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A Green, Public Investment Bank 

Labour resolves to create well-financed green public investment 

banks in every region of the UK 

A Green New Deal would see seismic change across the whole of the UK, creating mass 
investment in green technologies, a jobs revolution in low carbon sectors and transitions in 
agricultural and ecological sectors. This change is the only socially, morally and economically 
appropriate one in the recognition of the damage a climate-changed world would bring.  From 
retrofitting homes to transitioning our agricultural system, to investment in green technologies, a 
Green New Deal would tackle the climate crisis and create economic justice in areas of the UK 
that have been left behind for decades. A green, publicly owned, National Investment Bank will 
be a key engine of this change, providing the investment and support for businesses and 
consumers that the private sector has, for the past several decades, failed to do.  

This policy report will outline how a Green New Deal would reorient areas of the financial sector 
to create lasting and sustainable change through funding a national investment strategy and 
providing the capital needed to support our green transformation. 

Why a publicly owned National Investment Bank?  
The City of London is one of the largest financial hubs in the world. Despite this, the UK suffers 
from chronic under-investment in its citizens, infrastructure and public services. Meanwhile, the 
risks private financial institutions take have public impacts when they go wrong, as witnessed in 
2008, when under-regulated banks plunged the economy, and the globe, into a recession. The 
overall structure of the financial system shapes the everyday lives of people in the UK, whether 
it's through massively overinflated house prices or the underfunding of green projects, 
cooperatives, and community interest companies. 

Even after the financial crisis, the banking sector in the UK is notably commercialised. Private 
financial institutions operate purely driven by the profit incentive, meaning that projects can 
receive funding irrespective of their impact on workers, the environment or their local 
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community. Whilst the private sector is becoming more vocal about the scale of the crisis, 
commercial banks continue to pour billions into fossil fuel projects. And although large 
institutions have been forced to take on greater safeguards in fear of another financial crisis, it 
has not fixed the fundamental problem that lending to financial speculation and inflated asset 
classes, such as housing, is highly lucrative. Meanwhile, deindustrialised communities have 
been left without the lifeline they need - both in terms of finance for projects and businesses, 
and access to banking services themselves.  
  
Private finance has failed to prepare the UK for the future. A public alternative has the capacity 
to create huge change. Harnessing a Green New Deal, and the power of public banking, to 
ensure that future change tackles the environmental and economic injustices this country faces 
will be of paramount importance.  

The Bank’s Mandate 
Public development banks have precedent as a policy tool to support public policy and provide 
targeted, low-cost investment. Recently, governments in major economies such as China and 
Germany have begun using their countries’ public development banks to tackle some of the 21st 
century’s most pressing challenges.  

A newly established bank in the UK would have the capacity to work alongside the government 
to promote a national industrial strategy by ensuring industries and areas central to a GND 
receive the support they need. The bank’s mandate would focus not just on reducing carbon 
emissions, but also set meaningful and binding targets on what’s required to get to there. A 
detailed understanding of what tackling the environmental and ecological crises looks like, and 
how we get there, would drive the bank’s mission.  

The UK government currently has two financial institutions focused on investment; the newly 
unveiled Infrastructure Bank, and the British Business Bank. The Infrastructure Bank, operated 
as an independent institution but on the Treasury’s balance sheet, aims to tackle climate change 
and support regional economic growth. Yet the Tories’ initiative fails on both counts, with the 
Office for Budget Responsibility finding the bank’s £1.5bn annual investment would not lead to 
economic growth, and Ed Miliband arguing its mandate isn’t strict enough to ensure it only 
makes investments that are compatible with a low-carbon, resilient economy. Furthermore, 
Conservative governments have a bad track record when it comes to building stable, impactful 
public financial institutions. Their last attempt, the Green Investment Bank established in 2012, 
was privatised five years later. 
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The British Business Bank (BBB), established in 2014 under the Coalition government, aims to 
provide capital and expertise to small and medium enterprises (SMEs). The BBB has two key 
shortcomings. Firstly, the bank’s mandate is narrower in focus than comparable state-funded 
public banks, focusing solely on correcting market failures in supplying finance for small 
businesses. Secondly, the Bank’s funding of £200m per annum is insufficient relative to the size 
of the UK economy. In comparison, the German KfW lends £70bn annually.   

By rolling these institutions into one, and creating a collective mandate for implementing a 
Green New Deal, we would be in a position to tackle the climate crisis whilst maintaining and 
developing the expertise and organisational infrastructure that exists within the civil service. On 
a national level, it would see the department for Business Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS) 
outlining strategic goals. Where BEIS goals align with the Bank’s mandate, financial support 
would be provided. Labour’s 2019 manifesto proposed the establishment of a £250bn ‘Green 
Transformation Fund’, which, through recognition of the challenge climate change poses us, 
committed the necessary resources to tackle the climate crisis.  

