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FOREWORD



SMEs make a vital contribution to our economy – they are huge sources of jobs, innovation, and 

are essential to our communities. But when we talk about the low-carbon economy of the future, 

it is all too often large businesses that lead the way.

In these difficult economic times, many small and medium-sized businesses may well be missing

opportunities to not only reduce their costs, but also to open up to new possibilities in the low-carbon

economy. We believe that this can largely be explained by the confusing and often contradictory

information that is out there – not to any failing on the part of SMEs.

Tomorrow’s Company works with and for the business community to develop effective solutions

to the problems companies face: we have created this guide in partnership with companies,

government departments and organisations to assist leaders of businesses large and small, 

to make the low-carbon transition in a way that makes good business sense and helps secure

future business success.

Tony Manwaring, Chief Executive – Tomorrow’s Company
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The language of sustainability has changed radically in the last few years. And the people using that

vocabulary have changed too. Initiatives used to be the domain of government but increasingly it is

businesses who are making the running. It is also noticeable that NGOs, who were until recently

wary of partnering with the private sector, are increasingly working in tandem with a new generation

of progressive brand owners.

We have noted a marked shift in the way our clients talk about sustainability. It used to belong

in the box marked “expensive and visionary” or “things the regulator compels me to do”. But

increasingly, low-carbon initiatives are being seen as positive opportunities. There are real benefits

to be reaped too – hard, business benefits, not just a warm glow and an easy conscience. We can

already see this in the experiences of leading companies – with measurable improvements in

consumer preference, employee engagement and in cutting costs.

Either way, moving swiftly towards the low-carbon economy is not any longer a political statement

or an act of philanthropy. It is an imperative for businesses, big and small. So a practical toolkit is

exactly what we need. And bang on time, here it is. I would urge everyone running a small or

medium-sized business to consume it voraciously, act on it and reap the advantages that low-

carbon working can bring.

Adrian Zambardino, Planning Partner – Ogilvy Earth

FOREWORD
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This guide is a helpful call to action for small businesses. Notwithstanding the moral case, the

financial case is a clear one: saving energy and cutting waste saves money and reduces carbon

pollution at the same time. What we see of the future indicates that the costs of carbon pollution

and energy consumption will rise for us all. This guide produced by Tomorrow’s Company shows

how small business leaders and managers can take clear and straightforward action to get ahead

of these trends.

Dawn Austwick, Chief Executive – Esmée Fairbairn Foundation
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Outline

The first section presents the case for action in

response to the challenges and opportunities

for business in the low-carbon economy.

The second section outlines the general

process of becoming low-carbon through

a series of key actions.

The third section is divided into four areas of

impact: energy, waste, water and transport.

For each area it identifies the specific steps

in the process.

The fourth section highlights a few of the many

opportunities for small and medium-sized

businesses in the emerging low-carbon

economy, new opportunities for diversification

and profit.

Throughout the guide and in a full list at the

end, Further Resources provide information

and assistance for the different steps in the

process of becoming low-carbon. They

take the form of websites, books, NGOs,

consultancies and government departments.

A useful first source of advice for 

businesses will be the ‘Environment 

and Efficiency’ pages on the following

government websites: 

England: Business Link

http://www.businesslink.gov.uk/environment 

Scotland: Business Gateway

http://www.bgateway.com 

Wales: Flexible Support for Business

http://fs4b.wales.gov.uk

Northern Ireland: NI Business Info

http://www.nibusinessinfo.co.uk.

By improving energy efficiency and using

alternative low-carbon fuels, companies

can make cost savings, manage risks, and

take advantage of new market opportunities

in the UK and internationally. Many busi-

nesses across a wide variety of sectors

have discovered that taking a low-carbon

approach is a wise response even in tough

economic conditions.

This guide explains the why and the how of

becoming low-carbon in a changing world.

It is designed for small and medium-sized

businesses in the UK. It provides practical

advice about how to run a successful business

in the emerging low-carbon economy.

When economic issues are pressing, it is difficult to see the natural environment
as a priority. However, businesses can benefit from reducing their impacts on the

environment, and in particular, by responding to climate change.
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SECTION 1
CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

IN THE LOW-CARBON ECONOMY



Governments, businesses and communities

are responding to climate change with new

policies, requirements and demands that can

constitute either risks or opportunities for your

business. There are risks of rising prices, loss

of contracts and diminishing market returns.

Becoming low-carbon can help you manage

those risks, take advantage of opportunities to

cut costs in the short and long-term, engage

people, and gain competitive advantage by

expanding into emerging markets.

Why Act? – The Challenges

Rising temperatures are causing profound

changes in the global climate, which in turn

are having devastating physical impacts

worldwide. Scientific consensus predicts

these impacts will greatly intensify and

increase with time.

The main contributor to climate change is

carbon dioxide, a greenhouse gas that is

released when fossil fuels – coal, oil and 

gas – are burned to generate heat, drive

transportation and produce electricity to light

buildings, towns and cities, and to operate

machinery and appliances.

Governments and businesses around the

globe are seeking to reduce the greenhouse

gas emissions that cause climate change by

increasing energy efficiency and by switching

to alternative sources of energy, sources that

emit less or no carbon dioxide. The shorthand

term now widely used to describe a more

efficient economy powered by those

alternative sources is ‘low-carbon’.

If you believe in the pressing need to act to

halt climate change but think the impacts of

your business would be insignificant, bear

in mind that small and medium businesses

together make up 99% of all enterprises in

the UK, and account for around 45% of total

business energy use.1

Challenges and Opportunities Actions in Brief Actions in Detail Low-carbon Opportunities Further Resources
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Even if you are not convinced of the urgency

of the need to stop climate change, it is

difficult to ignore the risks to your business

posed by:

New government policies aimed at

encouraging public and private sector

organisations along with individuals

to increase energy efficiency, and

providing incentives for research

institutions and businesses to develop

and deploy low-carbon energy

generating technologies.

New requirements from large

businesses for the small and medium-

sized businesses throughout their

supply chains to provide generally

more environmentally-friendly, and in

particular low-carbon materials, goods

and services.

Shifting consumer demands as a result

of growing awareness of climate change

and of the widespread degradation of

ecosystems, the decrease in natural

resources such as water, fish stocks

and forests, and the loss of biodiversity.

Diminishing fossil fuel reserves that will

pose an increasing threat to energy

security and push prices up, which

will result in higher energy bills.

For information and further resources on

the science of climate change, government

policies, and diminishing natural resources,

see the Appendix.

Small and medium
businesses together
make up 99% of all
enterprises in the 
UK, and account for
around 45% of total
business energy use.i
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Why Act? – The Opportunities

The risks cited above can be managed and turned into opportunities when you take action to

become low-carbon. You can cut costs in both the short and long terms, engage people and

become more competitive by branching out into emerging low-carbon markets.

Cut Costs in the Short-term

You can do more with less by increasing resource efficiency. By reducing waste, energy and

water-use, you can cut waste disposal and utility bills. Common sources of savings in the

short-term include:

• Lower energy bills from the careful control of lights

• Lower fuel bills from the efficient use of vehicles

• Lower water bills from simple water-saving measures

• Lower waste disposal costs from reducing, reusing and recycling waste materials

The cost savings that can be made from simple housekeeping measures can be substantial.

For example, if you turn the thermostat down by only 1ºC, you can potentially cut your bills by

8%.2 Switching off office equipment outside of office hours – including printers, computers and

photocopiers – can save up to 70% of office energy use.3

Challenges and Opportunities Actions in Brief Actions in Detail Low-carbon Opportunities Further Resources
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Case Study – Strattons Hotel

A number of low-cost energy saving and

waste reduction measures implemented

at Strattons Hotel in Swaffham, Norfolk

have resulted in tangible savings. Leaving

the espresso machine on all day cost

around £1,000 a year, so the company

switched to kettles and coffee pots.

A single occupancy linen policy avoids

laundering over 800 pillowcases and 600

towels, which saves £600 a year. The use

of oak tables without tablecloths cuts

laundry costs by a further £1,944.4



Cut Costs in the Long-term

Further savings can be made through strategic

investments of time, effort and money. The

sources of longer-term savings will vary

according to your sector. Examples of actions

that can produce significant benefits include:

• Replacing old machinery with more energy

and water efficient machinery

• Rethinking product or service design to

maximise energy and resource efficiency

• Optimising production processes to minimise

raw material use and minimise waste

This will not necessarily be easy, quick or

cheap to do, but it could potentially yield

significant rewards, put your company ahead

of your competitors, and see you through

future rough patches in the economy.

Further Resources

For free advice on resource efficiency, waste

management and transport management, 

see the government websites Business

Gateway http://www.bgateway.com for

Scotland, Flexible Support for Business

http://fs4b.wales.gov.uk for Wales, and NI

Business Info http://www.nibusinessinfo.co.uk

for Northern Ireland. Please note, in England

business support has been rationalised into

the ‘Solutions for Business’ portfolio of

publicly-funded business support products.

