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6.1

Ten years ago, a group of well regarded 
British academics and environmentalists 
came together to develop an idea which 
they called the “Green New Deal.” This was 
constructed as a response to the need for 
decarbonisation to be done in a way which 
didn’t further disadvantage already strug-
gling communities. Despite the advent of the 
financial crash just after its launch and Prime 
Minister Gordon Brown calling for a Green 
New Deal, its proposals weren’t taken up in 
any significant way by environmental groups, 

trades unions or other activists. Indeed as 
Colin Hines, the convenor of the original 
Green New Deal proposal has explained: 
“once the immediate threat of economic 
collapse receded then the centre right was 
able to replace short lived Keynesianism with 
talk of balancing the books and consequent 
need to introduce austerity.”[1] But with the 
emergence of the Sunrise Movement in the 
US and the Justice Democrats taking up the 
mantle of the Green New Deal inspired by the 
work of the original Green New Deal thinkers, 

Fatima Zahra-Ibrahim and  
Hannah Martin (Green New Deal UK)

 

the time has now come for the UK environ-
mental movement to organise again to try to 
bring this necessary progressive response to 
climate change into the mainstream.

 
There is much for the environmental 

movement to worry about. In the ten years 
since the original Green New Deal proposal, 
there has been no real progress on tackling 
climate change. In 2019, we are facing a period 
of huge uncertainty; on the horizon could be a 
no-deal Brexit, a financial crash or yet another 
general election. Yet this is also a period of 
our history where the opportunities for seis-
mic shifts in public opinion are multiplying. A 
radical Green New Deal in the UK could be a 
positive and unifying answer to these crises 
as by its very nature, this proposal requires a 
whole-society approach. However, the real-
ity is that a Green New Deal only stands a 
chance if it’s able to galvanise a broad-based 
movement that can create the political space 
for those in power to adopt it, and to build the 
resilience needed to prepare for the impacts 
of climate change that are now unavoidable, 
readying ourselves in unity to make the tran-
sition to a decarbonised economy.

 
It’s important to establish immedi-

ately that the Green New Deal cannot just 
be a campaign; it has to be a social move-
ment. Though these terms are often used 
interchangeably, there is a significant differ-
ence. According to sociologist George Lakey, 
a campaign is “a subsidiary unit of a social 
movement, with a goal that furthers the 
goals of the movement, but which is ancil-
lary.”[2] Social movements are characterised 
by shared values, organised action, a direc-
tion for change – both short and long-term 
goals – and a degree of continuity.

 
A movement for a Green New Deal 

intersects with a number of existing move-
ments, and that poses an interesting and 
exciting opportunity. A Green New Deal, some 
would say, finds its natural home in the climate 
change movement – after all, at its core is a 
solution to an oncoming ecological collapse. 
However, its aims are not purely environ-
mental. Rather, it interrogates the underpin-

nings of our society, calling for a far-reaching 
programme for economic and social justice 
and requiring bold measures to build a fairer, 
more prosperous society. It’s an exercise that 
will have an impact on every part of our social 
and political culture. For that reason, it needs 
to be a shared vision which builds on and 
amplifies the work of many other social justice 
movements.

 
In considering the conditions that 

would allow a movement for a Green New 
Deal to flourish, we acknowledge the nuances, 
complexities and unpredictable nature of 
“movements.” The phrase itself conjures up 
a living, breathing and fluctuating organism. 
Something which is creative, organic and 
prone to change. Here we explore ques-
tions rather than give complete answers, in 
the hope of adding to the growing chorus of 
diverse voices this movement needs in order 
to become a powerful force for rapid change.

 
There are four common features of 

successful social movements that a Green 
New Deal would need to adopt to drive itself 
into mainstream political discourse and, even-
tually, policy change. In a world where this is 
happening, the Green New Deal movement 
would be multiplying and succeeding in the 
following areas:

 
1 —  Galvanising popular support
2 —  Building institutional backing and 

distributing those resources effectively
3 —  Creating strategic and provocative 

interventions
4 —  Amplifying the initial impact of those 

actions to create space for even more 
change to come.
 
We explore these features in more 

detail and ask how knowledge of other move-
ments might help us build something which 
has the depth and breadth necessary to seis-
mically shift “business as usual.”

—    Galvanising popular support
Successful movements galvanise 

popular support and strategically organise 
the people they mobilise. The Green New Deal 
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has been socialised at a rapid rate among 
campaigners, policy thinkers and the media to 
a certain extent but to build the kind of popu-
lar support that moves the Green New Deal 
from the echo chamber, and into the hearts 
and minds of people across the country, we 
will need to dream big, develop a core DNA 
and keep the movement open source.