The NIB’s mandate would be drawn from this rationale and the recognition that whilst an 
existential threat the climate crisis, if handled properly, presents an opportunity to create a more 
fair and prosperous society.  

Regionality 
The Green National Investment Bank (GNIB) would be responsible for supporting and advising 
regional banks. Whether it’s the necessary revitalisation and investment of deindustrialised 
towns, harnessing the concentration of renewable energy found off the island’s coastal line, or 
the low-carbon green service jobs that will be central to the pandemic recovery, the UK’s 
economic and environmental landscape is complex and diverse. Regional banks would be 
tasked with understanding, and capitalising on, these diversities to ensure the people and 
projects that need it are receiving funding. This would align it with other successful examples of 
national banks. India’s National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development (NABARD), for 
example, has had success in developing India’s rural economy through providing expertise and 
finance. 

Regional branches of the National Investment Bank would draw on local organisations and 
experience in shaping their investment agenda. Specifically, this can be achieved in cooperation 
with Regional Transition Assemblies, as part of the localised aspect of a Green New Deal 
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industrial strategy. Regional Transition Assemblies draw from local employers, trade unions, 
organisations and the local community and would play a key role in ensuring local participation 
and accountability shaped the bank’s actions.  

A national organization with regional branches would also provide the level of financial and 
technical knowledge required to manage and deliver transition projects which is often lacking in 
local government. In-house sector experts, specialising on the range of changes required 
across the economy, would be able to provide initial consultancy and advice that would typically 
be inaccessible for firms or projects competing for private investment. From new energy storage 
technology solutions, to complicated infrastructure projects, to small scale community led 
initiatives, a NIB would have the capacity to coordinate and scale these changes at a level 
which the private market has not been able to offer.  

The paper will outline three services a NIB would provide to support a Green Jobs revolution; 
infrastructure loans, innovation loans, and business loans. All three are essential parts of the 
transition. 

Infrastructure Loans 
The infrastructure division of the GNIB would carry out two functions in financing a green new 
deal. Firstly, it would provide financing for infrastructure projects. Secondly, it would provide both 
financing and technical assistance for local authority initiatives.  

The infrastructure arm of a GNIB would support private infrastructure projects with a number of 
available financing tools, offering companies debt (lending money), equity investing (where the 
state purchases some ownership of the company) and guarantees (where the state acts as a 
‘guarantor’ for another party’s loan). A public bank taking a leading role in financing and 
directing UK infrastructure would tackle a three decade long period of underinvestment in the 
UK’s infrastructure. The infrastructure division could focus on providing concessional (i.e. below 
market-rate) finance to projects that offer a direct return on investment as well as a breadth of 
external, social benefits. In particular, it would target projects which might otherwise struggle to 
attract finance, owing to perceived risks while they are still in the construction phase or 
unconventional structures. These projects could include funding for housing associations, the 
construction of infrastructure such as hospitals or adaptation measures like flood defences, and 
privately run networks, such as transport links throughout the UK or new energy like hydrogen 
supply infrastructure.  
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These kinds of infrastructure loans used to be provided by the European Investment Bank (EIB). 
The EIB’s removal of funding for infrastructure projects has implications for offshore energy 
turbines, Crossrail and development of our housing, school and hospital infrastructure. A new 
public investment bank is vital to fill this gap in funding and provide loans for infrastructure 
developments organised by large firms, local authorities, nationalised utilities, and housing 
associations.  

Local Authority Loans 
One of the means through which a national and regional green investment bank would support 
a green transition can be offering local authorities, and public banks, access to capital at a local 
authority lending rate. As it stands, Local Authorities cannot borrow for day to day spending but 
they can for investment and infrastructure. They currently borrow from the Public Works Loan 
Board at gilt rates plus 80 basis points. Offering local authorities access to more affordable, 
central government backed loans, alongside in-house expertise from the GNIB, can act as the 
catalyst for locally-driven change, providing financing for energy projects, locally-based 
cooperatives and housing projects. For example, local authorities might be able to coordinate a 
plan for retrofitting buildings across their area, drawing on skills offered by coops and private 
firms, and bundling the overall programme into a single product financed by the GNIB - which 
otherwise would never attract large-scale finance from commercial institutions. The locally-
driven change will be vital to ensuring a more just, environmentally sustainable society, and a 
GNIB can provide local authorities with access to the resources and expertise needed to realise 
these changes.  

