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Executive summary: 
 

  

 

  

  

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Denmark’s approach to tackling climate change includes being 
proactive on policy, putting pressure on business to change their 
habits, a total embedment of environmental policy into law, 
encouraging cultural changes and wide scale cooperation. 

Denmark is incredibly successful when it comes to sustainability, 
protecting the environment and creating greener transport 
networks. This paper shows how we can learn from Denmark. 

The plan also includes greater accountability for government climate 
targets to ensure they are delivering on longer term promises. 

It proposes polices such as giving NGOs the right to appeal over 
environmental legislation, a new Circular Economy Advisory Board a 
scarce resource tax and planning cities with bikes in mind. 
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Foreword by Colchester Lib Dem Parliamentary Spokesperson 
Martin Goss: 
 

                                                         

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The Environment has never been more important to protect and enhance after 
generations of destruction where we are on the praecipes of a huge change in global 
warming. If action doesn't happen now after the recent COP26 held in Glasgow by 
world leaders, it will endanger the next generation - our children and grandchildren. 

 
With increasing energy costs being at the forefront of concern globally this will do 
nothing to stem fuel poverty or the potential to further increase global warming from 
poorly insulated homes. 
 
It is therefore important the UK with one of the worst records on housing stock 
energy efficiency and other related matters we learn from this report highlighting 
some of the major lessons to learn from Denmark”. 
 

Martin Goss has been a Cllr and Community Campaigner for 14 years, with 3 of those 
spent as Portfolio Holder for Waste, Transport and Environment on Colchester 
Council where he oversaw recycling rates increase to 56% which was one of the best 
increases in the country. 
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Introduction: 
This paper looks at what makes Denmark a world leader in both sustainable and 
protecting the environment. It explores Denmark more generally including its 
incredibly low wealth gap, its demographics, and the history of its environmental 
movement in the country. 

The paper also provides key lessons for the UK on how it can learn from Denmark in 
the fight against climate change. The core approaches to environmental policy by 
Denmark prioritise being proactive on policy, putting pressure on business to become 
more environmentally friendly; total embedment of environmental policy in law, 
helping to encourage cultural shifts on attitudes towards the environment and 
cooperation which helps when working together to tackle environmental issues. 

To copy Denmark successfully, the UK will need to implement policies that mirror its 
proactive approach to policy and society. The policies proposed in this paper will 
allow the UK to better fight climate change and to protect its environment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

8 
 

How Denmark and the UK compare 
With an overall score of 82.50, Denmark ranked 1st in the world for  sustainability in 
2020. With an EPI score of 81.3, the United Kingdom takes fourth place meaning we 
have a lot to learn from Denmark as a world leader in this area. The challenge will be 
following Denmark to increase our own score. 

In the last few decades, the UK government struggled to turn long-term green targets 
into short-term SMART goals1. Yet, such immobilism will only worsen the situation, 
even though no buffer space is available. If everyone lived like in the UK, 2.6 Earths 
would be required, and all of Earth’s yearly capacities would have been consumed by 
May 19 2021 this year - despite the pandemic slowdown2 3. 

Looking to improve those numbers, the UK has already planned on following the 
example of Denmark. In 2018, it was announced that the Strategic Environmental 
Assessment framework, first implemented as part of an EU directive inspired by the 
Nordic country, would support the UK’s planning system during the policy shift post-
Brexit4. However, the withdrawal agreement passed by Parliament in January 2020 
annulled such commitment.5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Foreign Policy, Boris Johnson’s climate rhetoric lacks a real blueprint for change. Available at: 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/04/20/boris-johnson-united-kingdom-united-nations-climate-
change-conference-greenhouse-gas-targets/ [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
2 Overshootday, How many Earths? How many countries? Available at: 
https://www.overshootday.org/how-many-earths-or-countries-do-we-need/ (Accessed: 21 
September 2021]. 
3 Overshootday, Country overshoot days. Available at: 
https://www.overshootday.org/newsroom/country-overshoot-days/ [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
4 Gov.uk, Continuity of planning (environmental) requirements when the UK leaves the European Union. 
Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/continuity-of-planning-environmental-
requirements-when-the-uk-leaves-the-european-union [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. [Accessed: 21 
September 2021]. 
5 Branson, A. (2020) Planning Resource, What the Brexit withdrawal agreement bill means for 
planning, Planning Resource. Available at: https://www.planningresource.co.uk/article/1670288/brexit-
withdrawal-agreement-bill-means-planning [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 