 
Throughout time, radical visions have 

captured the imagination of the masses, 
inspiring hope that we can rethink the realms 
of possibility. Especially in times of deep 
dissatisfaction or threat, visions that match 
or exceed the scale of the problems faced 
have galvanised unstoppable forces in society 
and politics. When women had very few indi-
vidual rights, the suffragettes rallied women 
across the country around the vision of equal 
suffrage. When Dr King gave his famous “I 
have a dream” speech on the steps of the 
Lincoln Memorial, he spoke to a vision that 
outlived space and time. As movement build-
ers, it’s our job to present ideas that move 
beyond our political and cultural reality. Big 
ideas mobilise – there will be moments for 
grounded strategy and pragmatism, but it 
shouldn’t be on the big vision. When JFK said 
“We choose to go to the Moon” it invoked a 
sense of destiny that reshaped American soci-
ety to undertake the collective venture beyond 
what could ever seem possible. It’s this same 
spirit, both in big ideas and storytelling that 
is the foundation to movement building. In 
recent months the youth climate strikers and 
Extinction Rebellion have broadened the hori-
zon when it comes to public engagement on 
climate change, drawing huge numbers to 
acts of civil disobedience – something previ-
ously believed to be too high a bar for mass 
engagement.

 
In order for this mass engagement to 

be truly radical, we must be movement lead 
and intersectional. While most organisers set 
out with the best of intentions, there’s always 
a risk that there will be a laissez-faire attitude 
to intersectionality, and even when good work 
is being done to make spaces more inclusive, 
the inevitable urgency of the issue forces it to 
be deprioritised. But without intersectionality, 

the movement for a Green New Deal will fail. 
No matter what external pressure we feel to 
move fast, making sure that we are centering 
the voices of those most impacted, and push-
ing for community-led solutions, needs to be 
a constant focus for the movement.

 
Intersectionality needs to be embed-

ded into organising from the start; for example, 
impacted communities have to be engaged 
and consulted before policy is developed. 
Meaningful engagement is to co-create and 
build agency. In the US, Rhiana Gunn-Wright, 
who is coordinating the policy development 
for a Green New Deal has said that before 
they even begin to develop policy, there will 
be a democratic and participatory process 
engaging communities, and that they don’t 
expect to have any policy recommendations 
until 2020.

 
We know that there isn’t one agreed 

version of a Green New Deal and it would be 
unrealistic to say there ever will be. It’s not 
a prescribed policy, but a vision – different 
views on implementation will emerge, but 
to stop the movement from being divided by 
the specifics, and to encourage a “thousand 
flowers bloom” approach to campaigning, 
there needs to be core principles that bind 
the movement. The movement will need to 
allow some diversity to gain essential breadth, 
but it will also need to retain its radical iden-
tity – this can be done by identifying what the 
core of a Green New Deal is. We believe that 
if the Green New Deal is to fundamentally 
restructure our economy to deliver good jobs 
and a liveable future, the following should be 
core principles. These principles have been 
developed in consultation with many differ-
ent parts of the environmental and climate 
justice movement in the UK. A radical Green 
New Deal must:

 
1 —  Totally decarbonise the economy 

of the United Kingdom in a way that 
enhances the lives of ordinary people, 
workers and communities and works 
to eliminate social and economic 
inequality.

2 —   Create millions of new well-paid, 
secure, unionised jobs across the 
country guaranteeing healthy and 
fulfilling livelihoods for all workers, and 
communities including those in today’s 
high emissions sectors.

3 —  Transform our economy to place 
human and ecological wellbeing and 
prosperity at the centre; enable demo-
cratic participation, accountability and 
common ownership. Our economy 
must work in the interest of every-
one, which means empowering those 
communities currently marginalised. 

4 —  Protect and restore vital habitats and 
carbon sinks, including forests and 
wild areas, and ensure the provision 
of clean water, air, green spaces and 
a healthy environment for all.

5 —  Promote global justice by supporting 
all peoples and countries to decarbo-
nise quickly and fairly, in line with time-
frames set out by science, including 
through transfers of resources, finance 
and technology from historic emitters 
in the Global North to the Global South.
 
