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About SSN 
The Sustainable Scotland Network (SSN) is the national network for public sector sustainability and climate 
change professionals. SSN is a key stakeholder in the Scottish climate change policy and public sector 
landscape, and plays a leading role in providing capacity building support to local authorities and public 
sector organisations. The Scottish Government supports SSN and has confirmed funding through to March 
2017. SSN’s organisational capacity is provided by Keep Scotland Beautiful, a Scottish charity. 
  

Public Sector Progress on Climate Change 
Public sector organisations in Scotland are making an important contribution towards meeting Scotland's 
emissions targets. This is evidenced in case studies and reports, available on the SSN website here, which 
demonstrate action across many areas of emissions. In order to scale up public sector action on climate 
change, SSN’s experience points to the need for wide-scale action including: leadership, legislation, 
behavioural change, delivery programmes, scrutiny and reporting, and resource investment.  
 

Demonstrating and Improving Leadership and Reporting 
Public sector climate change leadership is being provided by the Ministerial-led Public Sector Climate 
Leaders Forum, with support from the Climate Leaders Officers Group (of which SSN is a member).  
 
Since 2007, all Scottish local authorities have demonstrated climate change leadership by being signatories 
to Scotland’s Climate Change Declaration (SCCD). All 32 local authorities report annually on their 
Declaration commitments, covering: Governance/Leadership; Corporate Emissions; Area-wide Emissions; 
Adaptation; and Public Engagement/Partnership Working. All local authority reports, along with national 
analysis reports, are published online by SSN here. The SCCD commitment is matched by a similar 
commitment by universities and colleges, under the Universities and Colleges Climate Commitment for 
Scotland (UCCCfS), coordinated by the Environmental Association for Universities and Colleges (EAUC). NHS 
Boards report their climate change performance via the HEAT target system, coordinated by NHS National 
Services Scotland. More recently, the introduction of the Public Sector Sustainability Reporting Guidance 
has been embraced by many public sector bodies, including local authorities and non-departmental public 
bodies.  
 
The public sector, working collaboratively, is now moving forward with the introduction of mandatory 
climate change reporting for the public sector ‘major players’. The new mandatory reporting is expected to 
be trialled in 2015-16, with the regime coming fully into effect for 2016-17.  

 
Improving National Policy Direction and Emissions Data 
To guide public sector action, clear national policy direction is critical; a national ‘route-map’ is needed. 
Over recent years, the Scottish Government’s work on the ‘Low Carbon Scotland: Report on Proposals and 
Policies’ (RPP) documents has been extremely valuable in informing the work of public sector organisations. 
Improvement in emissions data is also important. Scottish local authorities use the DECC LACO2 data for 
area-wide emissions work, and the RPP is used to coordinate reporting on area-based emissions.  
 

Improving Carbon Management, Staff Engagement and Behaviour Change 
Many public sector organisations have carbon management plans in place. The quality of this work on 
monitoring and managing corporate emissions, and related energy, transport and waste emissions, has 
improved. Legislative drivers, such as the Carbon Reduction Commitment Energy Efficiency Scheme (CRC), 
and programmes on fleet and asset management have also led to improved emissions data management. 

http://www.sustainable-scotland.net/
http://www.keepscotlandbeautiful.org/sustainability-climate-change/sustainable-scotland-network/climate-change/scotlands-climate-change-declaration/
http://www.eauc.org.uk/scotland


This is enabling some organisations (such as Scottish Natural Heritage) to take a carbon budget approach, 
devolving budgets to departmental managers. 
 
Many public sector organisations are engaging staff on climate change, and are working to promote low 
carbon behaviours with staff and the public. Internally, the use of green champions networks (such as in 
SEPA, Historic Scotland, and local authorities) provide a conduit for internal action on emissions. The SSN 
commends the Scottish Government’s Low Carbon Behaviours research programme and the production of 
the Low Carbon Behaviours Framework and ISM (Individual, Social, Material) tool. SSN is now providing 
dedicated support to public sector organisations on low carbon behaviours and the use of the ISM tool.  
 

Key Opportunities 
There is a need to scale up public sector action and impact on climate change emissions. Key opportunities 
include: 

 Leadership: there is a need to promote and embed climate change leadership within all public 
sector organisations. This needs to take examples of good practice and make it common practice, 
embedded in the core competencies of public sector leaders at Board and Executive levels. 

 Professional Capacity Building: action on climate change requires new skills and ways of working. 
Continued training, development and capacity building is needed to ensure that opportunities can 
be grasped and implemented. 

 Promoting Consistent Methods: the standardisation and professionalization of carbon 
management, assessment and reporting needs to continue to be improved. This relates to enabling 
better reporting, benchmarking and performance improvement, and enabling better informed 
decision-making. 

 Building the Business Case: Skills and techniques for building the ‘business case’ for emissions 
reduction projects is vital. While work by the likes of Scottish Futures Trust and Resource Efficient 
Scotland are helping here, more is needed to develop sound investment plans which can win 
management and political support. 

 Securing Co-benefits: there is a need to clearly and convincingly demonstrate the wider benefits of 
action on emissions. Further work is needed to identify and promote the economic, social 
(including health & well-being) and environmental benefits of action on climate change emissions. 

 

Key Challenges  
While there is evidence of public sector action and commitment to work on climate change, and work 
underway to help scale up and improve this action, there are a number of challenges that affect the ability 
of public sector organisations to deliver on climate change. These include:- 

 External Factors: It is important to bear in mind that the emissions attributed directly to public 
sector organisations are driven by many external factors, not least the scale of public sector service 
provision and restructurings within the sector. While emissions data reporting is improving and 
useful, understanding the contextual drivers is important. 

 Resources: Increasingly pressured and diminishing public sector budgets and the subsequent loss of 
staff, competence and investment. These dynamics place more emphasis on the near term and 
prioritise short term objectives over longer-term and full cost calculations, which often underpin 
public sector action on climate change.  

 Leadership: Varied and changing leadership commitment within public sector organisations. These 
can be exacerbated by the short term changes being imposed under the current financial austerity. 
Positive carbon impacts are often being driven more by cash concerns than climate commitments.  

 Political Will: The macro-economy of carbon costs and uncertainty surrounding international 
climate change commitments. The strength and pace of public sector action on climate change will 
be affected by international action on costing carbon into decision making and international 
political commitment to new climate change commitments. 
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