Innovation loans 
What do innovation loans do? 
Another key function of the GNIB would be providing capital to high risk, high reward innovative 
programmes that currently have difficulty accessing capital. When research institutions and 
businesses uncover new technologies a major obstacle to achieving scale or ironing out 
problems can be access to resources. In return for financial support, the state can take part 
ownership, or ‘equity’, of these companies, reversing the prevailing neoliberal trend of 
privatising profits but socialising losses. Furthermore, state involvement would prevent price 
gouging or technology hoarding of vital decarbonisation technology, potentially a vital feature in 
ensuring an internationalist green new deal.   
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Private finance, focused on short term profits and projects, is less interested in longer-term 
investments that carry inherent risk but could lead - and in a climate context, are necessary for - 
to improved long-term public welfare. The state is financially sovereign and thus able to tolerate 
higher levels of risk and think on a longer-term time frame, to provide the ‘patient capital’  that 
innovation needs to flourish. Furthermore, when private investors finance a successful 
technology, their incentive is to limit access or charge monopoly prices for as long as they hold 
the patent. They are also unmoved by second-order problems created by the mass roll-out of 
new products, such as resource scarcity and conflict linked to battery technology. We cannot 
afford for the technologies needed to counter the climate crisis to be withheld, exploited, or 
compromised by further issues of social or environmental justice - this will cause the transition 
to fail. 

As economist Mariana Mazzucato argues in her book ‘The Entrepreneurial State: debunking 
public vs. private sector myths’, orthodox economics falls short in its limiting of the role of the 
state to fixing ‘market failures’. It was government funding for the internet, GPS, touch screen 
displays and voice activated technology that underpin smartphones. Similarly, initial government 
investment in biotech and nanotech have been central to these sectors’ development. 
Government investment also leads to further ‘cross pollination’ in research and development. 
NASA’s digital image processing, originally developed as part of the Apollo Lunar Landing 
Programme, is now integral to medical technologies such as CAT and MRI scans.  

Why are they needed  
Despite these well-understood benefits the UK suffers from chronic underfunding in R&D 
relative to its peers (Fig 1). Private finance has proved reluctant to invest in long time projects 
with uncertain rewards, instead waiting until there are more certain outcomes. The case of 
graphene, the wonder material developed by Manchester University, makes this clear. 
Graphene, the thinnest material known to man, has applications as widespread as phone 
screens, batteries, drug delivery, and retinas. Yet, despite its potentially revolutionary properties, 
the private sector within the UK has been unprepared to invest in its commercial development 
until it is closer to market. The result has been a complete failure of the UK to explore the 
potentials of the material discovered here. Using patents as a proxy for research focus, we see 
that South Korea’s top patenter, Samsung, has nearly 500 patents. This compares to the UK’s 
top institution, Manchester University, having 12.  

A GNIB, operating alongside a focused industrial strategy and within a revised patent 
framework, would be in the position to support this research from the outset. It could take a 
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longer timeframe approach and recognise that technological development will be vital in tackling 
‘hard to reach’ emitting sectors, such as steel and concrete manufacturing. Innovation, as has 
been outlined in the section on investing in green technologies, has a key role to play in our 
transition to low carbon economy and overcoming the environmental crises.  

Gross Domestic Spending on GDP, 2000-2019 

 
Figure 1. Source: OECD 

How would they work? 
The innovation arm of the NIB would work with all parts of the innovation ecosystem - such as 
UK Research & Innovation, our world-leading universities, the Catapult Network, NESTA and 
innovative firms - to identify opportunities for making strategic public investments across the 
innovation chain. Working hand in hand with these pioneering institutions, public innovation 
loans would both help drive a green transition and ensure that investment was happening for, 
and on behalf of, the public good. Conditions on the use of patents or products developed with 
support from the NIB would include forcing firms to make new methods open source for public 
authorities to use. High-tech companies which receive public loans could be required to meet 
certain standards for workers rights, helping to make the tech sector more inclusive and 
egalitarian. 

 8

https://www.ukri.org
https://catapult.org.uk
https://www.nesta.org.uk


Labour for a Green New Deal, Labour Party Conference 21 

Business Loans 
A third division of the GNIB would be focused on business loans, assisting companies to 
achieve their transition to net-zero and enact the Labour Party’s wider industrial strategy. 