So now we have a big dream and core 

DNA to guide us, how can we build the open 
and accessible culture we will need to main-
stream this vision? We believe in order for 
a Green New Deal to fly we must keep the 
movement open source. The open source 
philosophy originates from the computer soft-
ware sector – the movement for open source 
software aims to free up source code and 
release it to be openly studied, changed and 
distributed. If there’s something wrong with 
the code, it encourages developers to find a fix 
and share it – that fix will then be incorporated 
into the source code for everyone to benefit 
from. This form of community cooperation 
has allowed for thousands of developers to 
work together to find solutions and innovate 
off the work of others. The Sunrise Movement 
has deployed a similar model to build a move-
ment of 200+ Sunrise chapters for a Green 
New Deal across the country in just a few 
months. They developed clear guidelines or 
core principles that any action must uphold 
and without which is not a Sunrise action. 

This has allowed organisers across the coun-
try, inspired by the big idea to organise and 
set up local hubs and actions, enabling the 
Sunrise Movement to build power far beyond 
the means of their central organising effort.

 
The climate group 350.org also organ-

ised its Fossil Free campaign along similar 
lines. Their idea was simple: institutions 
needed to divest their money from fossil 
fuels to revoke the social license of extractive 
industries. They communicated a set of core 
principles around which the campaign was 
defined, and thousands of campaigns were 
set up around the world. The targets were 
diverse – universities, local councils, city 
pensions – and the tactics were too. The thing 
that bound these campaigns was that they 
shared the same idea and DNA. Organisers 
shared tactics, capitalised on each other’s 
wins, and all contributed to a shared narra-
tive. This is the kind of organising that gives 
the Green New Deal its greatest hope. With 
a short timeframe and whole-society move-
ment wanted, encouraging agency where it 
exists, and reducing unnecessary bureau-
cratic barriers to joining the movement is 
needed. Making resources and strategy open 
source too will only increase effectiveness.

 
—    Building institutional backing & 

distributing resources effectively
When any new group or campaign is 

launched, how it integrates with the exist-
ing movement infrastructure of a place or 
sector is crucial. Union organisers know 
that mapping the existing power structures 
of a site of struggle must be done before an 
organiser can hope to insert their organising 
strategy into that space. In her description of 
successfully organising nurses across several 
private hospitals in Nevada, “Raising Expecta-
tions and Raising Hell,” infamous union organ-
iser Jane McAlevey describes her approach 
to mapping with almost military precision. 
Similarly, we believe if a movement is to be 
successful it must be aware of the context 
within which it is operating. Everybody has a 
role to play in the movement ecology, but how 
successfully these roles might be executed 
will be in part due to how well they recog-
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nise their opportunities and their limitations. 
Institutional power has played a huge role in 
powering movements with well-timed inter-
ventions, reports, statements of support, and 
works particularly well when it is clear that 
these interventions are coming after a wave of 
popular, grassroot and community-led activity 
which shows the breadth of desire for change. 
In 2011, after the first 10 defendants from the 
UK Uncut protest in Fortnum & Masons were 
found guilty, General Secretary Len McKlusky 
from Unite and Mark Serwotka from PCS 
added their supportive voices to a growing 
chorus of other organisations and politicians. 
More recently, a coalition of businesses wrote 
to the Times[3] in support of Extinction Rebel-
lion’s disruptive week of action which brought 
several London landmarks to a halt. In the 
letter, business leaders admitted:

Most businesses were not designed in 
the context of the developing climate 
emergency. Hence we must urgently 
redesign entire industries and busi-
nesses, using science-based targets.

Days later the Confederation of British Industry 
followed suit, praising XR for asking “exactly 
the right questions.”[4]

 
As well as clever use of institutional 

support, most movements will reach a point 
where money is both offered and neces-
sary. Movements which are wide ranging will 
always have a mixture of paid and unpaid work 
available and necessary. But too much of one, 
or too little of the other can be devastating and 
must be managed carefully. Questions must 
be asked of the organisations who are able to 
access and manage this money for whatever 
aspect of movement work it is being offered. 
Questions like: how will this money create 
additional capacity, and could this money be 
better spent by somebody else already work-
ing on this issue? Funders should ideally be 
not too prescriptive with their requirements, 
but when they are, it may be necessary for 
certain groups to create collaborative ways 
of channeling resources to local work and 
organisers. But whilst money is an enabler, it 
can also become a bottleneck for the empow-

erment of volunteers and organisers. Some 
grassroots groups resolutely resist accept-
ing enough money to employ staff members 
as they have always been of the opinion that 
putting the expectation of one or two people 
to always carry the majority of the work will 
not allow for unpaid volunteers to step into 
leadership roles with the appropriate respon-
sibility attached to this. Ellie Mae O’Hagan, 
one of the founding members of UK Uncut, 
and a contributor to Common Wealth’s Green 
New Deal collection said:

