
THE ENVIRONMENTAL ECONOMY OF THE NORTH WEST 
– a driver for economic and social progress 

 
 
The North West’s environment is an asset that enhances people’s quality of life, attracts inward 
investment and generates billions of pounds of business. Over 100,000 jobs in the region are 
sustained by industries that protect, manage or promote enjoyment of a high quality 
environment.  Almost £3 billion per annum (2.1% of the region’s gross domestic product - GDP) 
is generated by companies, local authorities and charities working in the field.  Investing in the 
environment increases the sustainability of our communities, especially in the uplands and 
rural areas. 
 
These are the findings of a study commissioned by the region’s leading commercial, statutory 
and voluntary environmental businesses to map the scale and future growth prospects of the 
environment as an industry sector. 
 
The study took a deliberately conservative approach, and only looked at activities that aim to 
protect or improve the environment or activities dependent on a high quality environment.  The 
full report can be viewed at www.englandsnorthwest. 
 
So how important is the environment sector? 
In total, the environmental economy of the North West accounts for at least 101,200 jobs, 
approximately 5.6% of all employment. This is five times more than the energy and water 
supply sector and slightly more than the construction industry. The environment is responsible 
for annual turnover of around £2.96 billion, or £1.7 billion of GDP - about 2.1% of the GDP of 
the North West. 
 
• Around £975m of the region’s GDP comes from the environmental industry , which includes 

environmental goods and services, natural environment conservation and not for profit 
activities.  The total number of employees in this sector is about 39,000, of which at least 
1,200 work in nature conservation.  

 
• Environmental work linked to agriculture, fisheries, forestry and country sports generate at 

least £72m GDP.  14,200 jobs are split between agri-environment (10,000), organic farming 
(200), countryside sports (2,100), fisheries (150) and forestry (750). 

 
• The indirect benefits of a clean, attractive environment include tourist revenue, inward 

investment and improved quality of life for residents.  At least 48,000 jobs in the region are 
directly dependent on environmentally driven tourism alone, contributing some £570m to 
regional GDP. 

 
The sector comprises many, mainly small businesses. A selection of case studies illustrates the 
size and diversity of the industry. 
 

Green Apprentices Ltd. 
Established in 1998 with funding from the Single Regeneration Budget (SRB), 
Green Apprentices provides employment and training in the environmental 
sector throughout Merseyside under New Deal. The company aims to build 
the confidence and skills of Apprentices to help them to secure full time 
employment in the competitive labour market. 
 
Apprentices earn £135 per week for up to 52 weeks, and undergo individual 
training and development programmes and comprehensive employability 
skills training. The company employs a core staff of 15 and a workforce of 50 



Apprentices, in environmental work including horticulture, landscaping and 
conservation, youth work and environmental business services. By June 2000, 
40% of Apprentices who left Green Apprentices Ltd went into full time 
employment, far in excess of the average achieved by New Deal nationally.  
 
Waste water treatment at the Smurfit group 
As part of Smurfit’s drive for environmental improvement, one priority was 
improving process water discharge quality from their plant in Warrington 
where printed boxes are produced from corrugated cardboard. Waste water 
concentrations of starch and printing inks exceeded the discharge consent 
limits for suspended solids, chemical oxygen demand and metals, thus 
incurring heavy cost penalties.  
 
In 1997 JLJ Effluent Engineering of Golbourne, near Warrington, were 
appointed to solve the problem and installed a fully automated wastewater 
treatment plant. This innovative and highly efficient filter system removes 
pollutants; the discharge now being within the consent limits the factory can 
recycle all this water. The benefits include a 35% reduction in mains water 
demand, equal to 3,200 cubic metres a year, and lower costs due to the 
reduced volume to sewer and no charges for exceeding consent limits. 
 
CREATE 
CREATE is a social business that helps to reduce waste disposals to landfill 
and reduce raw material and energy consumption.  It does this by providing 
salaried training for long-term unemployed people on Merseyside through the 
repair and recycling of white goods. It acquires end of life products from 
retailers and local authority waste collections and refurbishes them for sale. 
They currently have 15 staff and 25 trainees who undertake a 12 month 
waged training programme to NVQ level 2. Based on past results over 65% 
will go on to full time employment or education. 
 
