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Introduction 

 

NIEL welcomes this consultation, its cross departmental nature and the opportunity to 

comment on it.  

 

Section 1 

 

Q1 - Is our Vision 2050 the right vision? If not what would you change? 

 

The vision for 2050 outlined on page 14 says  

 

“Northern Ireland has taken significant action for the climate and our environment, has 

placed nature and biodiversity on a path to recovery, and moved from a high to a low 

emissions society.” 

 

The sentiment is reasonable but the wording is vague and does not have an appropriate 

level of ambition, so on balance, no, this is not the right vision.  

 

The vision needs to have clear, SMART target, with milestones and clear policies and/or 

legally binding commitments.  

 

NIEL believes that as well as tackling climate change, the Green Growth strategy needs to 

address the many problems with our biodiversity so that it is properly protected and 

enhanced, as each one can affect the other. In fact, peer reviewed evidence on climate 

change1 and biodiversity2 shows that the nature and climate emergencies are inextricably 

linked. It is therefore essential that we pursue an integrated and joined-up approach to 

tackling these two emergencies, which were formally recognised by the NI Assembly on 3rd 

February 20203. Further to that, NIEL would suggest the vision needs to set legally binding 

targets to halt and reverse the decline of biodiversity in NI, such as the 30 x 30 target to 

protect 30% of land and sea by 2030, as a means of becoming nature positive by 2030, 

rather than just placing nature on a path to recovery, and to ensure that NI is net zero in 

terms of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions no later than 2050, and preferably earlier, rather 

than just being a low emissions society and aim for NI to become as sustainable a society as 

possible.  

 

NIEL understands that this Green Growth strategy will require an action plan or 

implementation plan and that not all the detail is or has to be provided in this consultation but 

one of NIEL’s fundamental criticisms of this draft of the Green Growth strategy is that it lacks 

an appropriate level of ambition and detail, in particular firm, ambitious and SMART targets 

which NIEL believes are necessary in order to clearly map out what the strategic 



targets/outcomes are for NI. Unless the targets are clear, it is likely that the subsidiary 

action/implementation plan(s) will not achieve what the evidence suggests needs to be 

achieved and/or what the strategy aims to achieve. For example, even in the scenario where 

NI only reduces its GHG emissions by at least 82% by 2050, as the consultation says on 

page 36, this will involve Northern Ireland achieving Net Zero carbon dioxide (CO2) 

emissions by 2050. On the basis that this is an absolute minimum level of emissions 

reductions that will need to be achieved by 2050, there is no good reason why the overall 

vision could not state that NI will be at least net zero in terms of CO2 emissions by 2050, 

rather than just saying “Northern Ireland has taken significant action for the climate and our 

environment”. This illustrates the lack of ambition in this draft. Consequently, NIEL does not 

agree with the description on page 8 of the Green Growth strategy consultation document as 

setting out an ambitious vision on the basis that a strategy based on a target that lacks 

ambition can not therefore be described as a strategy with an ambitious vision.  

 

On the basis that other strategies will have to align with the green growth strategy, NIEL 

would support the Executive being ambitious and aspirational and going further than other 

administrations. For example, if the Executive decided that an appropriate target would be 

for NI to be a net zero GHG society by 2050, or earlier, NIEL would support that. The UK 

Climate Change Committee (CCC) Sixth Carbon Budget4 also referred to the need for the 

UK to have the "highest possible ambition" as regards pathways to net zero. This would 

be an appropriate approach given that it is possible, if not probable, that the emissions 

reductions target for NI will be amended upwards, for example, if the current draft of the 

PMB on climate change passes into legislation. It is also worth noting the advice of the CCC 

can and has been amended. In the 2017 report “Building a low-carbon economy in Wales – 

Setting Welsh carbon targets”5 the CCC advised Wales set a target of reducing emissions by 

85% by 2050. This was then revised upwards in 20196 when the CCC recommended a 

target for Wales of 95% GHG emissions reductions. When Wales decided to aim for 100% 

emissions reductions the CCC supported that. The point is that targets are not static and are 

likely to move in the near future. NIEL therefore recommends that the NI Executive ensures 

NI’s GHG emissions are reduced as much as possible and as quickly as possible, in line 

with amongst other things, the CCC’s stated intention of the UK having the "highest 

possible ambition" as regards pathways to net zero. 

 

The consultation says on page 2 that  

 

“This decade, the 2020s, must be a decade of urgent action”  

 

The need for action as soon as possible is also illustrated by the statement in the DAERA 

discussion document on a climate change bill for NI that in relation to GHG emissions7 

  

“the later cuts are made, the greater they must be to achieve the same long-term goal, and 

so they will be more expensive to implement”  

 



NIEL agrees with this statement and so believes that the Executive needs to provide more 

detail as to what it will do, what legislation and policies it will introduce and/or enact in order 

to ensure this is a decade of urgent action. A core part of this will be developing and 

achieving appropriate milestones. However, some important targets are missing. For 

example, NIEL is surprised and disappointed that Section 3 “Pathway to a Low Emissions 

Society” of the consultation makes no reference whatsoever to the need to reduce methane 

(CH4) emissions, despite the fact that the clear advice of the CCC is that the Balanced 

Pathway scenario, which is the basis of the target in the DAERA climate change bill (which 

aims to have a reduction of at least 82% in GHGs by 2050), requires net zero CO2 by 2050 

and a 42% reduction in methane emissions in NI during the period 2020-2050. This was 

made clear by the CCC on the first page of the CCC letter to the AERA Minister dated 1st 

April 20218. It would therefore be reasonable to expect the Executive would ensure there is a 

target to reduce methane emissions in NI by 42% from 2020 to 2050 in line with the CCC’s 

advice. The rationale for the omission of this target for methane from the Green Growth 

strategy is unclear. All relevant GHGs must be accounted for and included in the targets in 

the Green Growth strategy.    