Sometimes I think progressive activists 
are reticent about raising money because 
that somehow dents their integrity. But 
burnout is a huge problem in movements, 
in fact, it usually ends them. Without a 
funding stream, unofficial hierarchies are 
created by who has more time to devote 
to the cause, which usually means who 
has more disposable income, which 
usually means people of privilege. This 
disparity of time between activists means 
some hoard skills, which can lead to 
accountability problems and also deliv-
ers a blow to the movement if they bow 
out. A regular source of funding is the 
only way to make sure movements are 
sustainable in the long run.

 
From our perspective, if the Green 

New Deal movement is to be broad-based and 
exist as more than a pop up “moment” it will 
need to be funded. It will need to be funded 
by progressive individuals, foundations and 
groups who believe in the core values, princi-
ples and DNA. Those in charge of that money 
will need to do everything they can to be flex-
ible, transparent, generous and collaborative 
in how that money is spent and the process 
by which those decisions are made.

 
—    Creating strategic, accessible and 

provocative campaign “moments”
When Nancy Pelosi went to work on 

November 13th 2018 she probably wasn’t 
thinking about that day being the day when 
her lack of leadership on climate issues 
would be thrust into the spotlight by a young, 
passionate, diverse group of people calling for 

a Green New Deal. Direct action which is stra-
tegic, provocative and eye-catching does not 
replace organising and movement building, 
but it can provide the necessary highlights 
around which demands can be escalated into 
the mainstream. The Sunrise Movement did 
not occupy the Democratic leader’s office out 
of the blue. They had been building and train-
ing young leaders for months and it’s certainly 
true that a degree of serendipity occurred 
when rising star Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez 
chose to use the sit-in as a hallmark for her first 
day in office. However, nonetheless, this was 
a clever and well-timed action used to create 
a whirlwind of questions from the media and 
the Washington political elite. You can see a 
similar effect from the global movement of 
youth strikers. From Delhi to Doncaster, young 
people are forcing questions to be asked with 
bold, creative and provocative actions which 
are both easily replicable and courageous.

 
When we spoke to veteran activist 

of the anti-roads movement, Paul Morozzo 
about the role of these kinds of provocative 
actions they undertook to stop the building of 
a new programme of motorways in the nine-
ties, he describes the anarchic and opposi-
tional actions as one part of a much bigger 
and more nuanced movement:

Movements are different, at different 
times...a plurality of tactics is what works 
best. Nobody will give in to the activists 
who are doing damage to diggers, but 
eventually, people will become desperate 
to find a way of getting round the problem 
of mass resistance. This is where people 
can come in and put options on the table.

As Extinction Rebellion and the youth strikers 
have shown, regular activity which is disrup-
tive can lead to the conversation being trans-
formed in a matter of months. You can’t really 
have popular support for something which 
nobody is talking about. But what happens 
when the conversation dies down? This is where 
a cycle of regular and repeated “moments” 
of action will be required to show resilience, 
focus and tenacity in the face of the inevita-
ble lack of concrete action from government.

 Sisters Uncut activist Janey Starling 
described their number one lesson to attract 
people to take part in these “moments” was 
“to make it fun, and try as far as you can to 
make participants reflect society.” They, like 
many other direct action groups, tried to make 
many of their actions child-friendly in order 
to create an attractive and safe image that 
anybody could participate in:

The aim was to get people to keep coming 
back to the movement, and bring friends 
with them. We did this by trying to make 
the movement feel like a community and a 
home; one where people feel connected 
to others, like they're having a nice time, 
and like they're part of something bigger 
than themselves. This is harder than it 
looks. Movements are often under a lot of 
pressure, and questions like who gets to 
lead, and how they are held accountable 
can cause divisions. This is why build-
ing a community is so important. People 
will tolerate difficulties if they feel part 
of something fulfilling and meaningful.