Some of the resources highlighted in this

guide are part of the ‘Improve your resource

efficiency’ product, which can help your

business save money by using water,

energy and waste more efficiently and by

reducing waste:

http://www.businesslink.gov.uk/

solutionsforbusiness/iyre.
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Case Study – Adnams

Adnams, a brewery in Southwold on

the Suffolk coast, has made a number of

strategic investments as part of a larger

process of becoming low-carbon and

environmentally efficient. For example,

the company worked with the global

glass packaging company OI and the

University of East Anglia to develop a

beer bottle that is 34% lighter than

the traditional bottle, which has led to

a reduction in greenhouse gases from

bottle manufacturing of 415 tonnes of

CO2 per year. The business now benefits

from lower fuel costs due to lighter

transportation, and from an enhanced

reputation as a leader on environmental

issues in the brewery industry and in the

wider catering sector.5

http://www.businesslink.gov.uk


Engage People

A company’s workforce is its most important

asset, and employees are more likely to be

motivated to work for a company they believe

in.6 You can boost morale, and attract and

retain new talent by engaging employees in

the process of becoming low-carbon. With

their support your processes can be made

more collaborative, efficient and effective.

By communicating your actions to reduce

carbon emissions to customers and suppliers,

and marketing your goods and services,

you can improve your reputation and gain a

competitive edge. Awards for organisations

that take action to become low-carbon and

improve environmental performance are

multiplying across a range of categories such

as energy, the built environment, and tourism.

Even if there is no financial component, the

positive publicity can only prove beneficial to

your reputation.
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Case Study – Forster

At Forster, a London-based marketing

and communications agency, 94% of

the 51 employees believe environmental

commitments lie at the heart of the

company’s business operations. 25%

have become engaged in the low-carbon

transportation initiative instigated by

the company that awards an employee

5 minutes holiday for every commute on

foot or by bike. This can add up to an

extra 2.5 days holiday a year.7



Further Resources

For a listing of environmental awards 

classified according to category, see 

the website EnvironmentAwards:

http://www.environmentawards.net.

A company’s 
workforce is its most
important asset, and
employees are more
likely to be motivated
to work for a company
they believe in.ii
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Case Study – Hunting Hall

Between 2005 and 2009, with the help

of a local youth group, the owners of

Hunting Hall in North Northumberland

restored two cottages on their property

to create environmentally-friendly holiday

homes. They received a number of grants

(totalling £40,500) to install ground

source and air-source heat pumps, solar

panels, and make the cottages as low-

carbon as possible. Since then, they have

won many eco-tourism awards and have

benefited from a high-level of occupancy,

far surpassing their expectations.8



Profit from Emerging Low-carbon Markets

Mounting consumer and corporate awareness of the negative environmental impacts of goods and

services is leading to changes in demand. You can increase profits by responding to these, either

by making relatively simple alterations to your existing product or service, or by investing in new

areas of growth.

The markets for low-carbon energy generation and for the associated technologies are expanding

and they represent a ripe opportunity, even for small and medium-sized businesses. You can invest

in one of these energy technologies, for example by building a wind turbine on your premises, and

benefit from a new and profitable revenue steam by selling excess energy back to the national grid.

If you are in the construction or manufacturing sectors, there are opportunities to diversify by

supplying components to the larger manufacturers of low-carbon energy technologies.

Section 4 describes a few out of the many possibilities in emerging low-carbon markets, with a

separate section on low-carbon energy generation and the relevant technologies.

The UK Government
estimates that the 
UK market for low-
carbon goods and
services was worth
£106 billion between
2007 and 2008.iii
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SECTION 2
HOW TO BECOME LOW-CARBON –

ACTIONS IN BRIEF



Section 1 outlined why it makes sense to

become low-carbon. This section focuses on

how you can become low-carbon by reducing

your greenhouse gas emissions. Whether you

are concentrating on energy, waste, water or

transport, this guide recommends a series of

key actions: measure, plan, communicate,

implement and evaluate. 
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Measure

Plan

Communicate

Evaluate

Implement



Measure

The first step is to identify and understand the

sources of carbon emissions and waste in

your business. Impacts can be measured by

checking electricity, gas, water and fuel bills,

and by conducting a ‘walk round’.

Electricity, water and fuel bills will provide an

overview of your resource consumption and

by extension your greenhouse gas emissions.

A walk round will give an idea about how

overall resource and energy consumption is

divided between different uses within your

organisation, for lighting, heating, computers,

machinery and appliances.

This assessment of your baseline is also

referred to as ‘carbon footprinting’. A carbon

footprint is the amount of carbon dioxide

released by a person, household, business

or country over a given time period – or to

produce a particular product. Data on energy

consumption, as listed in your utility bills, can

be used to calculate your carbon footprint.

Further Resources

For comprehensive advice on how to measure

your emissions and set targets to reduce

them, see ‘Small Business User Guide:

Guidance on how to measure and report

your greenhouse gas emissions’, published

by the Department for Environment, Food and

Rural Affairs (Defra) and the Department of

Energy and Climate Change (DECC):

http://www.defra.gov.uk.

To measure the carbon footprint of your

business, insert data from bills into the free

‘carbon footprint calculator’ accessible on 

The Carbon Trust website. You will be asked

for relevant data from on-site fossil fuel,

vehicle and electricity use, and employee

travel. http://www.carbontrust.co.uk.
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http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/business/reporting/pdf/ghg-guidance.pdf
http://www.carbontrust.co.uk/cut-carbon-reduce-costs/calculate/footprint-calculator/Pages/footprinting-tools.aspx


Plan

Measuring your energy use and the resulting carbon emissions will allow you to identify and then

prioritise your actions in terms of impact and feasibility, and then set targets to reduce, reuse and

recycle resources and to increase energy efficiency. The actions with the greatest impacts in terms

of reducing emissions will not always be the easiest to implement. However, a series of smaller

actions to reduce waste, water use and energy use can quickly add up to substantial cuts in both

emissions and operating costs for your business.

You might begin with an initial plan of no cost and low-cost actions, with the aim of taking on

strategic investments at a later stage when they can be funded by the savings you make during

earlier stages of becoming low-carbon.

No cost actions include reducing the use of raw materials, packaging and fuel. Low-cost actions

include repairing appliances and machinery. Investments can range from installing new machinery

to rethinking product or service design. The aim is to optimise production processes to minimise

raw material use and minimise waste. To achieve that, you can employ the tools of ‘life cycle

management’, which calls for the consideration of environmental impacts at every stage from

design through manufacture to marketing, distribution and disposal.

Further Resources

Business Link has developed an online tool to

provide guidance on planning the process to

becoming low-carbon. The tool consists of a

brief questionnaire called ‘Identify where you

can save money by going green’. See:

http://www.businesslink.gov.uk.

The NGO Global Action Plan provides free

tailored consulting services for small and

medium businesses in London on planning

the process to become low-carbon. See:

http://www.globalactionplan.org.uk.
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http://www.businesslink.gov.uk/bdotg/action/layer?r.s=tl&r.l1=1079068363&r.lc=en&r.l2=1082899381&topicId=1079446510
http://www.globalactionplan.org.uk/free-business-support


Communicate

The internal communication of your plan of

action in the early stages can prove highly

beneficial. You can gain inspiring and practical

support for the process of becoming low-

carbon by encouraging your employees to

contribute with suggestions of specific actions.

Employees in turn will feel empowered to make

a difference.

When actions have been taken and targets

have been met, you can benefit from an

improved reputation by communicating 

your progress to stakeholders and to the 

wider community.

Implement

You may decide to arrange for an ‘eco

champion’ or ‘eco-team’, a single individual or

a group within your organisation, to carry out

the actions defined in your plan. If yours is a

medium-sized business in the manufacturing

or construction sector, you could assign a

different individual within the ‘eco-team’ to

be responsible for energy, waste, water and

transport respectively. In a smaller office-

based organisation, one person can be

responsible for all areas.

The introduction of healthy competition

amongst employees can help generate

ideas and stimulate rapid progress towards

achieving targets in the process to becoming

low-carbon. Equally, a sense of ownership

over specific tasks and of involvement in the

larger process will motivate employees to

implement the actions in your plan.
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Evaluate

The evaluation of progress towards meeting

targets is essential. After a period of

implementation, which will vary depending

on the types of action you undertake, you

can monitor your electricity, gas, water and

fuel bills, and conduct a second walk round.

An evaluation will give you a sense of

accomplishment while providing tangible

evidence of the financial benefits that stem

from cost cuts and new opportunities. 

Becoming low-carbon is both a destination and

an ongoing process. You can use the momen-

tum built during the first round of actions to

plan and implement further actions. You can

also take advantage of new low-carbon

technologies and new market opportunities.

There are many actions to take to cut both

costs and emissions on energy, waste, water

and transport. Section 3 identifies a few

actions that will have significant impacts, and

provides resources that can guide you in

taking the process of becoming low-carbon

and environmentally-friendly even further.

Remember: 
Measure, Plan, 
Communicate, 
Implement and 
Evaluate.
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SECTION 3
HOW TO BECOME LOW-CARBON –

ACTIONS IN DETAIL



You can make substantial savings on energy by reducing overall energy use for electricity and

heating, and by increasing the energy efficiency of your appliances, machinery and buildings.