 

The consultation says on page 24 that  

 

“The Green Growth approach ensures that Northern Ireland can further deliver on the UN 

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.” 

 

NIEL would support this approach but if delivering on the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) is such an important part of the Green Growth strategy then NIEL would encourage 

the Executive to go further and explicitly refer to the importance of delivering on the SDGs in 

NI as a principle of the strategy.  

 

If NI is to develop in a sustainable manner then NIEL believes NI needs to move towards a 

Doughnut Economics model9, where we thrive within the planetary boundaries and ensure 

everyone is above the social foundation level. The Doughnut model is outlined in Figure 1. It 

consists of two concentric rings: a social foundation, to ensure that no one is left falling short 

on life’s essentials, and an ecological ceiling, to ensure that humanity does not collectively 

overshoot the planetary boundaries10 that protect Earth's life-supporting systems. Between 

these two sets of boundaries lies a doughnut-shaped space that is both ecologically safe 

and socially just: a space in which humanity can thrive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 1 Doughnut economics model 

 

 

 

The consultation says on page 46 that  

 

“As individuals, we each have an important role to play. It will be our behaviours and 

individual choices that will dictate whether we can address the climate crisis in time. 

Individual decisions about how we travel, what we consume, where we work, what we eat 

and how we value nature and the world around us will collectively add up to success or 

failure.” 

 

However this is only partially true. For example, it would not be possible for an individual to 

take the bus or train or bicycle in to work or for other purposes, if there is no bus route, 

railway line or safe cycling infrastructure in place which offers them that option. Similarly, 

local regenerative food growing practices need to be in place for people to eat local, healthy, 

sustainable food. As such, while we do need individuals to make better decisions we need 

our decision makers to make different decisions and to enable change by providing the 

opportunities for different decisions to be made. 

 

The Covid-19 pandemic also brought home to people that our food supply chains are very 

long and in many cases too long and these long supply chains can mean we are exposed to 

vulnerabilities in the supply chain. There would be many benefits to NI producing more of the 



food consumed in NI as this could, amongst other things, reduce the GHG emissions from 

the production, transportation and storage of that food. NI should seek to grow more local 

food in a regenerative way in harmony with nature in a way that reduces the use of 

chemicals used and protects and enhances our soil. The work required to transform our food 

system is complex and must begin as soon as possible.     

 

NIEL has consistently advocated for the integration of government strategies to ensure 

better delivery and outcomes and so welcomes the commitment to align strategies, though it 

is important to say that, as previously referred to, the principle of integration also applies to 

the management of other issues within the Green growth strategy, most notably, protecting 

and enhancing biodiversity, If the Green Growth Strategy is meant to guide/direct other 

strategies such as the biodiversity strategy and the environment strategy, amongst others, 

then greater clarity and firm SMART targets with higher ambition will be needed. The 

question of how the Green Growth strategy relates to the Programme for Government 

remains and NIEL would welcome clarification on that point from the Executive. 

Furthermore, a fundamental part of the change the green growth strategy envisages bringing 

about will be in our economic choices. NIEL therefore supports that statement on page 3 of 

the consultation that  

 

“We also will ensure that the transition to a more sustainable economy is fair and just for 

everyone.” 

 

The concept of just transition is explored further in our response to Q8. 

 

Q2 - Are our Green Growth principles right? If not, what should be included / taken 

out and why? 

 

The ten green growth principles are good but lack clarity.   

 

The need to integrate our approach to climate change and biodiversity was referred to above 

in our response to Q1 and looking at the first of the green growth principles for example, it 

aims to     

 

“Respect our planet - by restoring and protecting our natural capital. Future human wellbeing 

depends on a healthy and resilient natural world” 

 

This is a welcome principle. However, given the poor state of NI’s biodiversity, more 

appropriate and effective action is urgently needed to better protect our biodiversity. Despite 

the fact that the Wildlife and Natural Environment Act (Northern Ireland) 201111 (the WANE 

Act) places a statutory duty on public bodies in Northern Ireland to conserve biodiversity, 

NI’s biodiversity is not doing as well as it should and in many cases is doing very badly. For 



example, the State of Nature Report (2019)12 clearly demonstrates that Northern Ireland’s 

terrestrial, air, water, and marine environments are suffering, with 11% (272) of the 2,450 

species found in Northern Ireland that have been assessed using the IUCN Regional Red 

List criteria, and for which sufficient data were available, threatened with extinction from 

Ireland as a whole.  

 

The 2015-2020 NI Biodiversity Strategy13 was supposed to deliver a plan on how Northern 

Ireland could meet its local and international commitments to protect nature and ensure the 

environment can continue to support people and the economy. However, a review of the NI 

Biodiversity Strategy by RSPB NI14 revealed that 83% of government commitments (35/42) 

set out in the strategy have not been adequately met.  

 

NI got a ranking of 12 (out of 240 countries and territories, where a ranking of 1 is the lowest 

biodiversity intactness and 240 the highest) in a Biodiversity Intactness Index, which 

indicates how much nature is left from a pristine state, for the amount of nature it has left15. 

 

The status of NI’s water bodies clearly illustrates how NI is failing to properly protect our 

environment. The EU Water Framework Directive (WFD) (Directive 200/60/EC)16 requires 

that EU Member States aim to achieve Good Ecological Status (GES) in all waters by 2015 

and if that is not possible, it allows interim targets to be set for 2015 and 2021 with full 

compliance by 2027. Having failed to meet the WFD targets for 2015 and 2021, the 

proposed target in the draft environment strategy for example is for 70% of water bodies 

(rivers, lakes, transitional and coastal water bodies, and groundwater bodies) in Northern 

Ireland to have achieved GES by 2027, which is unacceptable.  