https://epi.yale.edu/epi-results/2020/component/epi
https://epi.yale.edu/epi-results/2020/component/epi
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/continuity-of-planning-environmental-requirements-when-the-uk-leaves-the-european-union
https://www.planningresource.co.uk/article/1670288/brexit-withdrawal-agreement-bill-means-planning
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/04/20/boris-johnson-united-kingdom-united-nations-climate-change-conference-greenhouse-gas-targets/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/04/20/boris-johnson-united-kingdom-united-nations-climate-change-conference-greenhouse-gas-targets/
https://www.overshootday.org/how-many-earths-or-countries-do-we-need/
https://www.overshootday.org/newsroom/country-overshoot-days/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/continuity-of-planning-environmental-requirements-when-the-uk-leaves-the-european-union
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/continuity-of-planning-environmental-requirements-when-the-uk-leaves-the-european-union
https://www.planningresource.co.uk/article/1670288/brexit-withdrawal-agreement-bill-means-planning
https://www.planningresource.co.uk/article/1670288/brexit-withdrawal-agreement-bill-means-planning
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The main approach by the UK to the issue of climate change 
The government currently plans on approaching climate change reduction through 
the following announced goals:6 

• Clean air 

• Clean and plentiful water 

• Thriving plants and wildlife 

• Reducing the risks of harm from environmental hazards 

• Using resources from nature more sustainably and efficiently 

• Enhancing the beauty, heritage and engagement with the natural environment 

• Mitigating and adapting to climate change 

• Minimising waste 

• Managing exposure to chemicals 

• Enhancing bio security 

 

Whilst these goals appear reasonable, more needs to be done when it comes to 
fighting climate change.  

Therefore, observing best practices worldwide has become crucial in a world where 
climate change could be irreversible by 20307. For the UK especially, history has 
shown that working on its own is a struggle. Indeed, once labelled the ‘Dirty Man of 
Europe’, with the support of the European Union’s  legal frameworks, the UK 
managed to reach the higher sphere of the green rankings8. With Brexit, the UK 
should not stop seeking inspiration from others and let comparison be an encouraging 
push towards better environmental policymaking. Looking at what could be learned 
from the leader of these rankings appears to form a logical starting point. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6 Gov.UK, At a glance: summary of targets in our 25 year environment plan (no date) Gov.uk. Available at: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/25-year-environment-plan/25-year-environment-plan-
our-targets-at-a-glance [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
7 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, ‘Summary for Policymakers’ (Geneva , United 

Nations, 2018), p. 3. 
8 UK and EU, Brexit’s implications for environmental policy. Available at: https://ukandeu.ac.uk/long-
read/brexits-implications-for-environmental-policy/  [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/25-year-environment-plan/25-year-environment-plan-our-targets-at-a-glance
https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/chapter/spm/
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/long-read/brexits-implications-for-environmental-policy/
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/long-read/brexits-implications-for-environmental-policy/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/25-year-environment-plan/25-year-environment-plan-our-targets-at-a-glance
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/25-year-environment-plan/25-year-environment-plan-our-targets-at-a-glance
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/long-read/brexits-implications-for-environmental-policy/
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/long-read/brexits-implications-for-environmental-policy/
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Denmark’s environmental history 
Before exploring the novelty of their environmental policies in more detail, it is 
important to first look at Denmark's demographic and environmental history. 

With a current population of 5.8 million inhabitants, Denmark is ranked in the top 10 
wealthiest countries in the world9 10. Looking at another tool, the Gini Coefficient, we 
can see how this wealth is spread within the country, and thus measure income 
inequality11. The most equal countries in the world are closest to 0 and the most 
unequal are closest to 100. In Denmark, the Gini Coefficient was calculated at 28.2 in 
2018 whereas, within the UK in 2017, the Gini Coefficient came  to a total score of 
35.112. This shows that income inequality within the UK is far higher than within 
Denmark13. The divide in the debate regarding the hypoxia of coastal water 
exemplifies this theory. Farmers blamed the discharge of Phosphorus, a chemical that 
can lead to the release of harmful toxins, from industries while firms pointed at the 
excessive use of Nitrogen, which in the long term can affect breathing and plant 
growth, in agriculture14 15 16. 