Delivering on the bank’s mandate, focused not just on transitioning to net zero emissions but 
also targeting the sustainability of key sectors such as infrastructure, manufacturing and 
agriculture will require large scale change within the private sector. GNIB can help facilitate this 
change by supporting businesses that need help in undergoing this change – for example, by 
providing loans for retrofitting commercial properties, transitioning away from fossil fuel-based 
transport, or adapting agricultural practices to reduce their environmental and ecological 
practices. Aspects of a Green New Deal will be impacted by business; from an agricultural 
transition to developing green technologies, to construction materials for the energy transition, 
the private sector has a role to play in achieving net-zero. Whilst government policy and 
regulation will undoubtedly be the driving force for this change, equipping businesses that align 
with the strategic goals and values of a Labour government with the means to adapt to these 
changes will be instrumental in a GND’s implementation.  

Loan criteria 
In order to ensure that this area of the bank aligns with the broader aims of the bank and the 
wider GND, criteria of what businesses and business activities would be eligible for financial 
support should be clear. The bank is not there to support or bail out failing businesses unless 
part of a wider Green New Deal or Just Transition strategy. Eligibility should be tied to the bank’s 
mandate, and a broad understanding of what constitutes a ‘green job’. This should also target 
businesses that otherwise may not receive private financial support – either because of the size 
of the company (small and medium-sized enterprises, which are essential to regional 
development) or because the need for capital is based on climate change adaptation which 
cannot easily be monetised. Cooperatives, particularly, should be supported as part of the 
bank’s targeted business support. Cooperatives are businesses owned and controlled by their 
members and tend to be more productive and more likely to survive their first five years than 
their counterparts. Cooperatives have an important role to play in fostering healthy changes to 
the nature of work in the UK, and in creating an economic model that empowers and rewards 
workers whilst protecting the planet. As a result, they should be a key target area for the GNIB. 
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M a s s i n v e s t m e n t i n g r e e n 

technologies 

Labour resolves to support mass investment in green 

technologies 

Green technology sits at the forefront of climate change mitigation and will be pivotal in moving 
away from fossil fuel produced energy and minimising our environmental impact. Despite the 
often futuristic proposals of green technologists, many of the tools we need to fight climate 
change already exist. Key examples of this include building insulation and public transport, 
which are covered extensively within Labour for a Green New Deal’s policy report. Instead, this 
policy justification focuses on the technologies we will need to meet our increased energy 
demand as we undergo decarbonisation. Often, investment is required for early-stage 
technologies but which will be vital to a decarbonised future (such as producing steel with) and 
those sectors where no viable zero-carbon alternatives (such as cement production). 

The first section of this justification looks at the problem of supplying enough electricity to meet 
the UK’s total energy demand through renewable energy. Assuming that the vast majority, if not 
all, energy will come from renewably generated electricity , then the total amount of electricity 1

available will need to be increased significantly. While significant attention has been given to the 
need to decarbonise the electricity grid (evidenced by the recent US commitment), the need to 
expand the capacity of the grid is chronically under discussed. This also raises other 
challenges, particularly around increased grid infrastructure, and opportunity, such as 
decentralised electricity production in people’s homes.  

 While funding should be allocated and CCS options explored, it is highly unlikely that CCS will be 1

deployable at scale to significantly offset the UK’s emissions in the next 30 years (Allwood et al., 2019). 
Similarly, while green hydrogen is a (physically) viable green alternative, the electricity required to 
produce it makes it a very inefficient use of renewable energy and therefore (given the expected shortage 
of renewable energy) unlikely to be a significant source of energy in the next 30 years.
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The second section looks at areas that are currently struggling to decarbonise (such as steel 
production and freight transport) and areas where no viable low carbon alternative currently 
exists. While the exact policy responses vary between the two groups of sectors, they are 
grouped by the need for significant government intervention, direction and action. Where 
sectors have avenues to decarbonisation but face barriers (whether financial, technical or 
otherwise) the government should work to remove these either through direction setting, 
procurement contracts or other support. Where current technology doesn’t exist the government 
needs to shift to a ‘mission economy’ to provide sufficient incentives, direction and financial 
support to find and implement solutions for these sectors.   

Finally, the advancement of, and investment in, green technology needs to be situated 
alongside a programme of reducing the materials and energy consumed in the UK. Allwood and 
Cullen have shown how the UK chronically over-consumes the amount of materials required to 
meet its current levels of consumption. Substantially greater efficiencies could also be made 
while not impacting our quality of life. This section does not go into detail on the type of process 
and consumption efficiencies that should occur under a Green New Deal (such as the retrofitting 
of houses) but any new green technology should be understood to occur alongside a process of 
significantly improving the energy and material efficiency of the UK.  

Mass investment in renewable energy, including grid 
infrastructure and decentralised energy capacity 
As shown in the 2019 Absolute Zero report, the expansion of the UK’s renewable sector at its 
current rate will not be sufficient to meet our energy demand by 2050. This highlights that the 
current renewable investment is insufficient to deploy renewables at the required rate. The 
percentage of renewable energy in the UK electricity grid is celebrated as a great success. 
However, such accolades rarely take into consideration the need to massively expand the 
amount of electricity we need to supply to decarbonise other sectors (such as allowing us to 
power our cars and heat our homes from electricity).  

