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Response to the Consultation on the Draft Policy Statement 
on Environmental Principles, 1 June 2021  

Background 

Policy Statement on Environmental Principles 

5  Do you think the overview section provides an adequate foundation for policy makers to apply the 
environmental principles in policy-making? 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Draft Environmental Principles Policy Statement. We would 
be happy to discuss any aspect of our response further.  
  
Environmental Protection UK has positively supported and promoted pollution reduction policies and practices 
since its inception over 120 years ago. We are concerned about any ‘roll-back’ in environmental protection 
and we are asking the government to ensure that environmental legislation, including the Environment Bill and 
all supporting work, delivers a series of actions which we believe will go some way to ensuring that 
environmental protection will not be compromised.  
These are set out in our briefing: “Environmental Protection UK’s Asks for the Environment Bill”, included as 
an Appendix to this response (under Question 11).  
  
We are calling for the government to:  
 

 Fully integrate environmental protection principles and rights into UK law from the EU treaties, as well 
as new modern principles such as non-regression, to apply to the discharge of the functions of all 
public bodies; and the rights to access environmental information, participate in environmental 
decision making and access to justice in environmental matters.  

 

 Form a strong and independent oversight body, with the powers to legally require effective action by 
central government and all public bodies to improve the environment and protect health, comply with 
legal duties, and implement consequences of equal strength to the current system (including EU fines 
for non-compliance). It is also noted that the proposed OEP will have oversight over wider 
environmental regulation (including legislation not derived from EU law). We emphasise the 
importance of a fully funded oversight body with the ability to fully discharge its duties. We request 
that funding of this body is not to the detriment of other, existing environmental regulatory bodies  

  
Moving onto the questions, our answer to question 5 is no. The Policy Statement had the opportunity to 
embed ambitious Environmental Principles at the heart of everything we do, to help shape government and 
other public body policy and work and to improve the way we do things and develop new ways to protect our 
health and environment.  
  
The overview section does not explain why the environmental principles have been so dramatically 
weakened, from legally binding principles applying to all aspects of government action (including all other 
public bodies), to guidance limited to Ministers’ policy making. This does not reflect the government’s 
commitment “to be the first generation to leave the environment in a better state than that in which we found 
it” and deliver an exit from the EU which “opens the door to new opportunity; the chance to strengthen 
environmental protection and enhancement”.  
  
Environmental protection should not be seen as a cost to the UK economy. Effective policies, designed with 
the environment at heart, will provide better cost effectiveness overall. While some of approaches may incur 
upfront costs, ignoring environmental impacts will always lead to longer term costs.  
  
The exemptions for taxation, spending or the allocation of resources within government, and the armed 
forces, defence or national security, weaken this further. The Environmental Principles need to be a key 
consideration in government resourcing and taxation, to embed these ambitiously and systematically 
throughout government and other public body work. Also, the armed forces, defence or national security have 
not needed an exemption before so this is unnecessary. There is also a need to consider environmental 
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justice issues, as there is a link between deprivation, air pollution and exposure, and premature mortality. 
There is often a mismatch between the sources of pollution (and its control) and its public health impacts.  
  
The government should immediately update the Environment Bill, and reflect this in the Environmental 
Principles Strategy, to make the environmental principles ambitious and legally binding, embedding them at 
the heart of government action and legislation and removing debilitating exclusions.  
  
The implementation of ambitious Environmental Principles within all government and public body work should 
be monitored and enforced, through a strong and independent oversight body. This could be the Office of 
Environmental Protection (OEP), if it is strengthened and given adequate legal powers to require effective 
action by central government and all public bodies. 