—    Amplifying and absorbing impact
Seasoned campaigners and organisers 

are skilled in the strategy of building momen-
tum, and using “moments” effectively to gain 
attention and to influence public opinion, and 
we’ve covered why this is so important. But 
we have to avoid completely externalising our 
movement’s sustenance to moments. It’s not 
a sustainable model of organising to solely 
rely on trigger moments because this false 
trajectory fails to recognise the long and slow 
work needed to win, creating a psychology 
of disempowerment and burnout. All move-
ments go through ebbs and flows and our 
movement should create a habit of intentional 
periods of pause for absorption, reflection and 
amplifying success through grassroots organ-
ising. This is when the hard and rewarding 
work of movement building happens. Social 
movement theorist Bill Moyer addresses this 
in his “The Movement Action Plan”, calling 
on organisers to not lose sight of the grand 
theory of change.
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People power is the model used by social 
movements. The movement's strategy is 
not only to use normal channels [trigger 
events] in an effort to persuade power 
holders ... to change their minds, but also 
to alert, educate, and mobilize a discon-
tented, impassioned, and determined 
grassroots population using nonviolent 
means beyond the normal parliamentary 
methods institutions.

Having a system in place to take on 
huge numbers, and sustaining their commit-
ment and energy, and turning it into leader-
ship and organising capacity, is something 
that needs to be planned for. What the Sunrise 
Movement and Extinction Rebellion are doing 
in the months between big mobilisations is to 
go on nationwide tours – they have hosted 
town halls, spoken at universities and held 
mass trainings. In the case of Sunrise, they 
say that key to their growth has been the build-
ing of a strong training culture and reliance 
on volunteers. They maintain that staff don’t 
sustain movements; the folks doing the work 
do. To absorb new volunteers, you need to 
train them in the “DNA” of your movement 
(story, strategy, structure, principles) and then 
build in quality absorption plans so that you 
can follow up a big mobilisation or training 
with a clear plan of how to enable participants 
to take leadership in the movement. Taking 
moments to pause also provides an opportu-
nity to amplify the stories of success, this will 
inspire others to join as well as giving those 
ready to take action an opportunity to hear 
about successful tactics and things they can 
replicate.

We will also have to create spaces for 
learning and reflection, a space filled with 
compassion where we can disagree produc-
tively. Key to this will be skilled facilitators and 
a depth of understanding about how to take 
attendees on a journey. As Janey Starling of 
Sisters Uncut explains:

Don't let the urgency of the issue over-
shadow group relations and organising. 
You cannot underestimate the fragility of 
peoples’ energy and peoples’ commit-

ment – all it takes is one serious knock-
back on an action and that plus life takes 
over and before you know it going to a 
meeting is the last thing you want to do. 
There must be a constant acknowledge-
ment and gratitude given for every single 
piece of labour that somebody has done 
– even if that person always buys the 
snacks, thank them, thank them, thank 
them.

—    Conclusion
There are many things we haven’t 

covered here, and probably most importantly 
how a UK movement for a Green New Deal 
should sit within a global climate justice move-
ment. We hope that those reading this chapter 
don’t see it as a guide or map, but instead just 
a few ideas that could help initiate a conver-
sation on how we build a movement that 
drives a Green New Deal. What we’re trying 
to do, and the scale and time we’re trying to 
do it in is necessarily ambitious. It’s inevitable 
that we will get things wrong along the way, 
but if we can keep our movement healthy by 
centering justice and learning, any setbacks 
or missteps can only help us build resilience 
in the long run.
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Building 
Transformational 
Institutions

6.2

Across the political spectrum there is 
a consensus that the economy does not work 
for the majority of people. For many, there is 
a deep sense that the system is ‘rigged’ and 
not on their side, nor is it on the side of the 
natural environment. At the New Economics 
Foundation (NEF), we have been arguing this 
for more than 30 years. But it took a financial 
crisis a decade ago to expose the weaknesses 
of our current economic model, and 10 years 
of pain in its aftermath for politics and insti-
tutions to wake up.

To paraphrase Winston Churchill, we 
are now in “the period of consequences” of 
our broken economy. Its human and ecologi-
cal failings are straining centuries-old political 
processes and a decaying post-war settle-
ment – testing each to breaking point. This, 
in turn, is creating the politics of division and 
hate. We are at a dangerous turning point, 
but one that is also riven with opportunity. To 
turn away from danger and rewire economic 
systems so that they work for people and planet 
requires a Green New Deal: it must be a vehi-

Miatta Fahnbulleh (NEF)
 

In this context 
the Green New 
Deal becomes 
not just the 
institutional goal, 
but the organising 
principle of the 
state. Institutions 
need to be 
reorganised 
around it and 
not the other way 
around.
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of the mistrust and anger stems from the way 
in which successive political leaders, govern-
ments and parliaments, Whitehall ministries 
and the wider institutions of state have all 
enslaved themselves to the market’s hidden 
hand. The resulting loss of faith in the media, 
business and NGOs is proving toxic; all of the 
institutions of state and power are seemingly 
in flux and under more pressure than ever 
before.