It also tells us that we need to rapidly reduce our total demand for energy, demonstrating the 
importance of transitioning to more efficient forms of living, such as massive insulation of homes 
and buildings and shifting from private to public (and active) transport as much as possible.  

In 2018 just 18% of the energy consumed in the UK was from electricity, the rest of the energy 
consumption was from the direct consumption of fossil fuels (such as petrol in cars or industry 
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burning oil for heat). Of this 18% of electricity-based energy, just over half of this was from non-
emitting sources (including nuclear and hydro). This demonstrates why the deployment of 
renewable energy is required not just to decarbonise electricity production but as a precursor 
and essential element of decarbonising the entirety of the UK economy.  

Rapid deployment of renewable energy  
If we are to significantly increase electricity capacity then we need to rethink how we build and 
deploy renewable generating infrastructure such as solar panels and wind farms. It will also 
require research and investment in more novel times of renewably generated energy. We will 
cover each of these in turn.  

A Green New Deal’s expansion of renewable energy capacity will primarily take the form of 
large scale solar and wind farms, particularly where electricity seeks to replace conventional 
fossil fuel use in industry. Industrial hubs that are located near the coast (such as Newcastle, 
Middlesbrough and Edinborough) should also seek to utilise increased use of offshore wind. 
Novel examples of renewable deployment that should be explored include Riding Sunbeams, an 
organisation that seeks to directly link up renewable generation sources to electrified rail 
networks. As the rest of the UK rail network is electrified and construction work takes place, a 
GND should install solar panels alongside this newly electrified track to provide a direct source 
of renewable energy to the trains. A similar example in South Korea uses solar panels as a roof 
for a bike lane alongside a highway. The key is to rethink where renewable infrastructure is 
appropriate and expand its remit beyond farms and houses.  

Finally, an expansion of the UK’s renewable energy generation should take a more active 
approach in repurposing sites for renewable energy generation. Domestic and private aviation is 
not compatible with a net-zero future, and as such regional and private airfields could be 
repurposed as wind farms. An expansion of renewable energy should also explore novel ways 
of generating and storing renewable energy, for example, vertical wind turbines. Miniature 
vertical turbines can harness the power of passing objects such as people and vehicles to 
generate electricity, although on a much smaller scale. While important, researching novel forms 
of renewable energy harvesting should not replace the rapid deployment of currently available 
renewable technology. 
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Supporting people through decentralised energy production 
A mass retrofitting of the UK housing stock should also seek to install solar panels at zero or low 
cost on every house. Targeting low-income households would be especially beneficial as it 
would reduce household expenditures and bring people out of fuel poverty (alongside reducing 
heating costs through retrofits and heat pumps). Beyond increasing the amount of household 
electricity generated on rooftops, a Green New Deal should also support community and 
democratic ownership over the local electricity production. When new wind and solar farms are 
proposed by the government, priority should be given to local ownership or community 
ownership models. 

More broadly a decentralised approach to energy production needs to be adopted as a core part 
of a Green New Deal. This includes smaller forms of energy production and, where possible, 
bringing generation closer to the point of consumption, as is done in the example of linking solar 
panels to electrified rail systems. But more importantly, a decentralised energy system would 
allow individuals and household access to cheaper energy and greater control over their use. 

Supporting our grid infrastructure for a zero-carbon future 
A decentralised and renewable energy system needs significant investment to sustain it and 
make it fit for a decarbonised future. Four key issues need to be addressed: 

1. Grid expansion to transmit energy over long distances (wind turbines are typically 
located far away from the end-user). 

2. Grid improvements to account for a greater amount of energy in the grid. 
3. Ensuring that local grid networks can accommodate solar PV integration which typically 

has a much higher voltage than found in local grids. 
4. Improving the flexibility of the grid to account for an intermittent and uncertain production 

capacity. 

Solutions to these four problems need to be done at scale. In particular, the first three 
challenges can be resolved by significant investment in the grid. This includes building long-
distance transmission lines from areas where energy is produced (such as hills that make good 
sites for wind turbines) to towns and cities and increasing the grid capacity to account for 
additional supply and demand. 