 

As of 2018, only 36.6% of Northern Ireland’s water bodies were achieving GES, and this is 

lower than the level in 2015 when 37.4% of water bodies achieved GES. The decline in the 

52 water bodies achieving GES since 2015 is a clear indication that existing measures are 

not adequate to address the significant water management issues in NI. Furthermore, in 

2018, 31.3% of 450 river water bodies in NI were classified as 'high' or 'good' quality, 

compared to 32.7% in 201517. According to the statistics on freshwater quality standards 

released in August 202018, 95% of NI’s lakes failed Water Framework Directive quality 

standards with only one lake out of twenty one in Good condition in 2019 compared to five 

out of twenty one lakes in Good condition in 2015. However, according to the most recent 

Water Framework Directive Statistics report19 published in December 2021 by DAERA, the 

presence of ubiquitous, persistent, bioaccumulative, toxic (uPBT) substances, so-called 

‘forever’ chemicals, were assessed as part of chemical status of our water bodies since 

2018. NIEL welcomes the department’s work to expand of the chemical sampling to include 

these uPBT chemicals. These uPBT substances were detected at all monitored stations and 

as a result no rivers, no lakes and no transitional and coastal water bodies in Northern 

Ireland achieved good environmental status.   

 

This poor performance is perhaps not surprising given that in 2019, an official UK report20 on 

the freshwater pearl mussel, produced as part of the reporting process on the 

implementation of the Habitats Directive in the UK said that 



“the lack of juvenile recruitment and an ageing population will almost certainly lead to the 

future extinction of this species from NI, unless there is a fundamental improvement of their 

current habitat”. 

  

As regards the sources of freshwater pollution, the agriculture sector has long been the most 

significant source of water pollution incidents in Northern Ireland. According to the NI 

Environmental Statistics Report 202121, in 2019 there were 1,754 water pollutions incidents 

either reported to NIEA or discovered by NIEA of which 941 were substantiated as having an 

impact on the water quality of the receiving waterway. Agriculture accounted for 36.5% of 

those substantiated incidents followed by industry (17.4%), other (17.1%) domestic (16%) NI 

Water (10.7%) and Transport (2.3%). According to the NI Environmental Statistics report 

202022 in 2018, there were 1,793 water pollution incidents of which 924 were substantiated 

and agriculture accounted for the largest proportion (30.5%) of the 924 substantiated water 

pollution incidents investigated by NIEA. In fact, according to official DAERA figures, 

agriculture was responsible for the largest proportion of substantiated water pollution 

incidents investigated by NIEA or its predecessor, in 201723, 201624, 201525, 201426, 201327, 

201228, 201129 and 201030. Given that agriculture has been the main source of water 

pollution in NI every year of the last decade, it seems clear that a different approach to how 

we manage our land, particularly in terms of water pollution, is needed as a matter of 

urgency. This seems to be a UK wide problem. As the UK Government’s 25 year plan for 

nature, ‘A Green Future’31 stated 

 

“Overall, farming is now the most significant source of water pollution and of ammonia 

emissions into the atmosphere in the UK.” 

 

In order to help tackle these, and other negative impacts from our food production methods, 

there needs to be a greater emphasis on nature friendly farming practices and the use of 

natural capital and the role of ecosystem services in the green growth strategy and other 

related strategies including the environment strategy, the biodiversity strategy and any future 

food strategy, including in relation to soil formation, pollination, nutrient cycling, water 

regulation and purification. This should tie in to the proposed amended payments system for 

agricultural support based on the principle of public money for public goods, in other words 

farmers should be rewarded for the environmental/ecosystem goods and services they 

provide. NIEL would like to see a greater emphasis on an agro-ecology approach which 

involves the application of integrated ecological, economic and social principles towards 

resilience in food.  

 

The nature of food production will likely be a key component of the green growth strategy 

and NI needs to develop the agro-ecological production of food, shorten supply chains, 

develop local markets, develop initiatives to address food poverty and food waste and to 

promote food that is healthy for us and the planet. The potential cross departmental benefits 

(win-wins) from buying healthy local food for school meals for example, is explored in more 

detail in our response to Q12 in relation to the role of public procurement.   

 



In relation to protected areas, according to the NI Environmental Statistics report 2021, 36% 

of the features in NI’s  Areas of Special Scientific Interest (ASSIs), which are protected by 

law, were in unfavourable condition in 202032. This represents a worsening of the situation 

from 2020 when 35% of ASSI features were in unfavourable condition33. If the NI 

administration and DAERA in particular, can not even ensure that the features of our ASSIs, 

and other areas which are protected by law, are kept in favourable condition and that an 

internationally protected species, the freshwater pearl mussel, is threatened with extinction, 

then it is clear that different decisions need to be made.  

 

There is currently no marine plan in place for Northern Ireland. Without an effective and 

spatially prescriptive marine plan that prioritises nature positive and sustainable 

development at sea, the goal of Green Growth in a marine context is untenable. 

 

NIEL therefore believes that firm commitments to protect and enhance natural capital and 

biodiversity, on land and at sea, are necessary.  

 

The Valuing our Environment34 report (2007)  found that economic activities related to the 

environment in Northern Ireland contributed £573m to the regional economy and supported 

32, 750 full time equivalent jobs. The AERA Minister said in the NI Assembly on 25th May 

202135 that “Protecting and restoring biodiversity in Northern Ireland is a long-term 

commitment.”. On that basis NIEL would expect to see firm commitments to protect and 

restore biodiversity in strategies like the Green Growth strategy. For example, amongst other 

specific targets, there should be a target to have effective protection and management of at 

least 30% of land and sea for nature and people by 2030, a target which was endorsed by 

the AERA Minister in the NI Assembly on 25th May 202136 and a target to ensure there is a 

requirement for biodiversity net gain in all development proposals as part of a NI 

commitment to become nature positive by 2030. The JNCC report “Nature positive”37  

published in September 2021 produced by the Joint Nature Conservation Committee, 

Natural England, Natural Resources Wales, NatureScot and the Northern Ireland 

Environment Agency outlined nine practical steps that would be necessary to prevent and 

ultimately reverse biodiversity loss and which can be delivered rapidly. The nine changes 

are: 

 

1. Ensure wildlife thrives within SSSIs/ASSIs and Marine Protected Areas through improving  

their management and tackling sources of harm. Protected areas need to be the beating  

hearts of nature networks on land and at sea, supporting thriving populations of species that  

spill out across the rest of the network.  