When it comes to environmental movements, the Danes witnessed their emergence 
at the beginning of the 20th century, with the Danish Society for Nature 
Conservation being created in 1911. In 1971, a Ministry of Pollution Control - now 
called the Ministry of the Environment - was created, giving birth to the first 
Environmental Protection Act in 197317. Then, through the 1980s, the EU had a 
significant impact on Denmark’s environmental legislation18. However, some even 
argue that the country had started influencing the world of environmental policy 

 
9 Worldometer, Denmark Population. Available at: https://www.worldometers.info/world-
population/denmark-population/ [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
10 Worldpopulationreview, Richest countries in the world 2021. Available at: 
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/richest-countries-in-the-world [Accessed: 21 
September 2021]. 
11 World Bank estimate, Gini index, Denmark. Available at: 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI?locations=DK (Accessed: 21 September 2021). 
12 World Bank estimate, Gini index, Denmark. Available at: 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI?locations=DK (Accessed: 21 September 2021). 
13 Fritzbøger, B. A Short Introduction to Danish Environmental History. (Copenhagen, University of Copenhagen, 
2014), p. 32. 
14 Fritzbøger, B. A Short Introduction to Danish Environmental History. (Copenhagen, University of Copenhagen, 
2014), p. 32. 
15 pfonline, Phosphates: How they impact your discharge, Products Finishing. Available at: 
https://www.pfonline.com/articles/phosphates-how-they-impact-your-discharge [Accessed: 21 
September 2021]. 
16 United States Environment Protection Agency, Nutrient Pollution - The Issue. Available at: 
https://www.epa.gov/nutrientpollution/issue [Accessed: 9 Spring 2021]. 
17 Fritzbøger, B. A Short Introduction to Danish Environmental History. (Copenhagen, University of Copenhagen, 
2014), p. 34. 
18 Mst.dk. A historical overview of environmental policy in Denmark. Available at: 
https://www2.mst.dk/udgiv/publications/2001/87-7944-519-5/html/kap04_eng.htm [Accessed: 21 
September 2021]. 

https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/denmark-population/
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/richest-countries-in-the-world
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI?locations=DK
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI?locations=DK
https://static-curis.ku.dk/portal/files/117976311/A_Short_Introduction_to_Danish_Environmental_History_final.pdf
https://www.pfonline.com/articles/phosphates-how-they-impact-your-discharge
https://www.epa.gov/nutrientpollution/issue#:~:text=Excess%20nitrogen%20in%20the%20atmosphere,of%20forests%2C%20soils%20and%20waterways.
https://www.epa.gov/nutrientpollution/issue#:~:text=Excess%20nitrogen%20in%20the%20atmosphere,of%20forests%2C%20soils%20and%20waterways.
https://static-curis.ku.dk/portal/files/117976311/A_Short_Introduction_to_Danish_Environmental_History_final.pdf
https://static-curis.ku.dk/portal/files/117976311/A_Short_Introduction_to_Danish_Environmental_History_final.pdf
https://www2.mst.dk/udgiv/publications/2001/87-7944-519-5/html/kap04_eng.htm#kap4.3.8
https://static-curis.ku.dk/portal/files/117976311/A_Short_Introduction_to_Danish_Environmental_History_final.pdf
https://static-curis.ku.dk/portal/files/117976311/A_Short_Introduction_to_Danish_Environmental_History_final.pdf
https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/denmark-population/
https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/denmark-population/
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/richest-countries-in-the-world
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI?locations=DK
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI?locations=DK
https://www.pfonline.com/articles/phosphates-how-they-impact-your-discharge
https://www.epa.gov/nutrientpollution/issue
https://www2.mst.dk/udgiv/publications/2001/87-7944-519-5/html/kap04_eng.htm
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much earlier thanks to their Forest Conservation Act of 1805, the Endangered 
Species Hunting Ban in 1860 and the Landscape Conservation Legislation in 191719. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
19 Fritzbøger, B. A Short Introduction to Danish Environmental History. (Copenhagen, University of Copenhagen, 
2014), p. 34. 
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Approaches used by Denmark in environmental policy 
 

Cooperation 

Danes have a strong culture of cooperation which is important when working hand in 
hand on green issues20. It is easy to see a large number of cross-sectoral partnerships 
within Denmark that have helped when working together on climate change. 

This is particularly apparent between the national and local levels following the 2013 
Municipality agreement and 2012 Action plan for a climate-proof Denmark21. Indeed, 
national law changes were put in place to better support the implementation of local 
adaptation action. 

Another interesting point when it comes to cooperation stems from the fact that in 
Denmark, NGOs do not lobby as much as in Brussels. However, they are noticeably 
more involved in the legislative process with a right to appeal certain decisions, such 
as local planning or mining permissions22. 

 

Proactive policy 

The Nordic country could also be celebrated for their proactivity regarding the 
sustainability issue23. As mentioned previously, it was the first country to create an 
Environment Ministry in 1971, 30 years before the UK24 25. 