Fossil fuel-based electricity infrastructure is primarily uni-directional and is not particularly well 
designed for decentralised electricity production. When energy supply exceeds demand in a 
local system it can cause damage to the utility grid. The chances of this occurring increase 
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when there is more localised solar power, however investment in local grids can stop this 
happening by ensuring that the excess supply has somewhere to go. Investment in the grid to 
accommodate for the two-way transmission of electricity (stemming from the large amount of 
decentralised energy installed as part of a GND) brings several benefits, such as decreased 
transmission and distribution losses and increased resilience.  

The fourth challenge is potentially the most difficult, requiring us to match demand to a supply 
that is largely beyond human control (i.e., the weather). Partial solutions to the challenge include 
demand reduction (such as insulation), battery storage, providing more intelligent uses of 
electricity (for example charging cars when there is excess supply) and Electricity Demand 
Reduction schemes. The reverse element of this (partially resolved through mass decentralised 
energy) is that a Green New Deal must work to ensure that vulnerable and poor communities do 
not suffer blackouts when supply is low due to energy hoarding or prioritised access. 

Government investment in decarbonisation  
One of the most challenging areas for a Green New Deal is how to decarbonise sectors that 
currently don’t have any viable alternative (at scale) to emissions-intensive production 
processes. This includes sectors that have production emissions (i.e., the very act of producing 
a material releases CO2) such as cement, and sectors where alternatives may exist but there 
are significant financial, technical or political barriers to mass deployment, such as the 
transportation of goods or the production of steel.  

A Green New Deal should not seek to proscribe technical solutions to decarbonise industry, 
particularly where specific solutions do not currently exist, although examples of potential 
technical solutions are given. However, in several sectors, potentially viable pathways to net-
zero emissions exist and are not pursued due to government inaction. This section starts by 
setting out how the government should support research and development into sectors where 
decarbonisation is currently impossible, before looking at how government investment can 
break down barriers currently preventing decarbonisation such as with steel production. Finally, 
the section concludes by setting out some broad principles for the governing of new technology 
and how it can be best utilised and shared to support a global effort to decarbonise.  
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Creating the conditions to find the green technologies of tomorrow  
As set out previously, a Green New Deal should not seek to prescribe the exact future 
innovation that will allow sectors to decarbonise . Instead, a GND should facilitate the conditions 2

where funding and research is directed to the areas required and ensure that research is 
conducted in the interest of the public good rather than purely for private profit. Where 

Box 1: Exploring new ways of storing energy  
There are a large number of research institutes and companies seeking new ways of storing 
energy and electricity without relying on lithium-ion batteries, due to the large requirement for 
lithium and other rare earth minerals (globally) and the finite amount of them. While none of 
these are currently at the scale of current battery technology they offer examples of the type 
of research that needs to be pursued to complement current battery development.  

One example is the use of small scale hydropower that can replicate traditional hydropower 
on smaller hills using denser liquid and pump this fluid upfill at times of excessive supply. It is 
worth caveating this with the fact that Dinorwig, the UK largest hydropower station only has a 
storage capacity of 9.1 GWh, suggesting that even a mass rollout of these alternatives is 
unlikely to meet our storage demand.  

The second area of research is harvesting kinetic energy in disused mine shafts through the 
winching of weights up shafts at times of high renewable energy supply and lowering them to 
generate electricity when supply is short. While potentially viable, there are only a small 
number of locations suitable and therefore unlikely to provide a scalable alternative to lithium-
ion batteries.  

While both these examples have their limitations, they are good examples of the type of 
research that needs to be conducted to meet the UK’s energy demand, in particular its 
intermittency problem, as well as recognizing that a number of different, solutions, ideas and 
research streams will be required to meet the UK’s decarbonisation requirement. 

 However it should be clear about the practicalities of specific future technologies, and the constraints of 2

particular technologies - such as green hydrogen. Similarly the outsized funding CCS for over the last 
20-30 years suggests that it should not be seen as a cure-all solution for GHG mitigation. This does not 
mean that we should not fund research into these areas but that the material practicalities of each 
technology needs to be each technology when planning for decarbonisation. 
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innovation and new technology does arise in the private sector the government should use the 
powers set out below to share and accelerate the deployment of this technology. 

There are three crucial elements required to create the conditions for developing new 
technology to allow us to decarbonise. Firstly, the government should be clearer in setting the 
pace of decarbonisation. This needs to include concrete targets for the interim and final 
decarbonisation of sectors. The UK government is already behind the Climate Change 
Committee who currently recommends targets and policies are set for other sectors in the same 
way that the phase-out of combustion cars were. 

Secondly, the state and the researchers involved should not be hampered by financial 
constraints, this includes requirements for projects to be ‘cost effective’ by traditional standards. 
A GND needs to rethink how the benefits from current projects are calculated, currently using 
the Government’s Green Book, which places outsized weight on productivity and GNP (which 
favors London) and little weight on environmental benefits, reducing inequality or wider 
technology spillovers.    