 

2. Better conserve remaining wildlife habitats outside SSSIs/ASSIs, in particular those areas  

identified as parts of nature networks or as important blue/green infrastructure.  

 



3. Invest in habitat restoration and creation to strengthen nature networks that deliver for  

biodiversity and climate change. In particular, we need to create large areas of wildlife  

habitat with restored ecosystem functions.  

 

4. Integrate outcomes for nature into developments on land and at sea, ensuring access to  

nature is improved, and delivering a wide range of health and other benefits. 

 

5. Tackle atmospheric and diffuse water pollution, especially from nitrogen and ammonia.  

 

6. Develop the market for green finance, putting in place the frameworks necessary to 

facilitate  

private investment in nature recovery, and ensuring there is a supply of investable on-the 

ground projects.  

 

7. Deploy Nature-based Solutions by default. Decision makers need to ask themselves ‘can  

nature provide a solution?’  

 

8. Develop the UK’s evidence base so that it is ready to support the larger, transformative  

changes underway.  

 

9. Adopt targets to become Nature Positive, so that nature goals are put on an equal footing  

with climate change ambitions 

 

These nine actions should be built in to the green growth strategy, the NI environment 

strategy, the NI Biodiversity strategy and other strategies, in line with the principle of 

integration the consultation document refers to on page 8 in order to make NI nature 

positive. The role of adaptation also needs to be built in to the guiding principles of the 

strategy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Section 2 

 

Q3 - Are we right to adopt a Green Growth approach bringing together green jobs, 

climate action and the environment? 

 

In principle, this is the right approach but much depends on what exactly how the green 

growth approach is interpreted and implemented.  

 

NIEL believes that investing in a sustainable, resilient, low and ultimately zero carbon, green 

economy will help to create a bigger, better and more resilient (‘future proofed’) economy 

that is better able to meet the demands of a changing society. The many benefits of a green 

or greener economy have been highlighted and endorsed by many prominent organisations. 

For example, this is supported by the findings of the United Nations UNEP Green Economy 

Report (GER)38  that  

 

“Greening the economy not only generates growth and in particular gains in natural capital, 

but it also produces a higher growth in GDP and GDP per capita. Under the GER modelling 

exercise, a green investment scenario achieves higher economic growth rates than a 

business as usual scenario within 5-10 years” 

 

The case for developing a green economy was made in the House of Commons 

Environmental Audit Committee in its “A Green Economy”39 report which said  

 

“The whole economy needs to be green and traditional sectors of the economy will need to 

be transformed” 

 

The many potential economic benefits of moving to a net zero GHG economy are clear. For 

example,  in the Sixth Carbon Budget, the CCC found40 that  

 

“the net costs of the transition to net zero by 2050 (including upfront investment, ongoing 

running costs and costs of financing) will be less than 1% of GDP over the entirety of 2020-

2050, lower than we concluded in our 2019 Net Zero report.” 

 

Modelling commissioned for the CCC Sixth Carbon Budget report41 suggests achieving net 

zero in the UK will give a boost to UK GDP growing to around 2% of GDP by 2030, with an 

accompanying boost to employment of around 1%. According to this analysis the GDP boost 

will continue growing after 2030 before levelling off at around a 3% boost by 2050. The CCC 

goes on to say42 that considering the various economic models and evaluations, the 

investment programme for achieving net zero set out in section 2 of the Sixth Carbon Budget 

report  



 

“can provide a significant economic boost in the coming years and support the UK’s 

economic recovery.” 

 

Investing in a green economy and zero carbon options can also save money in the long 

term. The CCC said in its Sixth Carbon Budget report (page 261) that  

 

“Around half of the measures to reduce emissions are expected to be cost saving by 2050, 

primarily decarbonising electricity and surface transport.” 

 

The potential for job creation in renewable energy and low carbon choices is enormous and 

must be maximised. This was illustrated by research for The Institute for Public Policy and 

Research43 which concluded that greater investment in a green recovery and clean, low-

carbon jobs could create 1.6 million new jobs over the next decade in the UK, of which over 

40,000 could be in Northern Ireland. This is more than three times the 11,700 FTE jobs in 

the low carbon and renewable energy (LCRE) economy in NI which generated £2 billion in 

201744.  

 

Of those 1.6 million jobs, half a million (560,000) could be created by improving the energy 

efficiency of homes, which would also help reduce fuel poverty and help the health and 

economic prospects of thousands. Action is required across government but it is important to 

recognise that many of the green economy policy options can generate benefits across 

society, in line with the aims of the Green Growth strategy and the draft NI Programme for 

Government (PfG) 2016-21. For example, the benefits from investing in better insulation in 

buildings could create jobs for people and firms (relevant to the Department for the 

Economy), reduce carbon emissions (relevant to DAERA) and reduce fuel poverty (relevant 

to the Department for Communities) by saving energy and making buildings warmer. This 

would have very positive impacts on the physical and mental health of those who would be 

taken out of fuel poverty and live in warmer properties (relevant to the Department of Health) 

and all of this could be delivered by improving building regulations, which is the responsibility 

of the Department of Finance. This illustrates why integration between departments and 

strategies to green the NI economy is so important.  