Moreover, the country formed a Circular Economy Advisory Board in 2016, 
underlining that the Danes are ready to rethink our usual modes of production to 
involve more sharing, leasing, reusing, repairing, refurbishing and recycling existing 

 
20 The guardian, Denmark’s collaborative culture makes it a breeding ground for sustainability. Available at: 
http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/denmark-collaborative-culture-sustainability 
[Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
21 Europa.eu., Denmark country briefing - The European environment — state and outlook. Available at: 
https://www.eea.europa.eu/soer/2015/countries/denmark [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
22 Practical law, Environmental law and practice in Denmark: overview. Available at: 
https://content.next.westlaw.com/0-522-
0619?__lrTS=20210209034118550&transitionType=Default&contextData=(sc.Default)&firstPage=tru
e [Accessed: 9 September 2021]. 
23 The guardian, Denmark’s collaborative culture makes it a breeding ground for sustainability. Available at: 
http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/denmark-collaborative-culture-sustainability 
[Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
24 The guardian, Denmark’s collaborative culture makes it a breeding ground for sustainability. Available at: 
http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/denmark-collaborative-culture-sustainability 
[Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
25 www.parliament.uk, Memorandum submitted by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
(G 28). Available at: https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200102/cmselect/cmenvfru/uc991-
iii/uc991m02.htm [Accessed: 9 September 2021]. 

https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/denmark-collaborative-culture-sustainability
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/denmark-collaborative-culture-sustainability
https://www.eea.europa.eu/soer/2015/countries/denmark
https://content.next.westlaw.com/0-522-0619?__lrTS=20210209034118550&transitionType=Default&contextData=(sc.Default)&firstPage=true
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/denmark-collaborative-culture-sustainability
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/denmark-collaborative-culture-sustainability
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/denmark-collaborative-culture-sustainability
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200102/cmselect/cmenvfru/uc991-iii/uc991m02.htm
https://stateofgreen.com/en/circular-economy/
http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/denmark-collaborative-culture-sustainability
https://www.eea.europa.eu/soer/2015/countries/denmark
https://content.next.westlaw.com/0-522-0619?__lrTS=20210209034118550&transitionType=Default&contextData=(sc.Default)&firstPage=true
https://content.next.westlaw.com/0-522-0619?__lrTS=20210209034118550&transitionType=Default&contextData=(sc.Default)&firstPage=true
https://content.next.westlaw.com/0-522-0619?__lrTS=20210209034118550&transitionType=Default&contextData=(sc.Default)&firstPage=true
http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/denmark-collaborative-culture-sustainability
http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/denmark-collaborative-culture-sustainability
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200102/cmselect/cmenvfru/uc991-iii/uc991m02.htm
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200102/cmselect/cmenvfru/uc991-iii/uc991m02.htm
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materials and products26. The board gave the government recommendations on 
creating a more circular economy, which resulted in a four-year strategic plan27. 

 

Total embedment 

To this apparent proactivity, is added much more embedment of the issue in the 
government’s legal framework than in most countries. Indeed, every five years, the 
government must set a legally binding emission target across sectors of the economy. 
If insufficient progress is made, politicians could be asked to step down. 

Similarly, political coalitions around climate change are also binding, pushing for 
environmental plans to be implemented as a condition for those coalitions to take 
office28. 

 

Moreover, Denmark is at the origin of the Strategic Environmental Assessments 
process. Established in 1993, it was first carried out solely for government proposals 
with significant environmental effects. In 1995, it was extended to all new 
parliamentary acts. The steps are the following29. 

1. Screen proposals to pick those that were more likely to have an environmental 
impact. 

2. Identify the effects of the bill. 
3. Analyse those effects. 
4. Write a separate environmental effects report to be attached to the bill before 

it goes through parliament. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
26 State of Green, A Circular Economy is what we need to move towards. Available at: 
https://stateofgreen.com/en/circular-economy/ [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
27 The Advisory Board for Circular Economy, ‘Recommendations for the Danish Government’ 

(Copenhagen, The Advisory Board for Circular Economy, 2017), p. 1. 

