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English Devolution and Community Empowerment Bill — new clause 29 on a
climate, nature and clean air duty for strategic authorities

The Better Planning Coalition (BPC) represents over 40 organisations working across the
environment, housing, planning, landscape, heritage and transport sectors concerned with
planning in the public interest.

This short briefing is focused on new clause 29, setting out why the English Devolution and
Community Empowerment Bill should be amended to introduce one clear climate, nature and
clean air duty for strategic authorities, as proposed in the new clause 29 amendment. Our fuller
briefing on the Bill is available via the link below.?

The amendment has cross-party support and is backed by Labour, Conservative, Lib Dem, Green
and independent MPs. It would require strategic authorities and local authorities to act in
accordance with the Climate Change Act and Environmental Act targets, carbon budgets, Air
Quality Standards Regulations, and climate adaptation programme across their functions. The
Secretary of State would publish guidance to manage what will be a reasonable expectation of
how they can contribute consistent with the duty.

1. With greater power for strategic authorities should come corresponding duties

The Bill gives strategic authorities significantly enhanced powers over planning, housing,
transport, regeneration and local economic development. This extends to direct delivery on many
of these issues, going beyond the focus on strategy-setting and partnership working of current
combined authorities. Given this enhanced power (particularly on delivery), there is a need to
ensure clear responsibility to share climate duties alongside central government.

2. The need for one clear duty rather than outdated duties drawn from disparate legislation
Current duties for strategic authorities are drawn from disparate pieces of legislation, reflecting
the more organic and piecemeal development of devolution in England so far. These duties have
not kept pace with the development of overall climate legislation, such as the shift to the net
zero by 2050 target in 2019.

Examples of carried over duties for strategic authorities include the Local Transport Act 2000; the
Planning and Infrastructure Bill currently in the Lords; and the Housing and Regeneration Act
2008 — the first two with different duties around climate and the last with no duties.

On nature, the primary current nature duty on public bodies is the biodiversity duty, established
under the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006. Amended by the Environment
Act 2021. The duty requires public bodies in England to consider and take action to conserve and
enhance biodiversity. This framing reflects a mid-2000’s political understanding of biodiversity as
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a fixed aspect to be considered from time to time, rather than the increasing recognition by all
parties that nature is a fast-declining asset that needs urgent intervention if it is to recover, with
consequent threats to our wider economy and society if it does not. Professor Dasgupta’s review
of the economics of biodiversity for the Treasury concluded that our demands on the natural
environment far exceed its capacity to supply us with the goods and services we all rely on and
that this endangers the prosperity of current and future generations.?

3. Providing equivalent clarity to new health and health inequality duty in the Bill

We welcome the duty for strategic authorities to have regard to the need to improve the health
of people in their area and to reduce health inequalities (clause 43). This provides greater clarity
and focus for strategic authorities. Given air quality is so strongly linked to health inequalities and
the decisions of local political leaders can really make or break progress on air quality, there is
also a strong case for including duties on air quality in the Bill.

This is particularly the case given strategic authorities powers over transport and planning which
are so important for air quality, as highlighted in the 2022 Chief Medical Officer’s annual report.3
The arguments for one clear overarching duty on health apply equally to climate change.

4. Asuitable duty for a long-term devolution settlement

The Bill aims to provide a flexible long-term settlement for devolution. Strategic authorities’
duties on nature, clean air and —in particular, climate will also need to be able to last beyond this
parliament. The UK is successfully reducing its greenhouse gas emissions from energy generation
and now needs to turn to the next big emitting sectors — our transport and homes. Up to now,
the UK’s has cut greenhouse gas emissions in a relatively hidden sector. Local leaders will play a
vital role to engage communities as we tackle emissions from those sectors much more directly
part of our lives.

Strategic authorities will have a key role in cutting emissions in these sectors and should
therefore have a legislative framework that supports this role into the 2030s and beyond.

Additionally, as strategic authorities extend across England and with changes in the party political
landscape, it will be important that strategic authorities continue to support action on climate
change. Short-term political events should not threaten the long-term imperative to cut
emissions and adapt to a changing climate, while allowing flexibility about the political decisions
taken in support of this long-term goal.

Conclusion

Introducing a climate, nature and clean air duty would not be inconsistent with Government
policy. As the Minister said in Committee, “national government and local government at all
levels, along with business and individuals, must continue to make a contribution to tackling
climate change and improving the quality of the environment around us.”* Please support NC29.

Richard Hebditch, Better Planning Coalition Coordinator
richard@betterplanningcoalition.com

2 The Economics of Biodiversity: The Dasgupta Review, HM Treasury, February 2021
3 Department of Health and Social Care, Chief Medical Officer’s annual report 2022: air pollution, Dec 2022
4 English Devolution and Community Empowerment Bill Committee, Tuesday 21 October 2025
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