The Bowland Initiative 
The Forest of Bowland is one of two pilot areas for Integrated Rural 
Development schemes in which European Objective 5b funds, agri-
environment payments, other public sector support and private investment 
are brought together to address economic, social and environmental problems 
in the uplands. The Bowland Initiative employs 14 full and part time staff 
helping Small and Medium-sized Enterprises to gain access to business 
development and farm diversification support.  The emphasis is on locally-
branded quality produce, including organic food, adding value to local 
hardwoods, environmentally-friendly husbandry methods, infrastructure and 
business diversification. 
 
The Forest of Bowland is a designated Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
(AONB).  In view of its biodiversity and landscape importance, applicants are 
required to enter land management schemes, such as Countryside 
Stewardship, which can further boost income.   Over £3m is available to 
support on-farm activity to achieve environmental goals and meet the criteria 
of local meat brands and livestock quality assurance schemes.  The scheme 
was quickly oversubscribed. So far, some 35 integrated development projects 
are underway, thereby creating employment, enhancing the environment, 
providing more competitive businesses and leading to more sustainable rural 
communities. 
 



Westlakes Scientific Consulting 
Westlakes Research Institute in West Cumbria is an important regional 
environmental and life science research, academic and consultancy 
organisation.  Employing over 120 professional staff and with a turnover in 
excess of £5m per year, it is an important contributor to the local economy and 
to the skills base of the region. Besides managing leading edge research and 
consultancy services, the Institute has also developed a post-graduate college 
where, unlike traditional universities, applied research and training in 
environmental sciences is provided by consultant practitioners who deal 
daily with real environmental challenges. 
 
An example of the Institute’s work is a comprehensive Air Quality Database to 
help predict the impacts of future urban, local and regional scale 
development. The system incorporates information on pollution levels from 
industrial, transport and domestic sources and will ensure that future 
planning and development decisions take into account potential impacts on 
air quality.  It also allows public access to air quality data. This tool, being 
applied by Copeland Borough Council, provides a demonstration platform for 
a North West company in a North West setting. 
 
The Mersey Basin Campaign 
This Government backed initiative, launched in 1985, brings together local 
authorities, companies, voluntary organisations and government agencies to 
deliver water quality improvements and waterside regeneration throughout 
the Mersey Basin river system. Work includes River Valley Initiatives where 
particular stretches of watercourse and associated land are improved. The 
campaign helps local people and organisations to identify problems and take 
action for themselves.  The involvement of over 4,000 volunteers in the Mersey 
Basin Campaign is worth some £2m.    
 
In recognition of its achievements, particularly in relation to bringing regional 
partners together, the Mersey Basin Campaign was awarded the first 
International Riverprize for Best River Management Initiative, 1999. 
 
Leighton Moss 
Leighton Moss in Lancashire is a wetland nature reserve covering 110 
hectares. Supporting international scarce wildlife it is one of the jewels in the 
Region’s crown. The RSPB employ 20 staff (ten full-time equivalents), assisted 
by volunteers to manage the reserve and provide facilities including training 
for people interested in a career in conservation.  Further jobs are supported by 
visitors spending money locally and spending on the reserve’s suppliers.  
More than 90,000 people visit each year, including 4,000 schoolchildren.  A 
1999 visitor survey found that birds and wildlife was the main reason for over 
80% of visits, and annual visitor spending of £1.65m per year is attracted into 
the local economy, supporting at least 47 full time equivalent jobs in the local 
economy. Some local businesses exist primarily on the strength of the reserve’s 
attractiveness to visitors. Visiting to Leighton Moss is expected to increase by 
13.5% over the next 5 years as a result of RSPB investment in the reserve’s 
facilities. 