 

Q4 - Is a statutory Green Growth test needed to ensure we put climate action, 

environment and green jobs at the heart of policy development? 

 

A green growth test, if properly designed and implemented, could in theory help ensure that 

NI develops in a much more sustainable manner and as such would be a good idea but 

NIEL would need much more detail on a number of questions including exactly what this test 

would entail; what the aim of a green growth test is; when and how the test would be 

applied; who would conduct the test and how the findings of the green growth test will be 

applied, before it would be in a position to formally support this proposal. For example, if a 

green growth test were to be applied and the result of the test was that a particular proposal 



did not have a positive impact or even had a negative impact in terms of climate action 

and/or the environment and/or green jobs, should that development go ahead as proposed?  

There are other questions in relation to this that need to be answered including whether or 

not a green growth test could and would be applied retrospectively to approved long term 

plans and policies including community and local development plans. 

 

NIEL supports the approach outlined on page 14 of the consultation that  

 

“We need to integrate decarbonising and environmental principles into policy making.“ 

 

There are examples of evaluation methodologies or tools that the NI Executive could learn 

from and possibly adopt when developing its green growth tests. For example, the World 

Bank has adopted climate screening tools45 which are designed to help users to understand 

the level of risk posed by climate and other natural hazards at an early stage of planning and 

design of national or sector-wide strategies, development policy, institutional strengthening 

and/or reforms and this could be a good starting point in terms of a risk analysis. However it 

seems that the main aim of the green growth test referred to should, in essence, be to 

evaluate how sustainable any proposed development is or will be and as part of that 

evaluation, to explore and better quantify the implications of and opportunities that c/would 

be created by any proposed development and the potential impacts in terms of climate 

action and/or the environment and/or green jobs in addition to any evaluations required by 

law, policy and/or established practice. 

    

Q5 - Should Green Growth be one of our top Executive investment and budgetary 

priorities? 

 

NIEL would support green growth being one of the Executive’s top priorities but only on the 

basis that the Green Growth strategy is appropriately designed with the appropriate SMART 

targets and milestones and contributes to making NI a much more sustainable society. NIEL 

would encourage the NI Executive to develop our economy in line with the statement in the 

Programme For Government’s Outcome Delivery Plan for 2018-19 which said46 

   

“Our health and wellbeing are directly affected by the quality of the environment around us 

and, therefore, it is vitally important that we take steps to protect and enrich our natural 

environment. Achieving economic growth at the expense of the environment, through 

degradation of finite resources by overuse or causing pollution is not sustainable.” 

 

NIEL welcomes the recognition implicit in the wording of Q5 that making NI a more 

sustainable society will require specific financial support. Previously, despite support from 

the largest main political parties, a Green New Deal was never progressed. As our economy 

awaits rebuilding, it is time to revisit and revive this opportunity to boost economic growth 

while cutting emissions, lowering energy costs, and boosting local employment. A cross-



departmental unified vision in the form an all-encompassing Green New Deal is needed, 

which should be based upon the six key principles set out by the UK Committee on Climate 

Change47 in a letter from May 2020 to the prime Minister and First Ministers in Scotland and 

Wales and the First and Deputy First Ministers in Northern Ireland to rebuild  whilst 

delivering a stronger, cleaner and more resilient economy. The CCC recommended that 

Governments in all UK nations should prioritise the following actions to recover from the 

pandemic: 

 

1. Use climate investments to support economic recovery and jobs.  

2. Lead a shift towards positive, long-term behaviours. 

3. Tackle the wider ‘resilience deficit’ on climate change.  

4. Embed fairness as a core principle.  

5. Ensure the recovery does not lock-in greenhouse gas emissions or increased risk.  

6. Strengthen incentives to reduce emissions when considering tax changes.  

 

We must have a focus on actions which promote both Adaptation and Mitigation efforts. 

 

NIEL also recognises that it is appropriate that health and education are likely to remain the 

top priorities for the Executive but it is important to recognise that those issues are also 

dependent on our environment and that by better managing and protecting the environment 

important contributions can be made to the achievement of goals in those other areas. For 

example, as regards health, in addition to the obvious benefits of clean air and water and 

healthy food, the beneficial relationship between human health and the environment was 

illustrated by the EU’s PHENOTYPE study48 which found that positive health effects of green 

space have been observed on a range of issues including but not limited to: longevity49, 50, 

cardiovascular diseases51, people's self-reported general health52,53, mental health54, sleep 

patterns55 and even recovery from illness56.  

 

Similarly, a 2016 WHO report57 summarizing evidence on the health effects of green space 

in urban areas showed that green spaces offer numerous public health benefits, including 

psychological relaxation and stress reduction, enhanced physical activity and a potential 

reduction in exposure to, among other harmful urban factors, air pollution, noise and 

excessive heat. The report concludes that there is a need for both small, local green spaces 

situated very close to where people live and spend their day, and large green spaces that 

provide formal recreational facilities and opportunities to interact with nature. Research58 

which looked at the entire population of England below retirement age between 2001-05 

(40,813,236 people) found that populations that are exposed to the greenest environments 

also have lowest levels of health inequality related to income deprivation, concluding  

 

“The implications of the study are clear: environments which promote good health may be 

key in the fight to reduce health inequalities.” 



According to the Department of Health report ‘A Fitter Future for All, Framework for 

Preventing and Addressing Overweight and Obesity in Northern Ireland 2012-2022’59, one 

way of addressing the “obesity time bomb” which was described as “one of the most 

important public health challenges facing Northern Ireland” is by providing access to green 

space as children with greater access to green space are less likely to be overweight. The 

report states (page 22) that  

 

“Green spaces link directly to levels of physical activity. Children with more green space are 

less likely to be over-weight. Children in greener neighbourhoods have lower Body Mass 

Index.” 