Several organisations have been set up to help companies see where they can make the most

effective savings on energy use. For example, since it was created in 2001, The Carbon Trust has

already helped businesses save £1 billion in energy costs – including £45 million by small and

medium-sized businesses in the year 2007-2008 alone.9

By taking action on energy you can also avoid the costs of complying with legislation and take

advantage of government incentives. The UK Government has introduced legislation and other

incentives to encourage the private sector to cut its energy consumption. For example, almost all

companies, except for very small businesses, are subject to ‘the climate change levy’, and to

building regulations designed to encourage energy efficiency. On the other hand, companies can

obtain interest free loans and tax breaks for energy saving equipment.

By reducing use and increasing efficiency you will contribute to halting climate change by

lowering your demand for energy that is generated by fossil fuels and thereby cutting your

carbon dioxide emissions.

ACTIONS IN DETAIL – ENERGY
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Three Key Actions

1 Monitor – No matter your size, you can

benefit from closely monitoring energy

consumption in your business, either through

utility bills or by installing a smart meter. It

is particularly cost-effective for multi-site

organisations (such as retail chains), and

energy-intensive companies (for example

manufacturers), to use a smart meter to

identify precisely where to make cuts in

consumption.10

2 Insulate – Poor insulation costs businesses

and homeowners in the UK substantial

amounts of money each year. You can install

two types of insulation to minimise heat loss

from your premises: cavity wall insulation

and loft insulation. Cavity wall insulation is

injected into the space or gap between the

two layers of brick that form the outside wall

of a building, while loft insulation acts as a

barrier to heat loss through the roof.

3 Install – A strategic investment in new

energy efficient machinery can lead to

major cuts in energy use and carbon dioxide

emissions. More efficient heating, cooling and

water systems or movement sensitive lighting

can provide substantial savings.

If you turn the 
thermostat down 
by only 1ºC, you 
can potentially cut
your bills by 8%.iv
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Financing

The Carbon Trust issues interest free loans on

energy saving equipment for investments

ranging from £3,000 to £500,000. For

information on the types of machinery and

equipment that qualify for a loan, see:

http://www.carbontrust.co.uk.

The UK Government’s ‘Enhanced Capital

Allowance’ (ECA) programme provides tax

breaks for investments in specific

technologies. There are three schemes within

the programme: energy saving, water saving

and low-carbon cars. When you invest in

specific energy saving technologies, you can

receive a 100% tax break on your profits

during the year of investment. For a list of the

15 technologies and 54 sub-technologies in

the energy scheme that qualify for an ECA,

see: http://www.eca.gov.uk/etl.
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Case Study – Cavan Bakery

The Cavan Bakery in Hampton Hill,

Middlesex, with 33 employees, received a

£31,000 interest free loan from The Carbon

Trust for a new energy efficient steam

oven. With an increase in productivity and

a reduction in heat loss the new oven

saves the company 12,000 units of gas

and 6,000 units of electricity per year,

which amounts to around 81.2 tonnes of

carbon dioxide. The loan was paid back

within three years.11

ACTIONS IN DETAIL – ENERGY

http://www.carbontrust.co.uk/cut-carbon-reduce-costs/products-services/business-loans/pages/loans.aspx


Further Resources

To help you choose which measures you could

implement at your site, and work out how

much you could save, use The Carbon Trust’s

new Cut Carbon, Cut Costs online training tool

at: http://www.carbontrust.co.uk/onlinetraining.

For assistance with the assessment of

resource and energy consumption in your

business, contact the National Energy

Foundation, an NGO that works with

individuals and businesses across the UK.

For information on the services they offer,

see the section of their website devoted

to small and medium businesses:

http://www.nef.org.uk.

To find your nearest professional insulation

installer, visit the website of the National

Insulation Association:

http://www.nationalinsulationassociation.org.uk,

and enter your postcode as indicated.
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Case Study – PreciousLittleOne

PreciousLittleOne, a nursery retailer with

14 employees in Grantham, Lincolnshire,

received an interest free loan of £10,000

from The Carbon Trust for an investment

in radiant tube heat equipment to warm

the company showroom. The payback

period for the investment is estimated at

two years, with annual cost savings of

over £5,000 and carbon dioxide

emissions savings of 26.64 tonnes.12

ACTIONS IN DETAIL – ENERGY

http://www.nef.org.uk/greencompany/greenemployees.htm


More Actions on Energy

We have grouped the further actions you can

take on energy into categories of ‘no cost’,

‘low-cost’, and ‘investment’.

No cost

You can take quick and easy steps to reduce

energy use by:

• turning off lights when rooms are not in use

• ensuring machines such as computers and

printers are not left on standby

• lowering the thermostat to 19ºC in winter,

and setting the water heater at 60ºC

Low-cost

You can increase energy efficiency and make

more substantial reductions in energy use by:

• replacing traditional incandescent and

halogen light bulbs with low-energy bulbs:

compact fluorescent lamps (CFLs), light

emitting diodes (LEDs)

• choosing the highest energy efficiency

ratings when replacing old electrical

appliances such as computers, printers,

fridges, boilers and air conditioners

• installing double-glazing on your windows

The A-G energy label rainbow provides a clear

indication of energy use on light bulbs and

appliances. With continual upgrades, the most

efficient products on the market will now be

marked by A+ and A++, while those marked

A through G indicate increasing inefficiency

and high energy consumption.

As of 2008, any building that is constructed,

sold or rented in the UK must have an Energy

Performance Certificate, an energy rating that

follows the same A to G, efficient to inefficient

rainbow bar chart, and provides information on

the energy use and carbon dioxide emissions.
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Investment

Further increases in energy efficiency may

require investment in the renovation of

existing buildings or the construction of new

structures. For example, you can cut costs

and carbon emissions by:

• installing a green roof or rooftop garden

that acts as insulation by preventing heat

loss in winter and heat gain in summer

• constructing a PassivHaus structure that

is designed so that the interior atmosphere

is regulated with very low-energy tech-

nologies, or in some cases without any

cooling or heating system at all

Further Resources

If you have made progress on the actions cited

above and want to take the process even

further, visit The Carbon Trust’s website for

further ideas: http://www.carbontrust.co.uk/

cut-carbon-reduce-costs.

To find the most energy efficient and most

suitable appliances for your organisation,

you can sign up for ‘Which’ website:

http://www.which.co.uk at the cost of

only £1 for a full month trial.

If you want to upgrade your existing premises

or construct a new low-carbon building,

contact the Association for Environmentally

Conscious Building (AECB):

http://www.aecb.net.
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Case Study – Adnams

Adnams in Southwold invested in the

construction of a new distribution centre

with a green roof that provides insulation,

saving around 40% on electricity per year

and 10% on gas per m². Excess rainwater

is collected from the roof for reuse to

wash lorries and flush toilets.13

ACTIONS IN DETAIL – ENERGY

http://www.carbontrust.co.uk/cut-carbon-reduce-costs
http://www.which.co.uk/advice/greener-living/index.jsp


Waste from small and medium businesses

forms approximately 60% of all commercial

waste in England and Wales.14 Whatever the

type, from paper to electronics, or from raw

materials to packaging, there are numerous

possibilities for decreasing your waste and

making substantial cost savings. How much

you save will vary significantly depending on

the business activity and types of waste

involved, ranging from a few hundred pounds

a year to a few hundred thousand.

Investments in decreasing waste can be offset

by cost savings from increased efficiency and

lower expenses in meeting government

legislation.15 In response to European

legislation on waste, the UK Government

implemented a number of laws including a

landfill tax in 1996, which is levied according

to the weight of waste generated. The

standard rate of £40 per tonne is set to

increase by £8 a year from 2009 to 2013.16

Many businesses across the UK, both large

and small, have taken action on waste in order

to lower the amount of landfill tax they pay.

Reducing and recycling waste not only min-

imises your company’s overall environmental

impact, it also indirectly helps reduce carbon

dioxide emissions. The different products and

materials you use, from photocopier paper

to steel girders, require energy to produce:

energy to extract raw materials, energy to

manufacture, process and package products,

and energy for transportation and delivery.

Minimising food waste through composting

directly reduces emissions from methane,

another greenhouse gas. By lowering

demand for materials you can make a

significant contribution to efforts to tackle

climate change.

ACTIONS IN DETAIL – WASTE
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Three Key Actions

1 Reduce – The easiest way to decrease

waste is to reduce the amount you generate

in the first place. You can set default print

options to double-sided and engage in

selective printing, creating hard copies only

when absolutely necessary. You can avoid

disposable cups, cutlery and plates and

unnecessary packaging. You can buy in bulk

and reuse materials and packaging.

2 Recycle – The number of materials that can

now be recycled extends far beyond the time

honoured trio of paper, glass and PET plastics.

You can recycle a range of paper and metal

products, electronics and textiles. If you are

unsure of what materials can or cannot be

recycled, check the websites listed below

under Further Resources.

3 Rethink – A review of the full life cycle of

your business activities from the conception,

design and sourcing of material inputs, to the

production, distribution and disposal can

generate large increases in resource efficiency.

