held the greatest 

potential for carbon savings and that Scotland would not meet its emissions targets without 

significant changes at the regional level…. The city regions are so vital to Scotland’s low-carbon 

future and progress so limited in relation to other comparable-sized Scandinavian countries that the 

Inquiry devoted three out of ten first-order recommendations to the problem” (Sugden et al., 2011, 

p. 185) 

Next steps 

The analysis of the problems of achieving a low-carbon future carried out in 2010/11 reveals similar 

problems to those of the Covid-19 experience.  Ambitious national policies have not systematically 

built on and invested in the resources, experience and skills of the regions. Next steps for economic 

recovery need to ensure that local and regional governments are empowered to implement their 

plans for net zero emissions, refined to fit their particular circumstances. City regions are where 

most people live and thus where any changes in people’s behaviour makes the biggest difference. It 

is the city regions that are best able to support significant changes to how people work, socialise, 

travel and interact locally and with the wider population.    This is particularly the case given the 

changes to work practices – less commuting, more home working – likely after Covid-19 and the 

need to re-imagine local communities (and their public spaces, buildings and infrastructure) in ways 

that support local enterprises and community health and wellbeing. Indeed, the implementation of 

change will not succeed without the full contribution of city regions. New responsibilities and 

matching resources must however be devolved to the appropriate city or regional level.  

Seen in this light, there are signs of progress in tackling the climate change challenge in Scotland 

today. There are a host of initiatives in play.  Scotland’s two largest cities, Edinburgh and Glasgow 

have committed publicly to meeting radical net zero carbon emissions targets by 2030 and are 

developing their plans to deliver on this. These include massive deployment of heat pumps and eV 

charging (Glasgow), and undertaking whole community retrofit and development in aid of health 

and wellbeing (Edinburgh). There is a Scottish Government ambition to require new housing to have 

renewable or low carbon heating systems from 2024, thus phasing out gas-fired boilers in new build 

housing, and to develop the eV and active travel infrastructure to enable Scotland to have no need 

for the sale of petrol and diesel vehicles after 2032. The Government’s Energy Efficient Scotland 

Programme (2018) sets out the framework for comprehensive, area-based, retrofit of building stock 

and planning for transition to low carbon heat systems over the next 15-20 years. The Programme 

includes a proposal to create a new statutory power requiring local authorities to develop costed 

and prioritised Local Heat and Energy Efficiency Strategies (LHEES), as well as grant and loan funding 

for property owners. Proposals for the regulation of district heating networks were brought to 

Parliament in 2019 and envisage that LHEES will identify zones where district heating would be a 

cost-effective solution to decarbonising heat. In July, 2020 the Scottish Government’s Energy 

Response Group outlined green policies to tackle eight pressing energy issues, including many of 

those highlighted in the Royal Society of Edinburgh report of 2011. 

Further initiatives within Scotland involve The Just Transition Commission that is identifying the 

learning and reskilling needed to help people and whole economic sectors manage the move to net 

zero (Skea et al., 2020), while the Infrastructure Commission has reported on a 30-year strategy for 

developing an optimum infrastructure (Russell et al., 2020). There are other reports and initiatives to 

identify and overcome organisational blockages, such as a report by the Royal Society of Edinburgh 

Energy Inquiry (R.S.E. 2019), the work of PCAN (ESRC-supported Place-based Climate Action 

Network) supporting Edinburgh’s economic case for net zero, how to expand district heating 

(Hawkey et al., 2018) or plan for heat decarbonisation (Carbon Connect, 2019: Energy Systems 
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Catapult, 2019; Cowell and Webb, 2019). The Climate Emergency Response Group (2020), spanning 

Scotland’s private, public and third sectors, specifically addressed the impact of Covid-19 noting how 

it has shifted the parameters of the debate. They propose that infrastructure investment in towns 

and cities, retrofitting buildings for net zero carbon, a rural jobs creation programme and green 

enterprise support should all be included in Scotland’s green recovery.  At the UK level, Climate 

Assembly UK, a group representative of the UK population as a whole has produced an interim 

report entitled Covid-19, recovery and the path to net zero (2020). 

This activity on how to proceed is encouraging but it is important to go beyond ten years of 

discussion and actually implement change. Based on the experience of Covid-19 and our experience 

so far of the climate challenge, there are two clear steps to take.  First there is a need for clear and 

consistent political leadership.  Perhaps the UK Government’s obvious surprise that most people 

responded to the Covid-19 challenge so effectively, will encourage politicians to work more 

intensively and systematically with civil society bodies such as the UK Climate Assembly and 

municipalities, and to embolden their climate change ambitions across the UK and internationally. 

Civil society also includes the third sector – a crucial player in promoting sustained behavioural 

change in lifestyle by individuals and within communities. The delivery of such change is most 

effective when undertaken by third sector bodies via ‘hearts and minds’ campaigns at the local level. 

Secondly, there is a need to devolve powers and responsibilities, such as those for carbon budgets, 

to city regions, and to supply the resources necessary to manage the necessary changes.  It will be 

interesting to see whether the requirement under the terms of the City Deal to make significant 

emissions cuts in Glasgow and Edinburgh is matched with the devolved funding necessary to achieve 

the cuts. Without such devolution Scotland is unlikely to reach its emission reduction targets.  
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 Table 1. The ten primary recommendations from the Royal Society of Edinburgh Report (2011) 

Facing up to climate change: breaking the barriers to a low-carbon Scotland. Each recommendation 

seeks to highlight a particular organisational barrier identified by the Inquiry. 

1. The UK Government should urgently improve the infrastructure and management of the 

electricity grid in Scotland to optimise the development of renewable energy and to permit 

the export of surplus renewable energy. 

2. The Scottish and UK Governments need to retrofit existing regulation to achieve a balance 

with the need to reduce emissions. 

3. The Scottish Government should work with local authorities and businesses to align and 

sharpen regulation in order to achieve a step change in energy efficiency and transport. 

4. The Scottish Government and local authorities should jointly introduce truly integrated 

policies in order to achieve effective reductions in emissions at a regional level. 

5. The Scottish Government should develop a spatially-referenced national land use plan 

integrated with regional strategic plans in order to optimise carbon sequestration.  

https://www.gov.scot/policies/social-housing/improving-standards/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/home-energy-efficiency-programmes-scotland-delivery-report-2017-18/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/home-energy-efficiency-programmes-scotland-delivery-report-2017-18/
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6. The finance industry should take a lead and work with government to create a business 

environment that will mobilise private finance in support of a low-carbon society. 

7. All organisations should appraise their goals and practices in the light of the urgency to 

achieve a low-carbon society. 

8. Local authorities should integrate and embed their low-carbon policies across all their 

various functions. 

9. The Scottish Government and local authorities should actively assist local communities to 

introduce low-carbon initiatives. 

10. Closer engagement is needed between people, civil society, market and state in the pursuit 

of Scotland’s low-carbon vision. 