 

In relation to education, there are many benefits of outdoor play for children in addition to 

health including general educational benefits, an understanding of risk, interpersonal and 

social skills, the joy of exploration and community benefits. Interacting with natural 

environments enables children and young people to learn by doing, experiment with ideas 

and take positive action alleviating the feeling of helplessness in relation to climate anxiety 

and ecological grief. In nature, they also think, question, and make hypotheses — thereby 

developing inquisitive minds where they take risks, try and fail, and try again, gaining 

resilience and confidence. As the National Trust’s Natural Childhood report explains60  

 

“children who learn outdoors know more, understand more, feel better, behave better, work 

more cooperatively and are physically healthier”   

 

The Dasgupta Review61, which the consultation referred to on page 14, recommended that 

our education systems should introduce nature studies from the earliest stages of our lives, 

and revisit them in the years we spend in secondary and tertiary education. 

 

Section 3 

 

Q6 - Do we need specific targets for each sector set out in Climate Action Plans? If 

yes, how would this be brought about; and if no, how should we ensure we drive 

change? 

 

Ultimately, yes. Different sectors will need to have a detailed strategy to achieve net zero 

greenhouse gas emissions and developing and implementing sectoral targets will be an 

essential part of this. While it is not yet clear what climate change legislation will be passed 

in NI, the current draft of the cross party Private Members Bill (PMB) on climate change 

which passed its second stage on 10th May 2021, by a 2:1 majority62, requires the Executive 

to lay Assembly Climate Action Plans (CAPs) before the Assembly on a 5-yearly basis and 

amongst other things those CAPs will include sectoral plans which detail the policies that will 

be taken forward in each sector of the economy so this PMB offers a guide to how this issue 

of developing Climate Action Plans could be approached.  



Q7 - Do you agree on the definition of the sectors? 

 

This question is quite vague as the reference to sectors on page 39 merely states that  

 

“How we define the specific sectors for sectoral pathways and trajectories is important to 

enable us to measure progress.” 

 

The above statement is true but it appears that the sectors which will need to reduce 

emissions have not been adequately defined in the consultation and this makes responding 

to question 7 very difficult. While NIEL welcomes the reference to the role of the public 

sector on page 58, overall this is another example of lack of detail in the Green Growth 

strategy limiting the responses that can be given.   

 

Section 4 

 

Q8 - Do you agree with the adoption of a Just Transition approach? If not, what 

approach should we be taking and why? 

 

Absolutely, yes. In fact, a just transition will be essential.  

 

NIEL has repeatedly called for a just transition, for example, in our response to the 

Discussion Document on a Northern Ireland Climate Change Bill in April 202163.  

Ensuring a just transition is a key component of reaching net zero as it is essential that the 

move to a net zero carbon economy respects worker rights and is achieved with the help 

and input of employers and employees to ensure the positive economic opportunities are 

maximised. This point was clearly made by the CCC in its 201964  report “Net Zero The UK’s 

contribution to stopping global warming” (on page 253) that in relation to a just transition  

 

“The concept is now widely recognised as a crucial element of a low-carbon transition – a 

just transition declaration was signed by 53 governments (including the UK) at the COP 24 

conference in 2018” 

 

Furthermore, in relation to a just transition, the CCC said on page 12 of that same report”65,  

 

“The transition, including for workers and energy bill payers, must be fair, and perceived to 

be fair. Government should develop the necessary frameworks to ensure this. An early 

priority must be to review the plan for funding and the distribution of costs for businesses, 

households and the Exchequer.” 



It its Sixth Carbon Budget report the CCC said (page 29) 

  

“Only a just transition will be successful.”  

 

On page 280 of the Sixth carbon Budget the CCC said  

 

“A strategy for a just transition is required.” 

 

In the UK CCC report ‘Polices for the Sixth Carbon Budget’ page 42 CCC said 

 

“Reaching Net Zero will not be possible without involving people in the transition.” 

In its letter to the AERA Minister dated 1st April 2021, the CCC also said  

 

“The UK Government and Northern Ireland Executive both have key roles to play in 

delivering a just transition that ensures the costs of UK Net Zero are spread fairly and the 

benefits shared widely.” 

 

While a just transition was referred to in the consultation, NIEL would like to have seen a 

more detailed exploration of the importance of a just transition and how it might be managed 

as well as the related importance of how DAERA will co-operate with other NI departments 

most notably the Department for the Economy and Department of Finance in relation to 

ensuring that there is a just transition in NI that meets the needs of NI society and maximises 

the job opportunities such a transition creates.  

 

The importance of the Sustainable Development Goals in the just transition was illustrated 

by the launch, at COP26 in Glasgow, of a set of high-level principles66 from the multilateral 

development banks, which link the just transition with the SDGs. 

 

NIEL believes that NI could and should adopt the approach taken in Scotland to a just 

transition. The Scottish Government established the Scottish Just Transition Commission 67 

in 2019 to advise on a net-zero economy that is fair for all. The Scottish principles for a just 

transition state that action to reduce net greenhouse gas emissions should: support 

environmentally and socially sustainable jobs; support low-carbon investment and 

infrastructure; create decent, fair and high-value work in a way which does not negatively 

affect the current workforce and overall economy and contribute to resource efficient and 

sustainable economic approaches which help to address inequality and poverty. The 

Scottish Government also committed funding to a just transition with £100m pledged towards 

a Green Job Fund, £60m to help industrial and manufacturing sectors decarbonise, £70m for 

improved refuse collection infrastructure and £150m to deliver a 50% increase in woodland. 

Similar funds in Northern Ireland should be established to help create opportunities for blue 



and green infrastructure, sustainable tourism, nature restoration, to mitigate against climate 

change and help progress other key Executive priorities.  

 

Q9 - How do we ensure this Just Transition - is a Commission the right way forward?  