27

Challenges and Opportunities Actions in Brief Actions in Detail Low-carbon Opportunities Further Resources

Case Study – Ebookers

After a review by Global Action Plan,

the online travel company Ebookers

implemented paper saving measures

such as switching the default on all

printers to double-sided and a ‘think

before you print’ campaign, which

together resulted in annual savings of

£450 on paper costs. The company

further reduced the amount of waste sent

to landfill by extending internal recycling

facilities to include plastic and paper bags

as well as glass and cardboard. Plastic

cups were replaced with glasses and

ceramic mugs.17

ACTIONS IN DETAIL – WASTE



Further Resources

If yours is a small office-based or home

business, you can visit the website Recycle

Now at http://www.recyclenow.com, type in

your postcode and find out what and how

you can recycle.

If yours is a medium-sized business, Waste

and Resources Action Programme (WRAP)

can provide you with information on waste

management specific to your sector, be

it agriculture, construction or retail:

http://www.wrap.org.uk.

WRAP has a separate online database

of products made from recycled materials:

http://www.recycledproducts.org.uk.

More Actions on Waste

No cost

You can take quick and easy steps to reduce

waste by:

• stopping junk mail and cancelling

subscriptions to seldom-read publications

• reusing material such as packaging, toner

cartridges, pallets and cardboard boxes

• donating mobile phones, computers and

other electronics to charities that resell them

Low-cost

With minor investments you can further cut

waste by:

• setting up a composting system or joining a

food collection scheme to avoid sending

organic food waste to landfill

• planned-purchasing in bulk from suppliers,

which can decrease packaging as long as

care is taken to avoid ordering materials

that will not be used
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http://www.wrap.org.uk/business/index.html


Investment

You can achieve more substantial

improvements in waste management by

investing in changes to your design or

production processes, for example by:

• reusing materials instead of putting raw

materials into your production processes

• reusing materials and by-products instead

of sending them to landfill

• incorporating biodegradeable materials

so that your products can be composted

after use

Further Resources

For information on composting and where to

buy bins, see the Waste Online website:

http://www.wasteonline.org.uk.

For comprehensive information and advice on

managing specific aspects of waste such as

waste incineration or hazardous waste, see the

dedicated section of the business and industry

pages on the Environment Agency’s website:

http://www.environment-agency.gov.uk.
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Case Study – A&E White

After receiving advice from Meltzer

Consultants, A&E White, a family-run

food producer in Yorkshire, cut the

amount of waste sent to landfill by 30%.

The business now recycles cardboard,

paper and flour sacks, and donates food

waste to the charity Crisis Fair Share.18

ACTIONS IN DETAIL – WASTE

http://www.environment-agency.gov.uk/business/default.aspx


Businesses use water for a variety of purposes from sanitation for drinking, washing and toilets

to cooling, processing, cleaning and the generation of steam in manufacturing. A lot of water is

unnecessarily wasted, leading to higher costs and environmental impacts, leaving some companies

vulnerable to water shortages. Envirowise estimates that together UK businesses could save

£10 million per day through increased water efficiency.19

Substantial amounts of energy are used to treat and transport water to and from a business site.

Within business premises energy is used to heat water, sometimes maintaining a constant high

temperature unnecessarily. Electricity and fossil fuels are used to run pumps, heaters and treatment

plants. By reducing use and increasing efficiency, the demand for water in your organisation drops,

corresponding to a decrease in carbon dioxide emissions.

Companies that take a
systematic approach
to water could cut
their usage by 30%.v

ACTIONS IN DETAIL – WATER
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Three Key Actions

1 Monitor – No matter your size, you can

benefit from closely monitoring water

consumption in your business, either through

water bills or by installing a smart water meter.

A full assessment includes measurement of

the volume, the cost and the ‘water mass

balance’, taking into account the water that

enters your premises from various sources

must exit as waste water.

2 Insulate – If both hot water and cold water

pipes are insulated, you can minimise heat

loss and ensure cold water is not warmed by

adjacent hot water pipes.

3 Install – A strategic investment in water

saving or recycling machinery for your

production processes can reduce water use

and waste water, and so lead to substantial

cost savings.
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Case Study – Irish Garden Plants

By implementing a series of measures,

including correcting leaks and carrying

out maintenance on the business water

system, Irish Garden Plants, a wholesale

nursery retailer based in Downpatrick,

Ireland, aims to reduce water use by 

5-10%. These water savings measures

combined with actions on product

design, waste and packaging, will save

the company an estimated £21,388

per year.20

ACTIONS IN DETAIL – WATER



Financing

Under the UK Government’s ‘Enhanced

Capital Allowance’ (ECA), when you invest

in specific water saving technologies, you

can receive a 100% tax break on your profits

during the year of investment. For a list of

the water saving technologies that qualify

for an ECA, ranging from efficient showers

to rainwater harvesting equipment, see:

http://www.eca-water.gov.uk.

Further Resources

Envirowise has four free online tools that

can help you measure and monitor the water

use in your business. See:

http://www.envirowise.gov.uk 

or call 0800 585794.

The Centre for Alternative Technology

offers free advice on water saving

technologies such composting toilets,

small scale sewage treatment and pumps:

http://www.cat.org.uk.

32

Challenges and Opportunities Actions in Brief Actions in Detail Low-carbon Opportunities Further Resources

Case Study – Jaspers

Jaspers, a family-run beef producer in

Treburley in Cornwall, installed a water

recycling system and now re-uses in

excess of 40% of its water, which

amounts to savings of approximately

£10,000 a year. In the year the system

was installed, the business benefited from

a tax break on its profits, which helped

offset some of the investment costs.21

ACTIONS IN DETAIL – WATER

http://www.envirowise.gov.uk/uk/Topics-and-Issues/Water/Key-Services/Water-tools.html
http://www.cat.org.uk/information/info_content.tmpl?subdir=information&sku=info_is_watersanitation/


More Actions on Water

No cost

You can take quick and easy steps to reduce

water use by:

• filling kettles with only the volume of water

that is needed

• filling up dishwashers and washing

machines before running them

• reviewing water pressure and flush controls

on urinals

Low-cost

You can make further cuts in water use and

waste water generated by:

• repairing leaking taps and pipes, or replacing

old pipes with new water-tight ones

• installing a device to regulate or restrict the

flow of water from taps or in toilets

• purchasing a water butt to harvest rainwater
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ACTIONS IN DETAIL – WATER

Investment

More substantial improvements in water use

can be achieved by:

• installing comprehensive rainwater

harvesting equipment for collection

and storage

• installing a water recycling system onsite to

reprocess rainwater and waste water



Further Resources

Waterwise, an NGO that focuses on increasing

water efficiency throughout the UK, has a full

list of water saving tips on their website:

http://www.waterwise.org.uk.

The Green Building Store offers water saving

products, such as tap regulators, WC siphons

and waterless urinals:

http://www.greenbuildingstore.co.uk.

The UK Rainwater Harvesting Association,

a trade body, provides members with

information on standards and new

water policies, and on technologies for

rain harvesting: 

http://www.ukrha.org.

Envirowise estimates
that together UK 
businesses could 
save £10 million per
day through increased
water efficiency.vi
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ACTIONS IN DETAIL – WATER

Case Study –
Moving Venues Caterers

After an audit from the NGO Global

Action Plan, Moving Venues Caterers,

a London-based special events caterer

with 50 employees, replaced small plastic

bottles and mineral water glass bottles

with a mains-fed water system. This

action alone cut water costs and reduced

the waste sent to landfill.22

http://www.waterwise.org.uk/reducing_water_wastage_in_the_uk/house_and_garden/saving_water_in_business.html
http://www.greenbuildingstore.co.uk/page--water-efficient-bathrooms-kitchens.html


Travel and transport represent a number of direct and hidden costs for businesses. Costs for

fuel, from the wear and tear of vehicles, or in terms of employees’ time can be cut by increasing

efficiency. By planning and managing business transport you can increase employee satisfaction

and productivity, and improve your image.

By taking action on transport you can also take advantage of tax breaks specifically aimed at

encouraging businesses to reduce fuel use and thereby cut carbon dioxide emissions. Low-carbon

company vehicles can qualify for lower ‘vehicle excise duty’ or road tax.

Around 30% of all carbon dioxide emissions in the UK come from the burning of fossil fuels for

transport. Of that 30%, close to 70% comes from road transport.23 So by reducing transport of

people, materials and goods in your business, you can contribute to the fight against climate change.

Around 30% of all 
carbon dioxide 
emissions in the 
UK come from the
burning of fossil fuels
for transport.

ACTIONS IN DETAIL – TRANSPORT
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Three Key Actions

1 Reduce – A range of measures can be

implemented to reduce your travel and

transport, for example remote conferencing

by video and/or phone, or flexible working

schemes that allow employees to work

from home.

2 Plan – If your business is in the

manufacturing, retail or construction

industries, to name a few, and you cannot

incorporate remote conferencing or flexible

working schemes, you can cut costs and

carbon dioxide emissions by planning the

transport of people and goods in your

organisation. For example, you can shorten

travel distances by choosing suppliers that

are close to the point of use, and coordinating

with suppliers, partners and clients to ensure

that goods vehicles never travel empty.