 
In this context, increasingly influen-

tial right-wing populists have successfully 
persuaded those with a growing sense of 
anger, often in the places that have lost out 
most over the last decade to focus their ire 
on an apparently detached elite. At the same 
time, in part due to the adherence of many 
in politics to a broken economic model and 
also partly because of the conundrum of deliv-
ering a Brexit that will only serve to deepen 
economic woes, government and parliament 
are both unable and unwilling to move towards 
processes that will address the underlying 
problems.

 
But as the far right gathers momen-

tum, post-Brexit misery looms and politics 
fragments, the repositioning and reinven-
tion of executive, government, parliament, 
civil service, business and all of the estates 
of modern political and civic society is 
increasingly essential. Where power lies, who 
decides; what the economy is for and how 
we navigate away from crisis are and must 
be up for grabs.

 
It is possible that collective responses 

to the crises of the environment, which are 
caused by – but exogenous to – the crisis 
of the economy, could provide the points of 
unity around which to rebuild institutions and 
a more active and more proximate state, and 
set about reviving our threadbare and over-
stretched democracy.

 
—    Institutions for a Green New Deal

The Green New Deal – an idea that 
came from organisations including the New 
Economics Foundation a decade ago – has 
re-emerged as a forceful response.[12] It would 

marshall the full power of the state to address 
the economic and environmental crises by 
driving investment into clean energy, green 
infrastructure, revitalised and greened indus-
try and world-class public transport, creating 
decent jobs across the economy with a focus 
on the people and places that most need a 
‘new deal’. At its heart is a recognition that 
climate change and the wider threat to our 
environment are symptoms of an economic 
system that is as environmentally damaging 
as it is socially unfair.

 
It is a bold, ambitious vision. But to 

be transformative and to rise to the scale of 
the economic, environmental and political 
challenges, it must have institutional back-
ing at both national and local level. This is 
why it must begin, not only with activism and 
demands for policy, but with a blueprint for an 
institutional architecture that is fit for purpose.

 
In this context the Green New Deal 

becomes not just the institutional goal, but 
the organising principle of the state. Institu-
tions need to be reorganised around it and 
not the other way around. Government should 
make the Green New Deal –a social and indus-
trial as well as environmental transformation 
– its primary mission and use every lever at its 
disposal to enable it to happen. This means 
two primary courses of action.

 
The first is to reorientate key ministries 

and national institutions around the Green 
New Deal challenge and to open this process 
up to greater scrutiny by those beyond White-
hall and Westminster who have the most direct 
experience of the economic and environmen-
tal crises. The Committee on Climate Change 
has already said that the Treasury needs a 
strategy to deliver a fair climate transition.[13] 
This should include a radical review of how 
to use all of the levers of tax, spending, and 
economic regulation to deliver on the national 
mission of a Green New Deal.

 
But if we are to prioritise meeting the 

real challenges that confront us, then the chal-
lenge is not so much to green the Treasury 
as to wholesale transform it into an institu-

cle for this change, and must not only trans-
form policy, but also politics and institutions.  

—    Economic and environmental break-
down
For the first time in modern records, 

“economic growth” has ceased to deliver 
pay rises for many.[1] As a consequence, the 
past decade of wage stagnation is forecast to 
continue until deep into the 2020s,[2] making 
this the longest period in which people have 
not seen their quality of life improve for 
more than 150 years.[3] Meanwhile, wealth 
has continued to be concentrated at the top, 
with the richest 10% of households holding 
around five times greater wealth than the 
bottom half of all households combined.[4] A 
typical company chief executive now earns 
120 times the average wage[5]: CEO pay rose 
by 11% in the past year, vastly outstripping 
the wages of most workers.[6]

 
As well as growing wealth inequality, 

the UK suffers from an inequality of place. 
The economy of the south-east of England 
has streaked ahead of the rest of the UK, and 
the gap is still growing. Within each nation 
and region this pattern is repeated, with the 
centres of core cities enjoying greater pros-
perity than surrounding conurbations, smaller 
cities and towns.

 
Austerity – with cuts to important 

budgets at national but also local authority 
level – has not only hampered recovery and 
stifled growth,[7] it has also hit even harder 
those people and places already reeling from 
post-crisis pain and for whom the trickle down 
of economic gain has all-but dried up.