 

Above all, NIEL believes there needs to be a legislative requirement for and subsequent 

economic commitment to a just transition in NI to ensure that a just transition is seen as 

something that has to happen, rather than it being an option. Part 1 paragraph 3 (8) of the 

PMB or Climate Change (no 1) bill provides for a just transition but the DAERA climate 

change (no 2) bill does not make any provision for a just transition so the climate change 

legislation passed in NI is likely to be very influential in relation to the just transition.   

 

A Commission is one option and a good one. However, no details as to how such a 

Commission might work were provided in the consultation document which makes it very 

difficult for NIEL to comment in detail beyond expressing an opinion on the principle of 

having a Commission, which NIEL would support.   

 

Q10 - How do we make sure the public and all stakeholders (including young people) 

are actively engaged with Green Growth? Is a Citizen Assembly Panel the right 

structure? 

 

Once again there is a lack of detail as regards exactly what it is the Executive proposes be 

set up and what the remit of the Citizens Assembly panel would be but in principle NIEL 

would support a Citizens Assembly as a resilient, successful future has to be based on 

engagement with people. However, engagement should not be limited to a Citizens 

Assembly if one is set up as broader engagement will still likely be beneficial.  

 

Section 5 

 

Q11 - How can we work most effectively with businesses, local government and 

organisations across Northern Ireland to maximise and deliver our decarbonisation 

and Green Growth efforts? 

 

First and foremost, the Executive needs to set a clear policy and legislative framework with 

clear SMART targets and milestones so that all sectors know and understand as far as 

possible, what the targets are and what needs to be done.  

 

Appropriate levels of finance will need to be made available in order to ensure delivery of 

decarbonisation efforts, including for local government. 

 



NIEL would encourage and support stakeholder engagement at each stage of the process. 

For example, the consultation says that  

 

“shifting quickly towards healthier diets, reducing growth in aviation demand and choosing 

products that last longer and therefore improve resource efficiency are all key.”  

 

It is therefore essential that consumers better understand the choices they should make. 

 

NIEL recognises that many communities and businesses in Northern Ireland are already 

playing their part as illustrated by the examples given, though the examples are all from the 

private sector. NIEL believes that clear direction (in the form of policy and/or legislation) from 

the Executive would be not just of great assistance but essential in order to push NI further 

down the path of sustainability than relying on decisions being made by individual 

organisations.  

 

Q12 - How should the public sector be leading by example on Green Growth? 

 

The public sector should lead by example most notably through procurement and by setting 

the appropriately supportive legislation and policy. NIEL would support the recommendation 

on page 58 to adopt a Green Growth aligned procurement strategy for all government 

spend. This is another area where interdepartmental collaboration will be key to achieving 

the goals in the Green Growth strategy including lowering emissions and cost saving.  

 

The purchasing power of the government and all the statutory bodies in NI is massive and 

provides a huge opportunity to drive the development of a more sustainable economy. 

Procurement expenditure accounts for some £3bn annually, representing a quarter of the NI 

Executive’s budget68. If the Department of Finance and the Executive ensured this 

expenditure was as sustainable as possible it could make a huge difference to reducing 

Northern Ireland’s ecological footprint and should help support many green, low carbon 

industries, many of which could be local. As the NI Finance Minister69 said in relation to a 

reported £31 million in savings achieved under a new contract which will see 100% 

renewable energy supplied to government buildings 

 

“procurement can be a key lever in the transition to a Green Economy.” 

 

Take the example of buying healthy local food for school meals. According to the New 

Economics Foundation70 (NEF) 2011 report “The benefits of Procuring School Meals through 

the Food for Life Partnership” in Nottinghamshire, spending for school meals locally within a 

Food For Life Partnership (FFLP) framework was calculated to generate over £5 million in 

value each year, returning £3.11 in social, economic and environmental value for every £1 

spent. In addition, the NEF found (page 3)  



“Comparing current spending and re-spending in Nottinghamshire now and prior to a focus 

on procuring locally and seasonally shows that the total amount of money circulating in the 

local economy from this source has increased substantially, from £181,418 in 2004 to 

£3,826,688 currently” 

 

NI could learn from Scotland’s sustainable procurement duty, outlined in the Procurement 

Reform (Scotland) Act 201471 which aligns with the Scottish government’s purpose to create 

a more successful country, with opportunities for all of Scotland to flourish, through 

increasing sustainable economic growth. 

 

Section 6 

 

Q13 - What indicators should we use to measure the success (or otherwise) of our 

Green Growth strategy? 

 

There are a number of possible indicators that could be used to measure the success or 

otherwise of the Green Growth Strategy. NIEL would also recommend that for the sake of 

consistency the indicators used in the Green Growth strategy should, as appropriate, reflect 

as closely as possible those indicators that are to be used in the draft Programme for 

Government (PfG). Useful indicators could include: 

 

GHG emissions (the basket of GHGs)  

Biodiversity in terms of area of intact habitat e.g. of peatland and species abundance e.g. for 

the freshwater pearl mussel and the extent and percentage of features of ASSIs and N2K 

sites in favourable condition. 

Pollinator population levels. 

The degree of diversification of agriculture, including the contribution from local regenerative 

vegetable growing. 

The amount of land managed by communities for food growing.   

Distance from/access to and use of green space including levels of active travel   

Number of and severity of water pollution incidents 

Quality of water bodies (as per WFD standards)   

Air quality and related hospital admissions, illnesses and deaths due to air pollution  

Physical and mental health and wellbeing related indicators including new measures such as 

a measure of wellbeing as well as existing indicators including levels of fuel poverty; number 

of jobs created in the Low Carbon and Renewable Energy (LCRE) sector, as well as detail 

on job security and contract length, pay rates, employment rates and other measures of 

equality and inequality.   

 



Q14 - How can there be effective oversight of Green Growth - should there be a 

dedicated Assembly Committee, or independent scrutiny? 