28 US news, Denmark Floats a Possible Model for Climate Policy. Available at: 
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/articles/2020-01-07/denmarks-aggressive-new-
climate-law-blazes-path-for-developed-
countries#:~:text=One%20country%2C%20however%2C%20has%20committed,carbon%20neutrality
%20targeted%20for%202050 [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 

29 The Ministry of Environment and Energy, ‘Strategic environmental assessment of bills and other 
government proposals’ (Copenhagen, The Ministry of Environment and Energy, 1995), p. 9. 

https://en.mfvm.dk/fileadmin/user_upload/MFVM/Miljoe/Cirkulaer_oekonomi/Advisory-Board-for-Circular-Economy-Report-2017-Content_Single_pages_WEB.pdf
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/articles/2020-01-07/denmarks-aggressive-new-climate-law-blazes-path-for-developed-countries#:~:text=One%20country%2C%20however%2C%20has%20committed,carbon%20neutrality%20targeted%20for%202050.
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/articles/2020-01-07/denmarks-aggressive-new-climate-law-blazes-path-for-developed-countries#:~:text=One%20country%2C%20however%2C%20has%20committed,carbon%20neutrality%20targeted%20for%202050.
https://naturstyrelsen.dk/media/nst/Attachments/Strategic_environmental_assessment_of_bills_and_ot.pdf
https://naturstyrelsen.dk/media/nst/Attachments/Strategic_environmental_assessment_of_bills_and_ot.pdf
https://naturstyrelsen.dk/media/nst/Attachments/Strategic_environmental_assessment_of_bills_and_ot.pdf
https://stateofgreen.com/en/circular-economy/
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/articles/2020-01-07/denmarks-aggressive-new-climate-law-blazes-path-for-developed-countries#:~:text=One%20country%2C%20however%2C%20has%20committed,carbon%20neutrality%20targeted%20for%202050
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/articles/2020-01-07/denmarks-aggressive-new-climate-law-blazes-path-for-developed-countries#:~:text=One%20country%2C%20however%2C%20has%20committed,carbon%20neutrality%20targeted%20for%202050
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/articles/2020-01-07/denmarks-aggressive-new-climate-law-blazes-path-for-developed-countries#:~:text=One%20country%2C%20however%2C%20has%20committed,carbon%20neutrality%20targeted%20for%202050
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/articles/2020-01-07/denmarks-aggressive-new-climate-law-blazes-path-for-developed-countries#:~:text=One%20country%2C%20however%2C%20has%20committed,carbon%20neutrality%20targeted%20for%202050
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Pressure on businesses 

The government also exercises many pressures on businesses to be more sustainable. 
For instance, sustainability reporting has been mandatory in Denmark since 2008, 
showing firms that such issues should be a priority30. 

In Denmark, non-compliance with environmental law can give rise to both criminal, 
focused on punishment, and civil, focused on compensation, proceedings31 18 In the 
UK, criminal law was traditionally used, before civil actions being preferred32. A better 
mix of both is recommended as they are thought to be complimentary33. 

Additionally, green matters are heavily taxed with important taxes on energy 
consumption, as well as environmental taxes, for harmful products, discharge of 
pollutants and scarce resources34. As a comparison point, taxes for the UK are the 
following35: 

• Climate Change Levy which taxes the energy used by businesses 
• Carbon Price Support 
• Landfill Tax for those who operate landfill sites 
• Aggregates Lev on the commercial exploitation of rock, sand and grave  
• Plastic Packaging Tax on plastic packaging with less than 30% recycled plastic. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
30 The guardian, Denmark’s collaborative culture makes it a breeding ground for sustainability. Available at: 
http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/denmark-collaborative-culture-sustainability 
[Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
31 Slatergordon, Difference between criminal & civil law. Available at: 
https://www.slatergordon.co.uk/criminal-defence-solicitors/criminal-vs-civil-law/ [Accessed: 21 
September 2021]. 
32 DMH Stallard LLP, Penalties for breaching environmental legislation. Available at: 
https://www.dmhstallard.com/news-insights/blog/penalties-for-breaching-environmental-legislation 
[Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
33 Watson, M. ‘The enforcement of environmental law: civil or criminal penalties?’, Environmental law & 
management, 17 (2005), p. 6. 
34 Practical law, Environmental law and practice in Denmark: overview. Available at: 
https://content.next.westlaw.com/0-522-
0619?__lrTS=20210209034118550&transitionType=Default&contextData=(sc.Default)&firstPage=tru
e [Accessed: 9 September 2021]. 
35 GOV.UK. Government Digital Service, Environmental taxes, reliefs and schemes for businesses. 
Available at: https://www.gov.uk/green-taxes-and-reliefs [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 