Process for Applying the Policy Statement 

6  Do you think step one allows policy-makers to correctly assess the potential environmental effects 
of their policy? 

No. The environmental principles should be systematically considered in all government and public body 
work, not just Ministers’ policy making. We welcome the requirement to consider environmental impacts at an 
early stage of policy development. It is far easier to design environmentally sound policies than try to mitigate 
impacts at a later stage. However we would like to see this strengthened, as the Policy Statement states that 
“The environmental principles and this policy statement should be considered in the early stages of policy-
making” but also talks about assessing “whether a policy will have an environmental impact”, implying a later 
stage intervention. There is confusion over whether environmental impacts should be assessed on pre-
defined policy, or considered as a fundamental aim of the development of an environmentally ambitious 
policy. We strongly urge government to consider the environment and these principles as a fundamental aim 
of the development of environmentally ambitious policy. 

7 Do you think step one ensures that policy-making will address the most important environmental 
effects? 

No. The environmental principles should be considered in all government (including all public bodies) work, 
not just Ministers’ policy making. It is also not clear how these principles will be implemented and embedded 
in government and other public bodies. 

There is also a weakness in being able to take a wider view, including coordinating policy making between 
different areas. So each ministerial policy being considered may only take into account a limited scope of 
environmental issues, without seeing the full scope and impacts of government work and opportunities for 
more effective policies and avoiding unintended consequences. For example, implementing zero carbon 
initiatives (with air pollution benefits) in areas of low air pollution, or encouraging building insulation (for the 
energy efficiency) without considering the need for ventilation to prevent health impacts of indoor air pollution. 

In addition, there needs to be further support or enforcement to ensure that the processes in place are carried 
out. 

Step 2: Understanding Which Principles are Relevant 

8  Will step two assist policy-makers in selecting the appropriate environmental principles? 

All the Environmental Principles should be considered in policy making and other government and public body 
work. These should be embedded within the systems of decision making, development and analysis, to 
encourage new perspectives and environmentally ambitious policies. The dismissal of certain Principles at an 
early stage is not useful as these should be considered throughout the process. 

It is not clear how useful step 2 is, as it is only in step 3 where the principles become applicable. Step 2 
defines the principles, but using very weak definitions, and missing the opportunity to embed these principles 
as a fundamental aim of the development of an environmentally ambitious policy, but implying environmental 
impacts be assessed on pre-defined policy. 
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Step 3: Applying The Principles 

9  Do you think step three provide a robust and sufficient framework for the application of each 
individual environmental principle? 

No. None of the principles are ambitious enough, nor applied widely enough (all government and public body 
work, not just Ministers’ policy making with debilitating exemptions). This is a rollback from the legally binding 
principles in the European Union. 

The departure from the EU provides opportunities to go further than the EU on environmental protection, 
rather than fall behind. If the government means, as it claims, to adopt a world leading stance on 
environmental issues it should act to ensure this happens. All policies should be supportive of internationally 
agreed goals and targets relating to environmental, public health and sustainable development goals, and 
should aim to place the UK in the top decile of international performance in relation to all of them. 

There are particular weaknesses in the principles, such as framing many in terms of negative environmental 
impacts, rather than encouraging environmentally ambitious policies, and relying on cost benefit analysis 
which have longstanding issues in fully recognised the environmental and health benefits. 

Restricting use of the precautionary principle to issues which meet the high bar of “where there are threats of 
serious or irreversible environmental damage” (although we note this a common formulation of this principle) 
limits the potential for action on many other environmental issues, where enough is known to deliver 
environmental and health benefits. There is an opportunity to go further. 

There is also an alarming amount of discretion for Ministers, from how much weight is given to the 
Environmental Principles in the policy development process, to the importance of environmental impacts in 
the final decision. 

10  Do you think the process for applying the policy statement (the three steps) provides a robust and 
sufficient framework for the application of the environmental principles as a whole? 

No. There are serious flaws in the Environmental Principles Policy Statement. This is guidance, not legally 
binding, limited to one aspect of government work, and unnecessarily excludes key actions levers and 
sectors. The principles cover most of the important concepts but lack ambition and power. They do not meet 
or support the government aims to “be the first generation to leave the environment in a better state than that 
in which we found it.” 

The environmental principles should be at the heart of everything we do, helping us to improve the way we do 
things and develop new ways to protect our health and environment. The government should immediately 
update this document to make the environmental principles ambitious and legally binding, embedding them at 
the heart of government and other public body action and legislation and removing debilitating exclusions. 