 

The consultation suggests that a Climate Action Assembly Standing Committee be 

established to ensure effective oversight of the Green Growth strategy. This could work but 

again there is a lack of detail in the consultation as to how this might work including what the 

remit of the committee would be and what degree of independence such a committee should 

have. Although the name of the committee is not that important, if a committee is to be 

established to look at Green Growth, it might be expected that committee would have a 

name that reflects its remit such as the Green Growth Committee, as opposed to a Climate 

Action Assembly Standing Committee, as that suggests the remit of that committee would be 

limited to climate action. As the Overall, NIEL does not believe that the case has been 

adequately made for green growth to not be within the remit of the relevant Assembly 

committee, namely the TEO Committee.   

 

Section 7 

 

Q15 - Please add any other comments or suggestions you think are relevant to 

developing and delivering our Green Growth strategy 

 

The desire for change  

 

NIEL welcomes the publication of the Green Growth strategy, the level of co-operation 

between departments that was necessary to produce this draft strategy and the recognition 

by the Executive of the need for change. It is important to recognise that there is a very high 

level of public support for change. For example, a 2020 survey commissioned jointly by the 

RSA’s Food, Farming and Countryside Commission and the Food Foundation found that 

91% of the public said they don’t want things to go back to how they were72. A Department 

for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BIES) Public Attitudes Tracker Survey, in June 

2020 found that 80% expressed support for renewable energy, with only 2% opposing it.73 A 

Lucid Talk poll in NI in May 2020 found that 74% of respondents want new laws to protect 

nature after experiencing the COVID-19 emergency, 75% of people have appreciated 

access to green spaces since lockdown began and over 50% of people said they would now 

vote for a political party that invests in nature-rich green spaces74. The role of urban and 

peri-urban agriculture should be taken seriously for the whole range of benefits it provides. It 

seems clear that for the benefit of the people of NI, the NI administration needs to shift its 

focus towards improving protection for nature and by extrapolation, all of us and must 

provide the investment needed in laws, polices, research, monitoring, finance and 

investment and other support mechanisms that will ensure that change happens.   

 

 

 



Inaccuracies in the Green Growth strategy  

 

There appears to be some inaccuracies in the information provided in the draft Green 

Growth strategy.   

 

For example, the consultation says on page 2  

 

“Today, the world is looking on as we lead the way with our innovation in hydrogen” 

 

In 2001, Iceland’s environment minister, Siv Friðleifsdóttir, introduced a draft policy on 

sustainable development until 202075 which, amongst other things, included a goal that by 

2020, 20% of vehicles and vessels in Iceland will be powered by renewable energy, i.e with 

hydrogen as energy carriers. Given Iceland has for more rha 20 years been exploring the 

options offered by hydrogen and developing policies with SMART targets for how hydrogen 

will help Iceland to decarbonise, it does not seem appopriate to describe Northern Ireland as 

leading the world in hydrogen power. In Scotland, Aberdeen already has 65 hydrogen fleet 

vehicles, including the buses, refuse trucks, road sweepers, vans and cars76. The Aberdeen 

Hydrogen Strategy77 published in 2015 outlines key actions required over a 10-year period to 

ensure Aberdeen is at the forefront of hydrogen technology. Just last month (November 

2021) a green hydrogen filling station opened in Groningen Holland78. There are no such 

filling stations in NI. While it is a NI based manufacturer, Wrightbus, that builds hydrogen 

buses and NI has had a hydrogen bus since 2016, NI is not really in a position to claim that it 

is a ‘world leader’ in relation to hydrogen when it is clearly behind other countries. The NI 

Executive must be objective and accurate in the provision of information and not seek to 

exaggerate. It is good to be positive and optimistic but we must not fool ourselves in to 

thinking we are doing much better than we are, as there is a risk that we will not always 

make the right choices if we do not fully and accurately understand the scale of the problems 

we face.  

 

Also, the consultation says on page 27  

 

“We know that low carbon and renewable energy are already important parts of our 

economy and it is estimated that this sector generates around £1 billion in turnover annually 

and provides 5,900 full time equivalent (FTE) jobs.” 

 

The source for this figure is given as DfE Energy in Northern Ireland, https://www.economy-

ni.gov.uk/articles/energy-northern-ireland  and that report does indeed say on page 14 that  

 

“5,900 full time equivalent (FTE) jobs were generated directly by businesses active in the 

LCRE economy in each of the years 2016 to 2018.” 

 

https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/articles/energy-northern-ireland
https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/articles/energy-northern-ireland


However this figure does not match that given by the Office for National Statistics Statistical 

bulletin “Low carbon and renewable energy economy, UK: 2017”79 which says, in table 4 on 

page 15, that there was a total of approximately 11,700 FTE jobs in the low carbon and 

renewable energy (LCRE) economy in Northern Ireland in 2017, 5,900 of which were direct 

FTE jobs and 5,900 of which were indirect FTE jobs.  

 

It may be that the author(s) of the Green Growth strategy only reported or counted the direct 

FTE jobs in NI in the LCRE economy and not the direct and indirect jobs but based upon the 

ONS figures it appears that the Green Growth strategy has included inaccurate figures and 

under-represented the employment in the LCRE sector by approximately 50%. NIEL would 

again emphasise the need for the NI Executive to be objective and accurate in the provision 

of information.   

 

Also, the format of the response form with Yes/No answers does not always work well and 

the department should review this. In many cases the proposals in the consultation are, in 

principle, good. These good principles could be badly designed and be poorly implemented 

or well designed and successfully implemented - much depends on details that are not 

provided in the consultation. As such, in many cases NIEL's response would be conditional 

rather than definite and so a Yes/No option does not always fully represent the position of 

respondents who may wish to explain their conditional response or position.    

 

-ENDS- 
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