https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/denmark-collaborative-culture-sustainability
https://www.slatergordon.co.uk/criminal-defence-solicitors/criminal-vs-civil-law/#:~:text=Criminal%20law%20seeks%20to%20punish,compensation%20for%20the%20injured%20party.&text=Civil%20law%20cases%20are%20filed,is%20guilty%20or%20not%20guilty.
https://www.slatergordon.co.uk/criminal-defence-solicitors/criminal-vs-civil-law/#:~:text=Criminal%20law%20seeks%20to%20punish,compensation%20for%20the%20injured%20party.&text=Civil%20law%20cases%20are%20filed,is%20guilty%20or%20not%20guilty.
https://content.next.westlaw.com/0-522-0619?__lrTS=20210209034118550&transitionType=Default&contextData=(sc.Default)&firstPage=true
https://www.dmhstallard.com/news-insights/blog/penalties-for-breaching-environmental-legislation#:~:text=Most%20breaches%20of%20environmental%20law,a%20fine%20and%2For%20imprisonment.
http://eprints.hud.ac.uk/id/eprint/339/1/WatsonEnforcement.pdf
https://content.next.westlaw.com/0-522-0619?__lrTS=20210209034118550&transitionType=Default&contextData=(sc.Default)&firstPage=true
https://content.next.westlaw.com/0-522-0619?__lrTS=20210209034118550&transitionType=Default&contextData=(sc.Default)&firstPage=true
https://content.next.westlaw.com/0-522-0619?__lrTS=20210209034118550&transitionType=Default&contextData=(sc.Default)&firstPage=true
https://www.gov.uk/green-taxes-and-reliefs
http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/denmark-collaborative-culture-sustainability
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Cultural changes 

The Danish government does not stop at economic leverages and tries to go further 
by encouraging a shift from the current consumerist culture. 

To do so, it recently introduced some online educational resources to assist 
companies and citizens in reducing waste36. The aim is also to make citizens rethink 
the preconception that there exists a choice to make between a healthy economy and 
climate change reduction. 

Furthermore, they cultivate eco-cities, like Copenhagen, which strive on their biking 
culture37. To do this, parking is limited in the centre, taxes on cars and gas were 
raised, lanes and traffic lights were updated, bike racks, pumps and footrests were 
added. 

In addition, trash incinerators were installed in the centre of Copenhagen to help with 
waste impact reduction. As a result, heating the city while cutting CO2 emissions by 
99.5%38. 

 

Impact in Denmark 

As a result of the above, Denmark is considered a front-runner in environmental 
policy, with an ever-increasing score39. Direct greenhouse-gas emissions have 
decreased by 20% since the mid-1990s, and 23% of energy comes from renewable 
sources, thus ranking 8th among OECD countries on that matter, with a goal of 100% 
for electricity by 203040. 

However, carbon dioxide emissions have only been reduced by about 5% in terms of 
consumption, 20% in production since the mid-1990s levels41. 

 
36 State of Green, A Circular Economy is what we need to move towards. Available at: 
https://stateofgreen.com/en/circular-economy/ [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
37 Reader’s Digest, What we can learn from the most Eco-friendly countries on earth. Available at: 
https://www.rd.com/list/what-we-can-learn-from-the-most-eco-friendly-countries-on-earth/ 
[Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
38 Texasdisposal, 3 Eco-friendly countries (2020). Available at: 
https://www.texasdisposal.com/blog/most-eco-friendly-countries/ [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
39 Bertelsmann Stiftung Denmark environmental policies. Available at: https://www.sgi-
network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
40 Bertelsmann Stiftung Denmark environmental policies. Available at: https://www.sgi-
network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
41 Bertelsmann Stiftung Denmark environmental policies. Available at: https://www.sgi-
network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 

https://stateofgreen.com/en/circular-economy/
https://www.rd.com/list/what-we-can-learn-from-the-most-eco-friendly-countries-on-earth/
https://www.texasdisposal.com/blog/most-eco-friendly-countries/#:~:text=By%20dedicating%20their%20capital%20to,are%20a%20staple%20of%20Copenhagen
https://www.texasdisposal.com/blog/most-eco-friendly-countries/#:~:text=By%20dedicating%20their%20capital%20to,are%20a%20staple%20of%20Copenhagen
https://www.sgi-network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies#:~:text=Denmark%20is%20considered%20to%20be,17%20out%20of%20178%20countries.&text=Denmark%20has%20set%20rather%20ambitious,be%20fossil%20free%20by%202050.
https://www.sgi-network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies
https://www.sgi-network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies
https://www.sgi-network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies
https://www.sgi-network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies
https://www.sgi-network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies
https://www.sgi-network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies
https://stateofgreen.com/en/circular-economy/
https://www.rd.com/list/what-we-can-learn-from-the-most-eco-friendly-countries-on-earth/
https://www.texasdisposal.com/blog/most-eco-friendly-countries/
https://www.sgi-network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies
https://www.sgi-network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies
https://www.sgi-network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies
https://www.sgi-network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies
https://www.sgi-network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies
https://www.sgi-network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies
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Their cycling culture also allows a CO2 reduction of 20,000 tons a year on average42. 