3 Switch – Strategic investments in low-

carbon modes of transport can further cut

your costs with lower fuel bills and lower

taxes. There is a growing number of low-

carbon vehicle types on the market, from

hybrids to hydrogen and electric models.
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Case Study – Manchester 
Rusk Company

After working with a waste management

company, Manchester Rusk Co (MRC),

a food coatings and marinades manu-

facturer with 33 employees, now recycles

85% of generated waste, and so diverts

70 tonnes of waste from landfill. The

decrease in waste has resulted in a

significant reduction in the transport of

that waste to landfill, and therefore also

in the fuel costs for the company.24

ACTIONS IN DETAIL – TRANSPORT



Financing

Under the UK Government’s ‘Enhanced

Capital Allowance’ (ECA) scheme for low-

carbon vehicles, you will be eligible for a

100% tax break on the purchase of cars with

110 grams of carbon dioxide per kilometre or

less. For more information, see the Business

Link webpage devoted to tax breaks for low-

emission vehicles:

http://www.businesslink.gov.uk.

Taxes on company cars are now based on

carbon dioxide emissions, such that the lower

the emissions of your cars, the lower the tax.

You can determine the amount of vehicle

excise duty you owe using the database on

The Vehicle Certification Agency website:

http://www.vcacarfueldata.org.uk.

Further Resources

Transport Direct is a government supported

website that provides travel information for

specific routes across the UK for private and

public transport, including predicted traffic

levels, estimated costs and carbon dioxide

emissions for a specific route:

http://www.transportdirect.info.

My Route Online can help you plan multiple-

point delivery routes:

http://www.myrouteonline.com.

The Energy Saving Trust offers a number of

services to businesses in England, Scotland

and Wales to help them lower emissions from

transport. For more information see:

http://www.energysavingtrust.org.uk

or call 0845 602 1425.
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ACTIONS IN DETAIL – TRANSPORT

The Energy Saving
Trust estimates that
an organisation with
a fleet of 100 vehicles
could save up to
£90,000 each year
by implementing
green fleet practices.vii

http://www.businesslink.gov.uk/bdotg/action/detail?r.s=sc&r.l1=1079068363&r.lc=en&r.l3=1080531485&r.l2=1082899531&type=RESOURCES&itemId=1080532548
http://www.vcacarfueldata.org.uk/index.asp
http://www.energysavingtrust.org.uk/business/Business/Transport-in-business


More Actions on Transport

No cost

You can take steps to reduce costs and

carbon emissions from transport by:

• joining a lift sharing scheme, which matches

people with the same commuter route

• encouraging employees to use public

transport whenever possible

• implementing a fair charge for employee

parking, which can generate a new

revenue stream

Low-cost

With small investments you can further cut

costs by:

• joining a car sharing scheme, which

involves paying a membership fee plus

a set fee per hours of use

• providing ‘eco-driving’ training for

employees, which involves for example

changing gears at lower revs, speeding

up and slowing down smoothly, and

using the air conditioning sparingly

Investment

You can achieve more substantial reductions

in costs and emissions from transport by:

• creating incentives for employees to use

alternative low-carbon forms of transport,

for example by investing in tax-free

bicycles through one of the government

cycle schemes
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By reducing the
amount of work 
your vehicle’s engine
has to do through
smarter driving 
practices, you can 
reduce CO2 emissions
by around 8%.viii
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Case Study – Liftshare

Liftshare provides a service that connects

people so they can share car journeys and

thereby save money and reduce carbon

dioxide emissions. Established in 1997,

they have grown steadily, and in 2006

made a profit of £200,000. Over 350,000

members have now joined the UK-wide

network, saving approximately 45,000

tonnes of carbon dioxide every year.25

ACTIONS IN DETAIL – TRANSPORT

Further Resources

Carplus, a national charity, provides an online

directory of lift sharing schemes throughout

the UK. You can click on the interactive map

to find a list of schemes in your area:

http://carsharing.carplus.org.uk.

For a guide to ‘smart or eco-driving’, 

see: http://actonco2.direct.gov.uk.

Cyclescheme provides tax-free bikes as part

of the UK Government’s ‘Cycle to Work’

initiative. See: http://www.cyclescheme.co.uk.

http://actonco2.direct.gov.uk/actonco2/home/what-you-can-do/driving-your-car.html
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SECTION 4
LOW-CARBON OPPORTUNITIES



The low-carbon economy is a highly

entrepreneurial area – companies are

constantly developing innovative products

that provide them with new sources of income

while reducing their own, or their customers’

environmental impacts. This section outlines

some of the possibilities that small and

medium-sized businesses can pursue in

the low-carbon economy.

In many cases, it is possible to gain a strong

advantage over your competitors through

early action. You do not necessarily have to

alter your entire business plan, but you can

focus on changing one specific aspect, be it

in product design, production processes or

waste management.

New opportunities for businesses fall largely

into four categories:

Creating new products for customers

and contractors that are resource

efficient and/or help consumers and

organisations become more low-carbon,

for example energy efficient boilers or

electric vehicles.

Turning waste into productive sources

of revenue, for example by reusing 

by-products from construction or 

capturing heat from power stations.

Becoming involved in the low-carbon

energy sector, either by generating

energy onsite, or by supplying related

goods and services to low-carbon

energy technology companies, other

businesses, public organisations

and consumers.

Attracting investors who are consciously

seeking to develop portfolios of low-

carbon organisations.

LOW-CARBON OPPORTUNITIES – GENERAL
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Construction

If you are in the construction sector you can grasp opportunities by lowering the environmental

impact and improving the durability of building materials, increasing the energy efficiency of existing

buildings, and designing new buildings to the highest resource and energy efficiency standards.

Companies that produce construction materials can switch from non-renewable to renewable and

from new to recycled or reused primary resources, and decrease the waste from transport,

distribution and packaging. To improve the chances of securing contracts with environmentally

conscious customers and contractors, you can switch to primary resources that are responsibly

managed, such as timber from certified forests, and that originate from as close as possible to the

point of use, in order to cut transport distances.
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Case Study – ScotAsh

ScotAsh, a company in Clackmannanshire

in Scotland with 27 employees, uses the

ash from the Longannet coal-fired power

station to make cements, grouts and other

construction materials. By using a by-

product that results from burning coal,

the business prevents the ash from going

to landfill, avoids the use of raw natural

resources, and saves on the energy

needed to transform natural resources

into construction materials.26

LOW-CARBON OPPORTUNITIES – GENERAL



As energy prices and consumer awareness

of environmental impacts rise, there are

growing opportunities for you to supply

more energy efficient building fittings, such

as boilers, air conditioning units, kitchen

equipment and lighting systems, and refit the

structures of existing buildings with insulation

and double glazing.

Architecture and design companies can

respond to the demands of government

organisations seeking to meet emissions

reduction targets and large businesses aiming

to make cost savings, by developing models

and plans for low-carbon and resource build-

ings. Green roofs, energy efficient ventilation,

PassivHaus structures, and ecological sewage

systems are but a few of the many options in

this area.

Further Resources

The National Industrial Symbiosis Programme

(NISP) is a free membership organisation that

provides advice on efficient resource

management. In particular, the NISP brings

together member organisations to form

relationships where one company’s waste

is the other’s input material. See:

http://www.nisp.org.uk.

For information on the opportunities in

low-carbon and environmentally-friendly

construction, see the UK Green Building

Council’s website: http://www.ukgbc.org.

A brief guidance note on Sustainable

Construction is available at:

http://www.bis.gov.uk.
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Example – PassivHaus

PassivHaus is the name of a highly energy

efficient building standard designed to

minimise the need for heating or cooling

systems. The standard calls for high

performance insulation, air tightness and

indoor air quality as well as capped

maximum energy demand levels. The

standard was developed in Germany

and over the past decade PassivHaus

constructions have multiplied in different

European countries. In the UK there are

opportunities to enter the PassivHaus

market to provide design, construction

or training. For more information see

the PassivHaus UK website:

http://www.passivhaus.org.uk.

LOW-CARBON OPPORTUNITIES – GENERAL

http://www.ukgbc.org/site/home
http://www.berr.gov.uk/files/file53216.PDF


Manufacturing

The main opportunities in the manufacturing

sector revolve around improving energy and

resource efficiency of product design and full

life cycle production processes, and creating

new low-carbon, resource efficient products.

Where production processes generate high

levels of waste, energy and other resources,

much of it can be recovered and reused for

other purposes. Waste can be reused within

your own processes or sold, thereby providing

you with new sources of profit. For example,

certain types of waste can be converted into

fuel to run machinery or heating systems.

Other types of waste can be recycled into

packaging or into household and leisure

consumer products.

As energy prices and consumer awareness of

environmental impacts rise, there are growing

opportunities for you to create low-carbon

recyclable products, ranging from white goods,

electronic equipment and computers, to

textiles, sport equipment and paper products.

Business Link has identified prospects for

companies in the advanced manufacturing

sector in synthetic textiles, packaging,

weight reduction vehicles, low temperature

detergents, insulation and lighting.