 
As economic welfare gains continue 

to break down in the way that they have over 
the past decade, public tolerance for the 
system wanes. The result is a growing anger 
and frustration across the country that spills 
out beyond a pure focus on an economic 
system that has failed so many. The referen-
dum on the European Union was an outlet 
for this discontent – and the result a demand 
for change but also the delivery of an intrac-
table paradox that has further tied the hands 

of political decision makers.
 
This demand for change will only get 

louder as the economic breakdown of the past 
10 years becomes entrenched and it will only 
spill out more unless deep change is begun 
quickly and in a way that is clear and present.

 
Meanwhile, this deep economic 

malaise is coinciding with a set of environ-
mental crises that demand profound change. 
Last year the United Nations delivered the 
news that the world must halve carbon emis-
sions in a little over a decade to attempt to 
limit temperature rises to 1.5°C.[8] But this is 
a global average and requires much steeper 
emissions reductions in industrialised coun-
tries than in developing countries due to the 
‘common but differentiated responsibilities 
and respective capabilities’ enshrined in the 
UNFCCC, the international convention on 
climate change.[9] 

This year, the UN warned that nature 
more broadly is declining globally at rates 
“unprecedented in human history.”[10] These 
are epoch-defining challenges responding to 
which will, says the UK government’s climate 
watchdog[11], require far more ambitious action 
from governments that would touch on every 
aspect of our daily lives.

 
The intersection of economic and envi-

ronmental crisis appears to many to present 
an almost insurmountable challenge. But 
perhaps it is also a golden opportunity to 
make a transformation that will not only set 
us on course towards the avoidance of irre-
versible climate breakdown, but also insti-
tutional processes and orientation that are 
more tangible and proximate for those who 
are suffering.

—    Political crisis
The spilling over of economic crisis – 

alongside climate emergency and the crisis 
faced by our natural world – is accelerating 
a political crisis. This is manifest as a wide-
spread disaffection and lack of trust in our 
political institutions at the very time that we 
need them to be effective. Paradoxically much 
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tion the main purpose of which is the fiscal 
delivery of the Green New Deal. As such, it 
should be committed to delivering a Green 
New Deal Budget each year for the next 10 
years to turn strategy into action at the very 
heart of policy-making.

Relabelling existing ministries and 
shuffling functions between them will be 
meaningless unless the purpose and culture 
of Whitehall is transformed. Therefore, the 
current Business, Energy and Industrial Strat-
egy and Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
departments should have the UK’s industrial 
transformation - both a greening and a revital-
isation of industry - as their primary purpose.

 
But perhaps more importantly, govern-

ment should establish a Green New Deal 
Commission, answerable to parliament, 
whose role should be the watchdog of the 
executive and Whitehall. Drawn from commu-
nities at the sharp end of environmental and 
industrial change as well as unions, busi-
nesses, technology experts and scientists, 
the Commission would be part of a new era 
of people-led, delivery-focussed checks and 
balances in our democracy, ensuring that it 
can meet both the ecological and social goals 
of the Green New Deal.

 
Alongside and in line with Whitehall 

policy, the Bank of England must play a critical 
role in guiding finance in support of a Green 
New Deal. It has responsibility over large 
swathes of financial regulation and could 
– with support from the Treasury – heavily 
influence the move of private finance away 
from high carbon and environmentally harm-
ful investments and towards activities that are 
Green New Deal compatible. One way to do 
this it to change the way existing banks lend, 
or supersede them entirely by creating new 
ones. The Bank of England has expanded its 
balance sheet significantly through its quan-
titative easing (QE) programmes, pouring this 
money into the financial sector in the name 
of  ‘maintaining price stability’. In practice this 
has flowed disproportionately to high carbon 
sectors and wealthy asset owners, entrench-
ing the economic, environmental and political 

crises.[14] If, or more likely when, the Bank of 
England next unleashes QE, it must become 
smart about it, acting more strategically and 
redirecting the newly created money towards 
the goals of a Green New Deal. To make this 
happen, monetary and fiscal authorities will 
have to coordinate their activities,[15] and the 
newly repurposed Treasury would need to 
adjust the Bank’s mandate, with the Green 
New Deal as the organising principle. 

 
Secondly, government must push 

power and responsibility out of the central 
state to places where people and their 
concerns reside. A key part of this must be 
to channel resources, political attention and 
support into those locations that are most in 
need of bold action to create decent work 
and transform environmentally-harmful indus-
trial process. The UK’s steady deindustrialisa-
tion has already hit some parts of the country 
disproportionately hard and one of the key 
rationales for the Green New Deal is that it is 
unacceptable for climate action to do likewise.