Finally, the government should seek to create markets for low carbon technology and 
processes. In the same way that a guaranteed purchaser provided pharmaceutical companies 
with the financial incentive to research and develop a COVID19 vaccine, setting up procurement 
contracts and requirements for low carbon materials would incentive additional activity in this 
area. For example, by requiring all state-backed projects to use zero-carbon steel by 2030, steel 
producers could begin to decarbonise while ensuring that there is a market for their new product 
(particularly if the cost is higher at the outset).  
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Deploying green technology 
When new technology is proven to be viable the state needs to take an active role in facilitating 
its rollout. This includes working with companies to increase production where relevant, provide 
infrastructure, particularly where changes might be disruptive, and working with companies to 
introduce new technology, particularly where it may not be financially viable or where 
businesses have a long investment cycle. 

A GND should place government involvement at the heart of deploying and scaling technologies 
to decarbonise as fast as possible. This is also the case where current decarbonisation 
technology already exists but is not being deployed fast enough. Governments driving the 
deployment of such technologies would generate wider benefits, principally through economies 
of scale in production.  

The revolutionary nature of the GND means that the state cannot shy away from innovative 
infrastructure building. Two potential examples of this are the electrification of rail lines and the 
use of pantographs (powering HGVs through overhead wiring) on motorways. The electrification 
of rail lines has stalled in the last 20 years and must be the key plank of any GND, given the 
vitality of a well functioning publicly-owned transport system. The second example is an 
example of how the movement of goods could be electrified, currently being trialled in Europe, 

Box 2: Multiple pathways to decarbonising the construction industry 
It is estimated that about 40% of global emissions come from the construction and use of 
buildings. The construction sector therefore has a key role to play in global decarbonisation 
efforts. This includes reducing the emissions involved in the construction sector and ensuring 
that buildings are built to sufficient standard that minimal heating and cooling are required.  

The construction of buildings themselves is one of the more challenging areas to decarbonise 
due to the vast amount of raw materials consumed. Bringing construction inline with net-zero 
will likely require a multi-pronged approach where the total demand for materials is reduced 
(either through better reuse of buildings or stop over-using resources), the substitution of 
currently used materials, for example replacing concrete and steel with sustainably sourced 
timber where possible, and finding alternative production processes for where the current 
material is required. The goal of multiple decarbonisation efforts is to reduce the total demand 
for the emitting substance such that if/when a new/alternative process of the product is 
discovered, its need is reduced and therefore can replace the remainder of the materials used 
quickly. 
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without reliance on excessively large batteries. As with the electrification of rail lines, the use of 
overhead power lines would be a relatively low tech means of providing renewably sourced 
electricity to HGVs .  3

While the government is currently waiting on battery or hydrogen technology to be viable for 
HGVs a perfectly viable option for carbon-neutral freight transport is available, the main barrier 
is the government investment in the pantograph network. Such infrastructure projects would 
also generate good, unionised green jobs across the country.  This example is not a prescriptive 
measure of what a GND should look like for freight transport but offers one example of how 
decarbonisation is held back by the governments' lack of willingness to invest in infrastructure.  

Better targets and timelines will go some way to ensuring that businesses and industries take 
into account decarbonisation in their investment consideration. However, there will still be 
situations where decarbonisation is not financially viable (particularly if these decisions are 
happening today and likely to be in place for several decades; such as with capital expenditure 
in factories etc). This is particularly important in industries that may have a role to play in 
decarbonisation/development projects (such as steel) or where a business employs a large 
number of workers and can offshore the business to avoid decarbonisation. In these situations, 
the government’s Green National Investment Bank would provide investment,  advice and 
direction in ensuring decarbonisation occurs as fast as possible. 

 The case of road freight is an example where greater government infrastructure investment could 3

overcome significantly more challenging barriers to other solutions. The current focus for freight 
decarbonisation is on scaling battery technology which has a number of problems including sourcing 
sufficient rare earth minerals and the weight to power ratio of large batteries. By contrast, the UK first 
introduced an electric trollybus service in 1912. Moreover, both approaches would require haulage 
companies to buy new vehicles, and HGVs powered by overhead cables would likely be much cheaper. 
This report provides an indicative cost of a overhead powered HGV, whereas this news article provides 
an indicative cost of proposed Tesla truck which is yet to enter the market. .
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Governing and sharing green technology 
Beyond the investment and physical development of new technology, a Green New Deal should 
set out how any new technology will be governed and shared so that the benefits will be 
deployed in the public interest. As we have seen in recent history, the development of scientific 
or technical breakthroughs can often be accompanied with exclusionary high prices that make 
mass deployment impossible, even when the development has been government-funded. The 
price gouging often deployed in the pharmaceuticals sectors offers a lesson of how not to 
proceed. Learning from this, three main elements should be built into any development of new 
technology to ensure that individuals and companies continue to focus on R&D whilst 
maximising the benefits.  

