
� Importance of the environmental economy

� Opportunities for business

� The environment as an asset for business

Environmental
Prosperity

Business and the
environment in 
the East of England



The ‘environmental economy’ embraces a wide-ranging
group of activities that depend on the region’s
environmental resources. These activities have particular
strengths and weaknesses, with varying degrees of
environmental sustainability and potential for future
growth. Key elements include: 

Conserving the built and natural environment

The East of England probably accounts for more jobs
concerned with conserving the built and natural
environment than any other English region – a number of
organisations, such as the RSPB and English Nature, have
their headquarters here. Several organisations also
manage land and properties which are open to visitors.
The visitors spend money which contributes to the
region’s economy.

Environmental consultancy

This is a growing regional specialism. Of the 107 regional
environmental consultancy firms identified in the
Environmental Consultancy Directory 1999/20001, 64
have head offices in the East of England. There are major
opportunities in this sector, both in the UK and export
markets, generated by increasingly strict regulations,
growing concerns about pollution, and the need to make
good past damage to the environment.

Environmental equipment supply industry

The 1999 Environment Business Directory2 lists the
largest number of supply companies in this region for

equipment used for air monitoring, contaminated land
treatment/spills, effluent monitoring and noise
monitoring. Demand for higher standards of
environmental management is creating further
opportunities for supplying environmental equipment. 

Waste management

This is a growth area, although not all of its activities
benefit the environment. For many years the East of
England has disposed of more waste than it has
generated due to its proximity to London and the number
of landfill sites. Now, with fewer available sites, this is
encouraging a cultural change that provides business
opportunities to reduce, re-use and recycle valuable
materials previously regarded as waste.

What is the environmental economy?

Restoring the portico façade at the Swan Hotel in

Bedford, with money from a Conservation Area

Partnership Scheme, has improved its appearance.

It is now an important asset in developing Bedford’s

visitor economy.
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From the boat hire industry in the Norfolk and Suffolk

Broads to waste recycling in Bedfordshire and historic

buildings and environmental consultancy in Cambridge,

the environment is integral to the economy of the East

of England. However the extent of this link is seldom

acknowledged. All too often the ‘environment’ and

‘economy’ are portrayed in opposing corners, as if the

region must somehow choose between economic

growth and a rich built and natural environment.

The Environmental Prosperity Partnership comprises

the Government Office, statutory agencies, local

authorities and non-government environmental

organisations. The partnership commissioned a study

to examine the often complex relationship between the

region’s environment and economy, and the

contribution it can make towards achieving sustainable

economic development. Consultants from SQW Ltd and

Land Use Consultants jointly undertook the study. This

leaflet summarises the findings.
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Water management

The use of w ater assets is an im portant part of the
region ’s environm ental econom y. The Environm ent
Agency estim ates that the rural econom y benefits from
m ore than £500m  of expenditure each year on boating,
angling and other w ater-based recreation3. How ever, the
Agency forecasts that if current trends continue by 2017
there w ill be a deficit in w ater resources in the region –
already the driest in the UK. Further dem and
m anagem ent and leakage reduction are essential to
overcom e this potential constraint. As reducing w ater use
can low er business costs, there are business
opportunities to develop system s and technologies that
m axim ise efficient w ater use.

Renewable energy

Renew able energy schem es are being developed across
the region. Technologies and m arkets w ill continue to
forge ahead w ith business opportunities to develop solar,
w ind and energy crops that m ake us less dependent on
fossil fuels.

Environmental technologies

The exploitation of new  technologies for activities such as
greener energy generation, energy conservation and
w aste handling brings opportunities for job and w ealth

creation. G lobal environm ental priorities, such as
reducing carbon dioxide em issions, present export
opportunities to ensure that rapidly expanding
econom ies, for exam ple in India and China, have access
to the best environm ental technology. 

Regenerating the Primary Sector, including

agriculture, woodland management and extraction

industries

The grow ing dem and for organic products provides
considerable opportunities for the region ’s farm ers, w ith
only 30%  of dem and being m et by UK producers.
Likew ise, the m ove tow ards regional branding (through,
for exam ple, Tastes of Anglia) helps the m arketing of local
produce, as do farm ers’ m arkets w hich also reduce
financial and environm ental transport costs. An increase
in environm entally-sensitive farm ing, through agri-
environm ent schem es, is consistent w ith such business
opportunities. This increase also has the potential to
reverse past dam age to w ildlife, archaeological rem ains
and historic landscapes from  intensive farm ing m ethods. 

Woodland m anagem ent, as prom oted by Anglia
WoodNet, illustrates the potential of w oodlands for both
econom ic and environm ental benefit. Com m unity forests,
such as Tham es Chase and M arston Vale, add to the
region ’s area of m anaged w oodland.

Extraction industries include those for clay, chalk,
lim estone, sand and gravel. W ith tightening controls and
increasing use of recycled aggregates, the environm ental
perform ance of the sector is im proving. There is potential
to create w ildlife habitats follow ing extraction, for
exam ple at Needingw orth in Cam bridgeshire w here the
largest UK reedbed, som e 460 ha, is planned. 

The Broads is of national park status and attracts over one million holiday-makers each year. An initiative to support

the holiday industry in ways that are compatible with the environment has supported 14 local tourism businesses

and generated income of £35,000/yr from cycle hire.