As larger retailers and government

departments begin implementing policies

to systematically use ‘sustainable’ or environ-

mentally-friendly goods and services, there are

further opportunities for businesses across the

manufacturing sector to supply products that

meet wider environmental standards.
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Case Study – Abbey Steel 
& Shearing Company Ltd

Abbey Steel & Shearing Company Ltd in

Stevenage, Hertfordshire sells sheet steel

that is sourced largely from the automotive

industry. By reusing existing steel the

company not only greatly reduces carbon

emissions from production or recycling,

but in some cases can provide clients in

manufacturing with a cheaper product. In

addition the company is able to leverage

the low-carbon nature of its activities as a

powerful marketing tool, presenting the

Abbeysteel™ green brand as the leading

way for companies to co-brand existing

products to showcase their new found

environmental credentials.27
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Retail

Consumer-facing businesses, notably in the

retail sector, can take advantage of a variety of

new opportunities that are arising in response

to changing consumer demand by making the

transition to become low-carbon and by

selling low-carbon resource efficient and

environmentally-friendly products.

If you take the actions and follow the process

to become low-carbon, as outlined in sections

2 and 3, you can attract the growing number

of consumers who seek to buy from retailers

that have minimised their negative impacts on

the environment.

Further Resources

Business Link provides guidance on reducing

waste by improving production processes.

See: http://www.businesslink.gov.uk.

The government-led Manufacturing Advisory

Service, aimed at helping manufacturers

reduce waste and increase energy efficiency,

provides advice on opportunities in the 

low-carbon economy for manufacturing

businesses in England. See:

http://www.mas.bis.gov.uk.

For information on The Carbon Trust’s

Industrial Energy Efficiency Accelerator,

currently directed at a selection of specific

industries including animal feed, asphalt

manufacture, bakeries and confectionery.

See: http://www.carbontrust.co.uk.
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Example – Bicycle Hire Schemes

As mayors and local councils seek to

reduce carbon dioxide emissions from

transport, there will be a growing number

of new opportunities for manufacturers.

For example, with the launch of bicycle

hire schemes in London and possibly in

cities throughout the country, there will be

a rise in demand for components for the

bicycles and the docking stations, which

include electronic payment systems.
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You can also attract and retain the loyalty

of customers who prefer products that are

low-carbon and environmentally-friendly.

With everything from books, stationery and

flowers, to furniture, electronics and vehicles,

you can ask whether your suppliers produce

low-carbon environmentally-friendly models,

always checking products have been certified

under third party accreditation schemes.

Further Resources

To get an idea of the range of options in low-

carbon and more generally environmentally-

friendly retail products, see the Greenshop

website: http://www.greenshop.co.uk.

The Green Store Online website can also

provide you with ideas in the different

categories of house and garden, body care,

energy saving gadgets, and gifts. See:

http://www.thegreenstoreonline.co.uk.
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Case Study – Tree2mydoor

Tree2mydoor.com, a Manchester-based

gift company with 3 full-time and 3

freelance staff members, delivers gifts

of trees and wild flowers across the UK

as an alternative to cut flowers. The

company, which is largely based on mail

orders, was established in response to

changing consumer demand in favour of

more environmentally-friendly, low-carbon

products. Since he launched the

company in 2003, Gareth Mitchell has

continually incorporated environmental

considerations into his business plan.

Initially the trees were sent in cardboard

tubes that included plastic and adhesives.

Now the company has a Patent pending

on environmentally-friendly packaging.28
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Services

The three main areas of opportunity for busi-

nesses in the services sector lie in providing a

service that is itself low-carbon, offering advice

to others on how to become low-carbon and

environmentally-friendly, and organising training

in new low-carbon professions.

By providing a low-carbon service, you can

attract individuals and organisations that are

concerned about climate change. For example,

taxi companies can switch to low-carbon

fleets, interior decorators can use low-carbon

materials or tourist agencies can specialise in

low-carbon travel plans.

As public organisations, businesses and

individuals respond to pressures to reduce

carbon dioxide emissions, consultancies will

experience rising demand for assistance with

the transition to become low-carbon. You can

expand your services to include training in

carbon management and environmental

management systems for employees of larger

businesses and government departments.

Insurance companies can provide advice on the

risks posed by climate change, and investment

banks can give guidance on opportunities in the

emerging low-carbon markets.

The shift to a low-carbon economy will require

people with appropriate knowledge and

skills, so opportunities exist for companies

to hold workshops and training in a range

of specialised fields from the maintenance

of low-carbon technologies to the design of

‘closed loop’ production processes.

Further Resources

To get an idea of the range of low-carbon

services you might offer, see the Low Carbon

Economy website:

http://www.lowcarboneconomy.com.
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Case Study – Green Accountancy

Green Accountancy, a firm of Chartered

Certified Accountants based in Oxford,

provides taxation and accountancy

services that include environmental

impacts indicators. The company is

geared towards helping small businesses

measure their impacts on the environment,

including carbon dioxide emissions, and

set targets to improve performance.29
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The development and expansion of low-

carbon energy technologies will play a key

part in achieving the cut in greenhouse gas

emissions necessary to meet the government

target of an 80% reduction by 2050.30 Many of

the technologies harness renewable energies

such as wind, solar or hydro.

The opportunities for small and medium-sized

businesses lie in:

Installing one of the technologies and

selling any surplus energy to power

companies, thereby benefitting from a

new revenue stream

Contributing to the design, manu-

facturing, installation or maintenance

a technology, consulting and training in

relevant skills, or financing, investment 

and insurance of projects

You can install one of the technologies, such as

wind turbines, solar panels or combined heat

and power machinery, in order to generate your

own low-carbon energy. Even small, home-

based businesses can explore the options of

micro technologies. As renewable energy and

other low-carbon technologies are refined, and

the government implements new policies to

encourage the expansion of these markets,

you can reduce costs in the long-run and

increase profits by selling any surplus energy

back to the national grid.

From April 2010 the small-scale generation of

electricity from renewable energy sources will

benefit from Feed-in Tariffs, one example of

a policy to encourage expansion of these

markets.31 Small and medium businesses can

apply for grants from the Department for

Energy and Climate Change (DECC) to help

fund the cost of micro-generation technologies,

such as a wind turbine or solar panels.

If investing in a technology is not feasible, you

can inquire whether your energy supplier has

options for low-carbon generation. If not, you

can switch to a supplier that does and thereby

improve your reputation.

LOW-CARBON OPPORTUNITIES – ENERGY TECHNOLOGIES
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Low-carbon Energy Generation – 
The Options

The choice of low-carbon energy technology

will depend on a number of factors, such as

the size and location of your business, and

the resources available. The key to success

lies in obtaining advice on the feasibility and

options of installing any one technology on

your premises. A number of organisations

provide advice and assistance with low-

carbon technologies for medium-sized and

small, even home-based businesses.

Wind – The electricity generated from wind

turbines depends on the wind speed. A

feasibility study will help you assess the

placement for a turbine and estimate the

amount of electricity it can potentially generate.

Hydro – Energy from running water can be

harnessed in different ways and used to

generate electricity. The potential energy in

water at a height is converted into kinetic

energy at the bottom of a drop, either in a

dam or the natural fall of a river, by a turbine

that generates electricity.

Solar – Energy from the sun can be used to

generate electricity or heat. On a small-scale,

two types of solar technology are currently

available on the market, solar cells and solar

thermal. Solar cell technologies, also called

photovoltaic cells, convert energy from the sun

into electricity. Solar thermal technologies on

the other hand convert energy from the sun

into heat using a fluid system.

Combined heat and power – Traditional

power stations, such as coal-burning plants,

run to produce electricity also produce large

amounts of ‘waste’ heat, often stored in

cooling towers. Combined heat and power

(CHP) technologies capture that ‘waste’ heat

and use it to heat industrial processes,

businesses, and homes.
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Rather than using both gas and electricity

to separately light and heat buildings, with

CHP just one power source (gas, electricity,

biomass, solid fuels, to name a few) is used

to efficiently generate all the heat and light

needed. The technology has now evolved to

the point that businesses with heat and light

requirements above that of a normal family

home can use CHP boilers to meet their

requirements at a lower cost and with fewer

carbon emissions. The larger the company,

the more economical it becomes.

Heat pumps – Any device that moves heat

from one location to another is a ‘heat pump’.

For example, a refrigerator extracts heat from

inside the cabinet where food is stored and

expels it out the back as waste heat. Those

devices that reverse the process, generate

heat for buildings or water tanks by moving

heat from outside to inside.

Air source heat pumps move air from outside

to heat inside air, or to heat a water tank.

Ground source heat pumps, also called

geothermal heat pumps, extract heat from the

ground and transfer it inside air or water tanks.

Heat pumps are now used as an efficient

technology to heat buildings and water tanks.

Low-carbon vehicles – There is a broad range

of low-carbon energy technologies available

on the market for road vehicles, including fully

electric cars or hybrid vehicles that run on

both batteries and petrol.