 
The opportunity 
The North West’s environment combines areas of great natural beauty and importance for 
wildlife, with an industrial legacy of contaminated and derelict land.  A public ever more 
demanding of high quality living space, exciting leisure opportunities and increased 



environmental standards presents challenges and opportunities this sector must address.  
Pressures for housing, transport improvements and waste management facilities will demand 
creative solutions that entail aligning public policy, voluntary action and market responses in a 
single, sustainable, direction.   
 
 
1999/2000 saw an unprecedented amount of planning for the future of the region with the 
publication of the following being of particular note: 
• England Rural Development Plan - Ministry of Agriculture Fisheries and Food; 
• Draft Regional Planning Guidance – North West Regional Assembly; 
• Action for Sustainability, the Regional sustainability framework – North West Regional 

Assembly; 
• A strategy Towards 2020, the Regional Economic Strategy - North West Development 

Agency.  
 
Under the auspices of the project over 150 environmental business managers were brought 
together to propose and discuss their perceived priorities for future sector development.To a 
varying degree the sector’s priorities are represented in these key strategic documents. These 
are set out below, arranged under the four point agenda in the North West Regional Economic 
Strategy. 
 
Business and ideas 
• Reducing the amount of waste we produce and our dependency on landfill – Recycling in 

the region falls far short of the target set out in the Government’s Waste Strategy and the 
Region’s Action for Sustainability. We need to reduce our dependence on landfill by 
increasing composting, energy recovery and recycling. The move away from landfill to a 
wider mix of re-use and recycling will offer exciting opportunities for businesses of all sizes 
with innovative solutions demonstrated by CREATE leading the way. The Regional Waste 
Strategy will provide further guidance on how the region will meet this challenge, new 
infrastructure and traiing will almost certainly be required for the industry to adapt. 

 
• Reducing the amount of energy we use and our dependency on fossil fuels  – The projected 

impacts of climate change represent the greatest environmental threst facing our society. 
This is reflected in increasing energy cost and the new climate change levy. Together these 
will redouble our efforts to make energy savings. Allied to these rising costs, a range of 
policies aimed at reducing our reliance on fossil fuels will likely drive considerable 
innovation in this field. There is considerable opportunity to build our technical expertise, to 
exploit home-grown markets and export knowledge. A study of the scope for renewable 
energy generation in the region, due to be published in 2001, will help focus our efforts in 
this field. However, the expansion of the application of modern technology, such as 
Combined Heat and Power generation (CHP) and the implementation of Green Transport 
Planning by business offer real evidence of reducing consumption of fossil fuels. Under the 
new England Rural Development Plan a new energy crops scheme is proposed which will 
contribute to rural diversification. This is good news and we should ensure that maximum 
benefits accrue for wildlife and public enjoyment of any new resultant landscapes.  

 
• Growing quality food and marketing it better – Building on the success of the Bowland 

Initiative, sector managers identified that better marketing of quality agricultural products, 
along with diversification of agricultural activities especially into tourism and craft were 
important for the future of rural communities. This was also identified as the highest priority 
in the North West chapter of the England Rural Development Plan and a proposed new 
scheme, the Rural Enterprise Scheme should help with delivery. We must ensure that the 
lessons learned in the Forest of Bowland are fed into scheme development. Putting into place 
these priority actions will help ensure that support and advice for rural communities in the 
region are targeted to their needs to help farmers to exploit new markets. 



 
 
• Providing a high quality environment for visitors and promoting responsible tourism – 

Tourism has been identified as one of seven target sectors in the Regional Economic Strategy 
with strong future growth expected in coming years. A high proportion of visits are made to 
enjoy a high quality environment in our region, especially in the lakes but including 
increased coastal tourism resulting from improving bathing water quality, expanding rural 
and farm based holidays, visits to regenerating urban areas, and waterway tourism linked to 
waterside regeneration. The need for action to retain the quality of the environment in most-
visited areas such as the Lake District, will be a focus for investment in coming years. The 
Environment Agency is working with partners in the Lake District in the preparation of a 
Lakes Business Plan, aimed at addressing the pressures of increased tourism with 
maintained high environmental quality. The Green Globe accreditation of destinations and 
attractions provides a quality seal for the region and the sector should build and strengthen 
links with environmental specialists to help deliver quality visits to our region. 