Final Thoughts on the Policy Statement on Environmental Principles 

11  Do you have any other comments on the draft policy statement which are not covered by the 
previous questions? 

Environmental Protection UK has positively supported and promoted pollution reduction policies and practices 
since its inception over 120 years ago. We are concerned about any ‘roll-back’ in environmental protection 
and we are asking the government to ensure that environmental legislation, including the Environment Bill and 
all supporting work, delivers the a series of actions which we believe will go some way to ensuring that 
environmental protection will not be compromised. 
 
These are set out in our briefing: “Environmental Protection UK’s Asks for the Environment Bill”, included as 
an Appendix to this response and available at https://www.environmental-protection.org.uk/epuk-environment-
bill-asks/. 

We are calling for the government to: 
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 Fully integrate environmental protection principles and rights into UK law from the EU treaties, as well 
as new modern principles such as non-regression, to apply to the discharge of the functions of all 
public bodies; and the rights to access environmental information, participate in environmental 
decision making and access to justice in environmental matters. 

 Form a strong and independent oversight body, with the powers to legally require effective action by 
central government and all public bodies to improve theenvironment and protect health, comply with 
legal duties, and implement consequences of equal strength to the current system (including EU fines 
for non-compliance). It is also noted that the proposed OEP will have oversight over wider 
environmental regulation (including legislation not derived from EU law). We emphasise the 
importance of a fully funded oversight body with the ability to fully discharge its duties. We request 
that funding of this body is not to the detriment of other, existing environmental regulatory bodies 
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Appendix: EPUK’S ASKS FOR THE ENVIRONMENT BILL 
 
Environmental Protection UK has positively supported and promoted pollution reduction policies and practices 
since its inception over 120 years ago. We are concerned about any ‘roll-back’ in environmental protection 
and we are asking the government to ensure the Environment Bill delivers the following actions which we 
believe will go some way to ensuring that environmental protection will not be compromised. 

1. Forms a strong and independent oversight body, with the powers to legally require effective action by 
central government and all public bodies to improve the environment and protect health, comply with 
legal duties, and implement consequences of equal strength to the current system (including EU fines 
for non-compliance). It is also noted that the proposed OEP will have oversight over wider 
environmental regulation (including legislation not derived from EU law). We emphasise the importance 
of a fully funded oversight body with the ability to fully discharge its duties. We request that funding of 
this body is not to the detriment of other, existing environmental regulatory bodies. 

2. Fully integrates environmental protection principles and rights into UK law from the EU treaties, as well 
as new modern principles such as non-regression, to apply to the discharge of the functions of all public 
bodies; and the rights to access environmental information, participate in environmental decision 
making and access to justice in environmental matters. 

3. Sets stringent and non-regressive targets for environmental protection, with any supporting legislation 
having sufficient flexibility to address emerging issues and new scientific evidence, with support to go 
beyond these to deliver further health benefits. These should keep up with the most stringent of WHO 
and other international standards and timescales going forward. There should also be a requirements 
for monitoring environmental metrics, which should as a minimum stay in line with the European and 
other international monitoring requirements. 

4. Furthermore we would ask that all parts of government be instructed to take action wherever they have 
control or influence on pollution impacts and sources. 

a. National government must provide national narrative, political priority and action on overarching and 
wide-spread problems, as well as providing support for others to take appropriate action; this is not 
limited to Defra, but must include work by DfT, MCLG, BEIS, HMT and DoH. 

b. regional authorities and other bodies must take action to address pollution from sources they 
influence or control; and 

c. local authorities must address local issues and local implementation of national and regional 
measures (with the appropriate political, financial and expert support). 

The EPUK Air Quality Committee have compiled more detailed comments on air quality aspects of the 
Environment Bill. This is available on our website at https://www.environmental-protection.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2019/06/epuk-12-air-quality-asks-for-environment-bill_final.pdf. 

 