The first element is to ensure that affordable pricing requirements are attached to any 
government funding. In addition to an equity stake in new enterprises seeking government 
support, any contract should require that the state has a role in the deployment and pricing of 
new technology to ensure that price does not impede deployment. Where a mass deployment is 
required and a company does not have the adequate capacity to deploy a technology, this may 
also include licensing the technology to other companies to increase roll-out. 

Secondly, the UK government should reverse its historic trend of outsourcing work to 
consultancies and other third parties. State capacity will be central to creating a fairer economic 

Box 3 Supporting the transition to green steel 
50% of Europe’s steel mills use electric powered furnaces. Despite this, steel production 
accounts for 15% of the UK’s emissions and struggles to decarbonise. This is due to a 
combination of factors including the high cost of purchasing new furnaces, long investment 
timelines and the competition of cheap steel from abroad. The high cost and competition 
necessitate government support and direct investment. If UK steel production is to continue 
the government could also support through the procurement for green steel. If the government 
was prepared to pay a premium (in the short term) for green steel, then factories could work to 
mitigate their emissions, knowing that there is a market waiting for their final product.  

As Common-Wealth have set out in their report A Test of Mettle, ensuring a strong, 
decarbonised steel sector also has several other benefits. In addition to a large number of 
jobs it brings with it, steel will also be critical to the UK’s broader effort to decarbonise, through 
the production of wind turbines, the track for expanded rail infrastructure and the continued 
production of (zero-emission lifecycle) electric vehicles.  

 20

https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/news/green-fuel-steel-furnaces
https://theecologist.org/2021/feb/17/uk-must-steel-itself-green-transition
https://www.common-wealth.co.uk/interactive-digital-projects/a-test-of-mettle
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2019/12/31/792617538/a-decade-marked-by-outrage-over-drug-prices?t=1619349138768
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2019/12/31/792617538/a-decade-marked-by-outrage-over-drug-prices?t=1619349138768


Labour for a Green New Deal, Labour Party Conference 21 

system and tackling the environmental crisis. As such the government and civil service need to 
ensure that it retains sufficient skills, knowledge and expertise so that it can understand, 
manage and regulate any new technology that comes to market. 

The hollowing out of expertise in the civil service in favour of consultancies means that the state 
has less oversight of the work conducted and often leads to significant inefficiencies, as 
demonstrated by the difference in rollout between the outsourced test and trace system and the 
NHS run vaccination programme. This is particularly important in the case of green technology 
because significant state apparatus will be required to ensure that it is rolled out at the scale 
required to meet the climate crisis. As attempts to regulate social media in the US have shown, 
without in-house expertise the state often fails to sufficiently understand and regulate new 
technology. 

Conclusion 
Governing green technology also requires an explicitly internationalist focus. The UK cannot 
hoard an outsized portion of the materials required to decarbonise (particularly rare earth 
minerals) leaving insufficient resources for other states to decarbonise and develop (where 
required), as has historically been the case. Similarly, the UK cannot continue to offshore its 
emissions, whilst claiming emission reduction. There is no benefit to decarbonising the UK if 
globally we are not acting collectively. As a result, the UK government must be prepared to 
distribute, or license, the production of novel green technologies globally. As is the case with 
COVID-19 vaccines, the invention of decarbonisation technologies would necessitate global 
sharing to tackle a collective problem.  

Perhaps the single greatest contribution the UK could make to fighting global warming could be 
to develop novel technologies that it shares with the world, inverting centuries of colonial 
exploitation and extraction. While the UK’s investment in green technology alone cannot reverse 
the centuries of injustice inflicted by the UK and the west, through proper investment, 
distribution and deployment of technology it can play a small role in supporting global 
development and decarbonisation.  

For this to happen the UK must completely re-imagine its approach to research and innovation, 
and how to deploy the tools of the state to bring about this change. As Mariana Mazzucato says 
‘it’s not about picking winners, it’s about picking the willing’. This involves setting ambitious 
targets for decarbonisation and supporting partners, both public and private to bring about this 
end goal. The government must also take a more proactive role in supporting the foundations 
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and infrastructure needed to decarbonise. This involves both improving the performance and 
suitability of current infrastructure, such as the electricity grid and proactively developing 
infrastructure so that new technologies can follow, such as pantographs on motorways.  
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