Moreover, Danish politicians report that actions such as the SEA increases the 
transparency of bills and helps them in their decision making43. 

Therefore, Denmark is often at the centre of global environmental policy, with, for 
instance, the C40 World Mayors Summit, for city representatives to meet to discuss 
environmental issues, in Copenhagen in October 201944 45. 

 

Examples of adoption by other countries 

The Nordic country has often played an essential role in shaping international 
environmental regimes, collaborating with the EU or UN.  

Many countries, including the UK, recently followed the Danish example by making 
sustainability reporting mandatory46 47. Reports show that this legislative shift 
allowed for more social responsibility, with sustainable development and employee 
training becoming a higher priority48. 

Moreover, creating a more cycle-friendly Paris, inspired by green cities like 
Copenhagen, saw a boom in biking habits49. Those are encouraging trends as a 2015 
ECF study had calculated that if all the EU’s nations achieved Danish levels of cycling, 
this alone would allow for between 5 to 11% of the emission reductions needed to 
reach the EU’s official 2020 emission targets50. 

 

 
42 Denmark, The Danish cycling culture. Available at: https://denmark.dk/people-and-culture/biking 
[Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
43 Jones, C. et al. Strategic environmental assessment and land use planning: An international 
evaluation (London, Routledge, 2005), p. 21 
44 Bertelsmann Stiftung Denmark environmental policies. Available at: https://www.sgi-
network.org/2018/Denmark/Environmental_Policies [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
45 C40, C40: The 2019 C40 world mayors Summit in Copenhagen. Available at: 
https://www.c40.org/events/the-2019-c40-world-mayors-summit-in-copenhagen [Accessed: 21 
September 2021]. 
46 Industry today, Mandatory sustainability reporting. Available at: 
https://industrytoday.com/mandatory-sustainability-reporting/ [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
47 GOV.UK, Measuring and reporting environmental impacts: guidance for businesses. Available at: 
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/measuring-and-reporting-environmental-impacts-guidance-for-
businesses [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
48 Ioannou, I. and Serafeim, G. ‘The consequences of mandatory corporate sustainability reporting’, 
Harvard Business School Research Working Paper, 11-100 (2011) p. 2. 
49 France today, The Paris bicycle boom, Francetoday.com. Available at: 
https://www.francetoday.com/travel/paris/the-paris-bicycle-boom/ [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
50 European Cyclists’ Federation, ‘Cycle more often 2 cool down the planet - Quantifying CO2 savings 
of cycling’ (Brussels, European Cyclists’ Federation, 2011), p. 17. 

https://denmark.dk/people-and-culture/biking
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https://industrytoday.com/mandatory-sustainability-reporting/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/measuring-and-reporting-environmental-impacts-guidance-for-businesses#:~:text=From%201%20April%202019%2C%20quoted,and%20Carbon%20Report)%20Regulations%202018.
https://core.ac.uk/display/6901729
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http://www.ecf.com/wp-content/uploads/ECF_CO2_WEB.pdf
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Policy proposals 
Give NGOs the right to appeal legislation that affects the environment 

In Denmark, giving NGOs the right to appeal has allowed all stakeholders to be more 
involved in the legislative process. 

 

Advantages: 

1. Research has shown that NGOs are successful litigants51. They often bring 
more detailed, well-founded and helpful appeals. They could hence act as a 
safeguard. 

2. This is particularly well-needed in the UK, as, post-Brexit, the country is not 
being scrutinised by the European Court of Justice anymore. 

3. Court cases are usually too high of a cost for NGOs, thus not allowing them to 
challenge governmental actions52. 

4. There are several indirect effects, one of which is the increase in politicians’ 
awareness and environmental considerations. 

 

Possible hurdles: 

1. Direct effects stay small53. After the annulment of the decision, the 
government could still try to fix the original law without totally scrapping it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
51 Jans, J. and Marseille, A. The role of NGOs in environmental litigation against public authorities: 
Some observations on judicial review and access to court in the Netherlands’, Journal of 
environmental law, 22(3) (2010) p. 389. 
52 Jans, J. and Marseille, A. The role of NGOs in environmental litigation against public authorities: Some 
observations on judicial review and access to court in the Netherlands’, Journal of environmental law, 22(3) 
(2010) p. 377. 
53 Jans, J. and Marseille, A. The role of NGOs in environmental litigation against public authorities: Some 
observations on judicial review and access to court in the Netherlands’, Journal of environmental law, 22(3) 
(2010) p. 390. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44248746?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44248746?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44248746?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
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Proactivity 

A new Circular Economy Advisory Board 

Another helpful action could be to set up a Circular Economy Advisory Board. 