The table on the following page will give

you an idea of some of the advantages and

disadvantages of the different low-carbon

technologies.
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By 2020, the UK 
Government is aiming
for around 40% of
electricity to be from
low-carbon sources,
such as renewable 
energy generation.ix
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Type of Low-carbon
Technology Advantages Disadvantages

Wind – A highly favourable climate in the UK – Intermittent supply of energy due to changing winds

– Turbines qualify for feed-in tariffs – Planning permission is needed to install turbines

Solar – Low maintenance costs – Large initial investments

– Solar technologies qualify for feed-in tariffs – Need for a large enough area, such as a strong roof,
that receives direct sunlight

Hydro – Highly efficient and long-lasting technologies – Need to be located near a water source

– A high level of predictability according to annual – High initial investment costs
rainfall patters

Combined Heat – Highly reliable – High noise levels
and Power – Technologies qualify for enhanced capital allowances – Volumes of hot gas to be handled from the exhaust

– Technologies qualify for feed-in tariffs

Heat Pumps – Highly reliable, ground source pumps in particular – Need for electricity to heat

– Highly durable technologies that require low maintenance – Need for land space with good access for ground

– Pumps can qualify for Enhanced Capital Allowance
source, and outside the building for air source pumps

– High installation costs for ground source pumps
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For information on the advantages and

disadvantages of the different types of 

low-carbon vehicles, see the Further

Resources below.

Further Resources

The National Energy Foundation offers

assessment and feasibility studies, as

well as seminars and training in different

renewable energy technologies:

http://www.nef.org.uk.

Under the Low-carbon Buildings Programme

you can apply for grants of up to £2,500 from

DECC for a range of low-carbon technologies

from wind turbines to solar photovoltaic

panels. For a full list of technologies, see:

http://www.lowcarbonbuildings.org.uk/

Microgeneration-Technologies.

For information on micro-generation

technologies and planning considerations,

and a list of certified installers, see the

Microgeneration Certification Scheme website:

http://www.microgenerationcertification.org.

The Renewable Energy Association website

provides information on technological

developments and policies effecting renewable

energy generation: http://www.r-e-a.net.

If your business 
is looking for ways 
of getting involved in
the renewable energy
industry, you can
apply to The Carbon
Trust for an Applied
Research Grant of 
up to £500,000.
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Further Resources – By Technology

For information on each of the specific

technologies, see the websites of the

organisations listed here.

Wind

• The British Wind Energy Association

http://www.bwea.com

Solar

• The Solar Trade Association

http://www.solar-trade.org.uk

Hydro

• The British Hydro Association

http://www.british-hydro.org

Combined Heat and Power

• The pages on ‘CHP Focus’, the government

initiative managed by DECC

http://chp.decc.gov.uk

Heat Pumps

• The Heat Pump Association

http://www.feta.co.uk

Low-carbon Vehicles

• http://www.lowcvp.org.uk
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Low-carbon Energy Technology – 
The Opportunities in Different Sectors

As the different markets for low-carbon energy

generating technologies grow, there will also

be opportunities for businesses across a

variety of sectors to become involved in the

design, construction, manufacturing, as well

as the installation and servicing for both small

and large projects.

Construction

Unlike other types of power generation, most

renewable energies can be generated on a

range of scales, from micro level fittings,

such as solar panels on the roof tops of small

buildings, to very large systems, such as 

offshore wind farms. You can work on the

installation of small scale renewable

technologies, or contribute to the construction

of infrastructure for the larger systems.

You could also investigate the options in

infrastructure for new low-carbon vehicles, such

as the charging stations for electric vehicles.

Manufacturing

While the manufacturers of renewable energy

technologies such as wind turbines tend to be

larger companies, there are opportunities for

small and medium-sized manufacturers to

design and produce components for the same.

You can design and manufacture specialised

parts for the renewable energy technologies,

for maintenance tools and equipment, or for

low-carbon vehicles.

Services

The growing low-carbon energy technology

sector in particular will need specialists across

a range of subject areas. Builders will need to

know how to set up and install small-scale

renewable energy generators such as solar

panels in homes and offices, and the much

larger projects that are taking off such as the

large offshore wind farms will require skilled

technicians and engineers to build and

maintain them.

As new technologies are developed and

companies seek to enter the low-carbon

markets, they will require support from

professional services. Opportunities exist for

new financial products, such as insurance

and investment. Investors keen to get involved

in these rapidly growing sectors will also

require specialist advice, particularly as this

is a new area for many institutional and

private investors.
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Other Opportunities

This section has highlighted only a few areas

and examples because it would be impossible

to detail all the opportunities available for small

and medium-sized businesses in the emerging

low-carbon economy. If you have questions

regarding a particular opportunity or sector,

you can contact Business Link.

Financing

• Research and Development Relief for

Corporation Tax – If your organisation

meets the definition of a small or medium

enterprise (SME) for Research and

Development (R&D), you can claim higher

tax relief on allowable costs. See the

Business Link pages on R&D:

http://www.businesslink.gov.uk.

• Low-carbon Energy Demonstration – You

can apply for a financial assistance from the

Solutions for Business for demonstration

activity in order to commercially exploit

R&D in energy generating technologies.

See: http://online.businesslink.gov.uk.

• The Applied Research Scheme – 

You can apply for a grant, subject to certain

requirements, from The Carbon Trust to

develop a low-carbon technology:

http://www.carbontrust.co.uk.
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Case Study – Renewable Devices
Swift Turbines Ltd

Renewable Devices Swift Turbines Ltd, a

manufacturer in Edinburgh, developed a

micro wind turbine for building rooftops.

The company was awarded an Ashden

Award for sustainable energy in 2005 for

the design of the ‘Swift’ turbine that

meets the technological, aesthetic and

practical challenges of rooftop devices.32
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http://www.businesslink.gov.uk/bdotg/action/detail?r.s=sc&r.l4=1083661497&r.l1=1073858808&r.lc=en&r.l3=1083661654&r.l2=1083661495&type=RESOURCES&itemId=1083661823&lang=_w
http://online.businesslink.gov.uk/bdotg/action/gsdDetail?r.s=sl&r.lc=en&type=GSD&itemId=1082655016
http://www.carbontrust.co.uk/emerging-technologies/help-develop-my-technology/Pages/Default.aspx
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Reports

• Intergovernmental Panel on Climate

Change. Fourth Assessment Report –

Synthesis Report. Geneva: IPCC, 2007.

http://www.ipcc.ch

• Stern, Nicholas. The Economics of Climate

Change: The Stern Report. Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 2007

• EU UNEP (2008), The Economics of

Ecosystems and Biodiversity – An Interim

Report, Brussels: European Communities

Websites

• BBC Climate Change:

http://www.bbc.co.uk/climate

• UK Climate Projections:

http://ukclimateprojections.defra.gov.uk

• Met Office: http://www.metoffice.gov.uk

• UK Climate Impacts Programme:

http://www.ukcip.org.uk

The Further Resources listed below include

those cited in the text plus additional

resources. They are arranged in alphabetical

order according to topic, and within each topic

according to the type of resource – books,

financing, websites etc. Of the many further

resources available on any topic, those below

have been selected based on potential

relevance to small and medium-sized

businesses in the UK.

Climate Change

Books

• Giddens, Anthony. The Politics of Climate

Change. Cambridge: Polity, 2009

• Henson, Robert. The Rough Guide to

Climate Change. London: Penguin, 2006

• Houghton, John. Global Warming: The

Complete Briefing

FURTHER RESOURCES
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Consulting, Information and Advice

Organisations

• England – Business Link:

http://www.businesslink.gov.uk, 

0845 600 9006

• Northern Ireland – NI Business Info

http://www.nibusinessinfo.co.uk

• Scotland – Business Gateway:

http://www.bgateway.com, 0845 609 6611

• Wales – Flexible Support for Business:

http://www.business-support-wales.gov.uk,

030006 6 03000

• The Carbon Trust: helpline 0800 085 2005

http://www.carbontrust.co.uk

• The Energy Savings Trust: 

helpline 0800 512 012

http://www.energysavingtrust.org.uk

• Global Action Plan 

http://www.globalactionplan.org.uk
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Websites

• Businessgreen.com:

http://www.businessgreen.com

• Edie: http://www.edie.net

• LowCarbonEconomy.com:

http://www.lowcarboneconomy.com

Energy

Books

• Mackay, David. Sustainable Energy –

without the hot air. Cambridge: UIT, 2009

Financing

• Enhanced Capital Allowance (ECA):

www.eca.gov.uk/etl

• The Carbon Trust: www.carbontrust.co.uk

Websites

• The National Energy Foundation:

http://www.nef.org.uk.