 
In reality, therefore, there must not be 

just one Green New Deal, but a federation 
of them, with overarching national institu-
tions and policy supporting bold, industrial 
transformation plans tailored to the needs 
and aspirations of the diversity of the UK’s 
towns, cities and regions. That also requires 
giving far more control to local people, trade 
unions, progressive employers and local lead-
ers, tapping in where possible to the growing 
energy for change. 

 
The Government has recently launched 

its network of local climate commissions, 
which is a welcome step.[16] But councils have 
been gutted by austerity. More than 60 have 
declared climate emergencies in response to 
local demand. But we can’t seriously expect 
them to be the engine of a federation of Green 
New Deals without proper funding, powers, 
expertise, and the brainspace to get on with it.

 
So a Green New Deal that works 

will need radical devolution of power and 
resources to drive the green transition on the 
ground. Devolution of pollution taxes, prop-

https://neweconomics.org/2013/07/strategic-quantitative-easing
https://neweconomics.org/2013/07/strategic-quantitative-easing
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than just tweaking the solutions to fit in with 
a tattered and exhausted set of institutions 
is a critical part of the challenge.

 
Get this right, and the UK can show it 

is serious about rebuilding an economy that 
not only works for people and place, but for 
planet too. 
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erty taxes and the creation of a new spatial 
taxation could be combined with devolved 
funding and new powers over education, 
skills, employment support, immigration, 
energy, housing, planning and local transport.

 
And to be meaningful devolution must 

come with the creation of strong local insti-
tutions, tasked with driving the green transi-
tion in places. The creation of city and county 
authorities, mandated to deliver local Green 
New Deals, would form the basis of the insti-
tutional architecture to drive change from the 
local level upwards. These authorities would 
mirror the remodelling of national institu-
tions and would bring together civic leaders, 
community and business representatives and 
trade unions in a social partnership focused 
on delivering the federation of Green New 
Deals.

 
The green economy – more accurately, 

a newly-”greening” economy - must be owned 
by the people and work in their interest. This 
will mean collective ownership of infrastruc-
ture, public goods and assets and more co-op-
erative ways of organising the new industries 
that will be central to the transition. Green 
New Deal-focussed authorities will need to 
use the procurement and investment power 
of the local state to channel funds into green 
jobs and locally owned businesses. They 
could actively create employee ownership 
schemes with incentives for businesses or 
pump prime workers cooperatives through 
their supply chain.

 
There are many examples where local 

government is using the power of the local 
balance sheet to change the shape of the 
economy. In Chicago, for instance, the city 
and county governments have partnered 
with leading anchors and non-profits to form 
Chicago Anchors for a Strong Economy, 
which pools purchasing opportunities in the 
metropolitan area and then works intensively 
with existing local businesses to help them 
scale their operations to meet these needs.[17] 
The Mondragon Corporation in the Basque 
Country provides a powerful example of how 
cooperation can be done at scale[18]; there are 

many examples of strongly localised econo-
mies upon which the UK must draw.

 
To transform, UK industries such as 

steel may need a stepped approach which 
involves government buyout and investment, 
followed by handover to worker-community 
ownership and control. The revitalisation and 
greening of places such as Scunthorpe and 
Redcar – rather than their destruction through 
catastrophic plant closures – will be an acid 
test of whether a Green New Deal can answer 
the economic, environmental and political 
crises.

—    The Green New Deal as a Response 
to Institutional Crises
Of all our current crises, those of the 

environment are the most profound. The 
economic and political crises can be turned 
around in ten years or fewer; avoiding climate 
breakdown and reversing the decline of 
species is the fight of our lives, though it is 
the struggle that has received the least polit-
ical attention.

Bringing a Green New Deal to the fore 
in politics and reinventing political institutions 
around the challenges it poses could give a 
renewed sense of purpose to the state and 
provide people with a greater reason to believe 
in the things they have come to mistrust.

 
We won’t deliver a Green New Deal 

without taking head-on the failures of our insti-
tutions, but equally we may not reverse the 
fortune of failing institutions without taking 
head on the crises of the economy and the 
environment. This inherently requires an ideo-
logical shift away from blind faith in private 
capital and markets and towards a more 
active, decentralised state.

 
Other grand missions, such as the 

renewal and reinvigoration of the post-war 
social contract are arguably as important and, 
as industries and places transform, will play a 
strong supporting role to a Green New Deal. 
But to measure up to the epochal threat of 
climate change, redrafting the institutions 
of state so that they fit the purpose rather 
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