 
• Supporting the continued growth of companies providing environmental technologies 

and services – The provision of goods and services has also been identified as a target 
sector in the Regional Economic Strategy. The creation of a sector group, Envirolink, will 
facilitate better leadership of the constituent businesses which are often small with a 
diversity of products and markets. The Regional Strategy urges the region to help this target 
sector develop business excellence, with any land and property issues and seeks from 
Government encouragement to apply Regional Selective Assistance to help with growth. 
This way, the considerable expertise we have developed from solving our own 
environmental problems can be exported. 

 
People and Communities 
• The Regional Strategy recognises Regional Development Agency (RDA) is promoting quality 

of life improvements through developing regional parks and other open spaces to encourage 
health benefits and improved recreation amenities. 

 
• A more integrated approach to rural development funding will enable rural communities to 

capitalise on the region’s natural beauty and wildlife. 
 
• The NHS’s sustainability initiatives demonstrate a growing awareness of the links between 

the environment and health, endorsing initiatives such as the Green Gyms run by the British 
Trust for Conservation Volunteers. 

 
Infrastructure 
• attracting investment - the ‘eco-business park’ concept is exemplified by Crewe Business 

Park in Cheshire, which now offers an exciting model for future development. 
 
• improving public transport infrastructure will help deliver a more sustainable economy and 

help more efficient delivery of goods. 
 
Image and Environment 
• The NW RDA and other partners are committed to investing in coastal, rural and built 

heritage as an economic asset, and supporting creative conservation. 
 
• restoring derelict or contaminated land needs continued innovation in clean up techniques 

and urban design.  Wildlife habitats can be created in former industrial areas. 
 
• development of Community Forestry initiatives and nature conservation areas – for public 

enjoyment, for mitigating climate change impacts and for wildlife. 



 
 
Developing the region’s environmental sector 
For the first time, this report demands recognition of the environment sector as a significant 
socioeconomic force in the future of the North West. Environmental businesses, be they private, 
statutory or voluntary, need investment and business support for growth.  Many of these 
businesses are small and local, and many are engaged in delivering public policy such as the 
government’s quality of life targets or biodiversity action plans.  
 
Publication of this report is the first step in a cohesive drive for action that must define how, 
when and by whom actions are taken forward. The North West has an excellent track record in 
Public-Private-Voluntary partnership:  joint efforts like the Bowland Initiative and sustainable 
tourism initiatives such as Green Globe are being pioneered here. 
 
The Regional Strategy, Regional Planning Guidance and Action for Sustainability  provide the 
formal frameworks for this partnership to pull together for the economic, social and 
environmental benefit of all.  This must be backed by public funding and private investment if it 
is to succeed.  The Environmental Economy of the North West – a driver for economic and social 
progress points the way. 



Boxes :   
 
Project partnership: British Waterways, Countryside Agency, English Nature, Envirolink North West, 
Environment Agency, Farming and Rural Conservation Agency, Forestry Commission, Government Office 
North West, National Trust, North West Development Agency, North West Regional Assembly, North West 
Water, RSPB, Sustainability North West and the Wildlife Trusts. 
 
The study area comprised Cheshire, Cumbria, Greater Manchester, Lancashire and Merseyside, the work was 
undertaken by Environmental Resources Management. 
 

 

The full report The Environmental Economy of the North West – a driver for economic and social progress is available 
on the internet at www.englandsnorthwest 
 
 
The reports Partners welcome your views and comments as to how action is taken, thereby ensuring that the 
Regional environmental economy continues to thrive and grow, to the benefit of all who live and work in the 
North West. 
 
For further information contact:   
 
Peter Fox,  
Environment Agency, Richard Fairclough House, Knutsford Road, Warrington, WA4 1HG 01925 653999 
Peter.fox@environment-agency.gov.uk   
 
or 
 
Laurence Rose 
RSPB North West 
Leighton Moss, Silverdale, Lancashire LA5 0SW 
01484 861148 
 
Laurence.Rose@rspb.org.uk 
 