St Stephen’s church in Ipswich was made redundant in

1981. It has been sensitively converted to a Tourist

Information Centre attracting around 200,000 visitors

each year. This demonstrates how historic buildings

can be used to promote a positive image for tourism.
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The environm ental econom y is difficult to m easure in
statistical term s because it cuts across m any different
standard industrial sectors. In the study, two different
approaches were used to estim ate its scale:

• a ‘top-down assessm ent’ based on an analysis of data
from  the Annual Em ploym ent Survey5

• a ‘bottom -up assessm ent’. This used other available
data, such as the Green Jobs6 study for Hertfordshire,
Bedfordshire and Luton, and included a direct survey of
47 organisations concerned with the environm ent, to
cross-check and supplem ent the m ain sources.

These approaches, com bined to provide the best estim ates,
conclude that the East of England’s environm ental econom y
supports in the range of 108,000–180,000 jobs. This
am ounts to between 6%  and 9%  of regional em ploym ent. 
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How important is the
environmental
economy?

Capitalising on a high quality environment

• Tourism 

In 1997, a total of 16.5 m  visitor trips contributed 
£3.4 bn to the region ’s econom y. A lthough the
traditional seaside holiday is in long-term  decline,
short breaks, particularly involving countryside and
heritage locations, are grow ing. The quality of the
natural and/or built environm ent is the foundation for
m any tourism  grow th areas. This kind of tourism
generates significant econom ic benefits. A  recent
study estim ated that visitors to the Norfolk coast
betw een Snettisham  and Weybourne spend £122 m
each year and support m ore than 3,000 jobs4.

• Using historic buildings

Renovated historic buildings provide business prem ises
for som e of the region’s leading firm s. Sixteen
settlem ents in the East of England have benefited from
English Heritage’s Heritage Econom ic Regeneration
Schem e. This has reinforced the m essage that built
heritage is a positive asset – one which can provide
distinctive environm ents attractive to business. The
repair of historic buildings can also act as a catalyst to
regeneration.

• Business investment

Inward investors, particularly in high tech sectors, often
seek locations that offer a ‘quality’ lifestyle. The region’s
good im age, com bined with an attractive environm ent,
is a m ajor regional selling point.

A waste minimisation study at Broadland Wineries led

to financial savings through reduced water use.

Norfolk has more than 10,000 listed buildings, which

has led to a joint initiative to develop skills in

conservation and restoration in the building trade.
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Andrew Hay (RSPB Images)

Key recommendations:
We must encourage the development of the environmental economy by ensuring:

• economic development strategies recognise and seek to enhance the potential of the environmental economy

(action needed by Government Office, EEDA and local authorities)

• a better common understanding of the linkages between the region’s economy and its environmental assets

(action needed by all organisations in the Environmental Prosperity Partnership)

• that the East of England is promoted as a region of excellence for environmental industries (action needed by

Government Office, EEDA and local authorities).

The highest quality natural environments tend to be in the
region’s coastal areas and the Chilterns. High quality built
and historic heritage is more widely spread. Geographical
variations in the pattern of economic performance are
also complex with many peripheral areas performing
poorly and areas close to London, particularly in
Hertfordshire and south Cambridgeshire, generally
performing more strongly. (But there are pockets
throughout the region, in both urban and rural areas,
experiencing economic and social problems.) 

The study did not find a straightforward or consistent
relationship between economic performance and
environmental quality at a district level. This was partly

due to a lack of clear data and partly because of the large
number of links between the economy and the
environment at different geographical scales. 

This suggests that a high quality environment, while
important, is not necessarily either a pre-requisite for, or a
hindrance to, good economic performance. There are
implications for economic development programmes
operating in areas of high environmental value (including
the new Objective 2 programme). The potential economic
value of the environment in these high environmental
value areas should be recognised and harnessed through
sustainable economic development initiatives.

Restoration of the largest sand and gravel quarry in the region at Needingworth, Cambridgeshire, will create the

largest freshwater reedbed in the UK, providing a secure future for threatened wetland wildlife.

What is the relationship between economic
performance and the quality of the natural
and built environment?

What can be done to ‘green’ the economy?

The economy can be ‘greened’ in a number of ways.
Current initiatives include improving the environmental
performance of companies and providing greener
transport alternatives. Both can enhance a company’s
competitive advantage by reducing costs.

Environmental improvement is important to many of the
region’s businesses. Projects such as Envirolink UK* and
ESTEEM** are important in helping firms to achieve
improvements.

Congestion and traffic-related pollution have resulted

from rapid growth in vehicle use and inadequate
investment in infrastructure. Business Travelwise in
Hertfordshire and the Cambridge Travel for Work scheme
are examples of initiatives seeking to tackle the problems
of transport. 

* established by Business Links in Bedfordshire and Luton, and Central
and Southern Cambridgeshire.

** to provide a network of technology centres with expertise in
environmentally-friendly manufacturing. ESTEEM is a transnational
project with partners in four European regions including Bedfordshire
(see www.esteem-eu.org)
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Environmental Prosperity Partnership

c/o RSPB East Anglia Regional Office, Stalham House, Thorpe Road, Norwich NR1 1UD
Tel: 01603 661662 

www.rspb.org.uk

RSPB registered charity number 207076   
Designed and published by the RSPB on behalf of the Environmental Prosperity Partnership

Visitors to the north Norfolk coast spend £122 m a year and support more than 3,000 jobs. Nature reserves

attract visitors throughout the year.

Main cover photo:  Frédéric Cirou.  Small photos (from top to bottom:  Bob Watkins Environmental Images, 
Shanks First, C H Gomersall (RSPB Images) 
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