• The National Insulation Association:

www.nationalinsulationassociation.org.uk

• Which?: http://www.which.co.uk

Government Departments and Policies

International

• The United Nations Framework Convention

on Climate Change:

http://www.unfccc.int/2860.php

• The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate

Change: http://www.ipcc.ch

• The European Environment Agency:

http://www.eea.europa.eu

UK Departments

• The Department for Business, Innovation

and Skills (BIS): http://www.bis.gov.uk

• The Department of Energy and Climate

Change (DECC): http://www.decc.gov.uk

• The Department for Environment, Food 

and Rural Affairs (Defra):

http://www.defra.gov.uk

• The Environment Agency:

http://www.environment-agency.gov.uk

• Solutions for Business: www.businesslink.

gov.uk/solutionsforbusiness/iyre

UK Policies

• NetRegs: http://www.netregs.gov.uk

Low-carbon Technologies

Financing:

• Research and Development Relief for

Corporation Tax: see Business Link website

• Low-carbon Energy Demonstration: 

see Business Link website

• The Applied Research Scheme: 

see The Carbon Trust website

http://www.businesslink.gov.uk


Trade Associations

• The British Wind Energy Association:

http://www.bwea.com

• British Hydro Association:

http://www.british-hydro.org

• The Combined Heat and Power

Association: http://www.chpa.co.uk

• The Heat Pump Association:

http://www.heatpumps.org.uk

Websites

• Eco connect: http://www.eco-connect.com

• The Cleantech Group:

http://www.cleantech.com

Transport

Financing

• Enhanced Capital Allowance (ECA):

http://www.eca.gov.uk/etl

• The Vehicle Certification Agency:

http://www.vcacarfueldata.org.uk

Websites

• Conference Genie:

http://www.conferencegenie.co.uk

• Liftshare: http://www.liftshare.com/uk

• MyRouteOnline:

http://www.myrouteonline.com

• Transport for London (TfL):

http://www.tfl.gov.uk

Waste

Financing

• The Carbon Trust:

http://www.carbontrust.co.uk

Organisations

• Waste and Resources Action Programme

(WRAP): http://www.wrap.org.uk

Websites

• Recycle Now: http://www.recyclenow.com

• Recycle-more: http://www.recycle-more.co.uk

• Waste Online:

http://www.wasteonline.org.uk

Water

Financing

• Enhanced Capital Allowance (ECA):

http://www.eca-water.gov.uk

• The Carbon Trust:

http://www.carbontrust.co.uk

Websites

• Waterwise: http://www.waterwise.org.uk

• The Green Building Store:

http://www.greenbuildingstore.co.uk

• The UK Rainwater Harvesting Association:

http://www.ukrha.org

FURTHER RESOURCES
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In this section you will find some background

information on the science of climate change,

how it impacts upon business in terms of

resources, energy prices, and what actions

the UK Government has taken to tackle

the problem.

As you can see from this diagram, solar

radiation passes through the atmosphere,

heating the earth. Some of the heat escapes

back into space, but greenhouse gases

retain the heat, slowly warming the planet.

APPENDIX
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Greenhouse Gases

Carbon Dioxide (CO2) is released when

fossil fuels are burned, when forests are cut

down and when plants decompose. It is the

key contributor, through sheer volume, to

climate change.

Methane (CH4) is released by agriculture,

cattle farming, buildings and factories.

Nitrous oxide (N2O) is an industrial by-

product. It makes up about 12% of the

greenhouse gases in the atmosphere but has

about 300 times the effect of CO2 on warming.

Chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) and

hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs) are used in air

conditioning and refrigeration equipment,

and when released during the manufacturing,

leakage and disposal of equipment they

contribute to warming.

Ozone (O3) plays a useful role in the strato-

sphere by protecting the Earth from ultraviolet

light but in the low atmosphere it is a pollutant

that causes respiratory damage in animals.

Water vapour (H2O) also acts as a green-

house gas in that it stores heat. Rising levels

of water vapour could instigate a ‘positive

feedback mechanism’, an increasing loop of

cause and effect whereby rising levels cause

rising temperatures that in turn lead to greater

evaporation from oceans, which further

increases the amount of water vapour in

the atmosphere.33
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The Science of Climate Change

Since the Industrial Revolution much of global

society has become dependent on fossil fuels,

coal, oil and gas, which when burned emit

carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases

into the atmosphere. Fossil fuels are routinely

used to generate electricity and heat buildings,

operate machinery and appliances and drive

transportation. Industrialisation and population

growth have also led to changes in land use –

cutting down tropical and subtropical forests,

cultivating grasslands and increasing cattle

farming – all of which add to the stock of

greenhouse gases in the atmosphere.

These trends have upset the Earth’s natural

balance between the emission and absorption

of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases.

Ever more infrared radiation is prevented from

escaping into space, and is causing a warming

trend around the globe. Rising temperatures

are in turn leading to changes in the global

climate. The impacts of climate change include

droughts, heat waves, floods and rising sea

levels from melting ice caps. They are already

being felt and are predicted to become more

intense in the future.34

In the UK, homes, businesses and public

institutions could be affected by more

frequent and more severe storms, more heat

waves in the summer, and rising sea levels

and flooding throughout the year. Companies

in or supplying sectors such as agriculture,

fisheries, forestry, insurance, tourism, water

and construction are particularly vulnerable

to those physical impacts.

In addition to future physical risks, all

companies will face regulatory risks such as

tougher energy efficiency standards and a

price on carbon, as the government takes

action to combat climate change.35 The UK

is also likely to face knock-on effects from

the devastating impacts of climate change

elsewhere in the world, including increased

flooding, drought and disease, which will

create ‘climate refugees’, people forced to

leave their countries as their homes and

livelihoods are destroyed.

Further Resources

For more on the impacts of climate change

around the UK, including an interactive

regional map, see the UK Climate Projects

website developed by the Department for

Environment Food and Rural Affairs:

http://ukclimateprojections.defra.gov.uk.
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Rising Energy Prices

In both public and private sector organisations,

people are looking beyond fossil fuels for

alternative sources of energy. Even those who

are not convinced of the urgency of the need

to stop climate change, are motivated to act

in the face of diminishing reserves, energy

security issues and the scope for cost savings.

Fossil fuels are finite natural resources. As the

global demand for energy rises, more and

more pressure is put on the diminishing fossil

fuel reserves. While there is much debate

about the extent of reserves of coal, oil and

gas, there is no doubt that they are becoming

tougher to find and they will peak at some

point.36 Falling reserves will push prices up.

For the last 20 years North Sea oil and gas

have largely met energy demands in the UK,

but they are now in decline.37 To ensure an

uninterrupted supply, 25% of gas used in 2008

was imported, a percentage that is predicted

to rise, and if left unchecked, could represent

an important security risk for the country.38

New government policies, such as a carbon

tax or a reduction in subsidies for fossil fuels,

can add further upward pressure on prices. As

a result, businesses of all sizes will face higher

energy bills, despite a slight drop in 2008 due

to the economic downturn.

Further Resources

For a no-nonsense explanation of energy use

at an individual scale and the viability of

different low-carbon technologies, see David

MacKay’s Sustainable Energy – without the

hot air, which can be downloaded for free from

his website: http://www.withouthotair.com.
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Diminishing Resources

Ecosystems, natural resources, and plant and

animal species upon which all life depends

are being degraded and over-exploited. Even

renewable resources such as water, fish

stocks and forests are decreasing as the

rate at which people consume them exceeds

that of their regeneration.39

The over-consumption of natural resources

also contributes to climate change. For

example, deforestation to convert land for

farming or to supply the timber industry not

only releases carbon dioxide but also triggers

erosion, decreases underground water

supplies and destroys natural carbon sinks.

The relationship between biodiversity and

climate change flows in two ways. Rising

temperatures, melting ice caps and an

increasing number of droughts and flooding

are threatening an unprecedented number of

species with extinction. In turn the loss of

biodiversity weakens the resilience of

ecosystems to climate change.

The degradation of land and marine-based

ecosystems and the loss of biodiversity will

harm societies around the globe, whether

through diminishing fresh water supplies or the

loss of medicinal plant species. Businesses

that rely directly or indirectly on natural

resource inputs such as land, water, or fish

risk falling revenues and share prices. 

Further Resources

To learn more about the economic costs of

the loss of biodiversity and the degradation

of ecosystems, see the joint United Nations

and European Union report ‘The economics

of ecosystems and biodiversity – 

An interim report’, available online at:

http://www.teebweb.org.
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The UK Government and
Climate Change

New government policies in response

to climate change can constitute either a

cost or an opportunity for businesses. In

July 2009, the government announced a goal

of increasing the amount of electricity that is

generated from renewable sources five-fold in

the UK by 2020 to reach the target of 30%.40

The main pieces of legislation aimed at

encouraging the transition to a low-carbon and

more resource efficient economy are and will

continue to affect large businesses. However,

here are some examples of key pieces of

legislation that will also have an impact on

small and medium-sized businesses:

Energy Policy – The Climate Change Levy

of 2001 is a tax on energy use by industry,

commerce, agriculture, and the public sector.

The tax is offset by cuts in National Insurance

contributions and additional support for energy

efficiency schemes and renewable sources of

energy.41 If you switch your electricity supply

from fossil fuel to renewable sources, you will

be exempt from paying the levy.

Buildings Policy – As of 2008, any building that

is constructed, sold or rented in the UK must

have an Energy Performance Certificate, which

indicates the energy efficiency of buildings in

the UK. The government has set targets to

make all new housing ‘zero carbon’ by 2016

and new commercial buildings by 2019.

Vehicles Policy – The UK Government will

be passing legislation in response to the

standards for passenger cars and light-weight

vans set by the European Parliament. The aim

is for manufacturers of that type of vehicle to

attain 120g CO2/km by 2012.

Further Resources

NetRegs is a government organisation that

provides free environmental information for

small and medium-sized businesses across

the UK. For updates on new and changing

legislation, visit the NetRegs website:

http://www.netregs.gov.uk.

For information on changes in specific areas

of environmental legislation, see the websites

of the following government departments: 

BIS – http://www.bis.gov.uk; 

DECC – http://www.decc.gov.uk; 

Defra – http://www.defra.gov.uk; 

Environment Agency –

http://www.environment-agency.gov.uk; 

Department for Transport –

http://www.dft.gov.uk.
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