 

Advantages: 

1. Similarly to Denmark, it could stimulate the UK towards a more circular 
transformation and support legislation such as the Circular Economy 
Package54. As many believe its delivery will be hazardous post-Brexit and 
COVID-19. 

2. The creation of this board could shed more light on the governmental actions 
towards this goal. Indeed, actions like the circular economy package have been 
mostly absent from mainstream media. A Circular Economy Advisory Board 
might help shift the country’s culture and its perception of the sustainability 
and economic growth dilemma. 

3. There already exist leading circular authorities in the UK, such as the Ellen 
MacArthur Foundation, which could work hand in hand with the government 
and thus cut costs of creating a new board55. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
54 GOV.UK, Circular Economy Package policy statement. Available at: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/circular-economy-package-policy-statement/circular-
economy-package-policy-statement [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
55 Ellen Macarthur Foundation, Let’s build a circular economy. Available at: 

https://ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/ [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/circular-economy-package-policy-statement/circular-economy-package-policy-statement#:~:text=the%20Scottish%20Government.-,Executive%20summary,waste%20and%20promoting%20resource%20efficiency.
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/circular-economy-package-policy-statement/circular-economy-package-policy-statement#:~:text=the%20Scottish%20Government.-,Executive%20summary,waste%20and%20promoting%20resource%20efficiency.
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/assets/downloads/government/EMF_TFPM_FullReportEnhanced_11-9-15.pdf
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/assets/downloads/government/EMF_TFPM_FullReportEnhanced_11-9-15.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/circular-economy-package-policy-statement/circular-economy-package-policy-statement
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/circular-economy-package-policy-statement/circular-economy-package-policy-statement
https://ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/


  

19 
 

Embedment 

Greater accountability for government climate targets. Politicians should be tied to 
their environmental targets meaning that if they miss their targets they should stand 
down.  

 

Advantages: 
1. Such action would allow for more transparency and proactivity in office. 
2. Making a commitment would be more valuable as to either introduce the 

target or to continue working towards one would be a firm commitment that it 
will be reached. 

 
Possible hurdles: 

1. Politicians may stop introducing those altogether in fear of being asked to step 
down from their role for not having sufficiently met set-targets. It is thus key 
for such legislation to involve a mandatory regularity in target setting, as 
exemplified by the bi-decennial commitment in Denmark. 
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Pressure on businesses 

Implement a scarce resource tax 

Just as Denmark uses a scarce resource tax, 69% of Great Britain’s population 
surveyed by IPSO think that businesses should be taxed for the use of scarce natural 
resources56. 

 

Advantages: 
1. It would clearly underline the negative externalities of some production cycles 

for both businesses and consumers. 
2. It would encourage a shift from the ‘take-make-dispose’ system, as had shown 

the tax on aggregates put in place in 2002 in the UK57. 
 

Possible hurdles: 

1. It could make the country less attractive for businesses. To avoid this the 
money raised should either go towards supporting renewable products with 
tax breaks or towards families struggling to pay the bills. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
56 World Economic Forum, Majority of consumers willing to pay more for goods which use scarce natural 

resources. Available at: https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/06/consumers-natural-resources-
ipsos-survey/ [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
57 European Commission, ‘Taxes on natural resources reduce use of raw materials’ (Brussels, European 
Commission, 2011), p. 1. 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/06/consumers-natural-resources-ipsos-survey/
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/integration/research/newsalert/pdf/262na1_en.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/06/consumers-natural-resources-ipsos-survey/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/06/consumers-natural-resources-ipsos-survey/
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Cultural change 

Planning cities with bikes in mind 

Studying the example of Denmark also taught us that the little things are crucial in 
helping the UK fight climate change. An example of such stems from the further 
implementation of a biking culture through reducing parking spots in city centres and 
the careful crafting of biking paths. 

 

Advantages: 
1. It would allow biking to be more secure, possibly decreasing the fear in 

England felt by ⅔ of adults that cycling is dangerous58. 
2. It would allow for a decrease in CO2 emissions. This is especially needed in 

London given that it is the worst city in Europe for health costs from air 
pollution59. 

 

Possible hurdles: 

1. Such measures would require an increase in taxes60 and spending. 
2. Additionally, it might require being supported by other taxes such as ones on 

cars and gas. This might be more tricky to implement as doing so in France was 
highly controversial and ended up being dropped following violent protests61. 
While the French are known for their repetitive protests, it could be feared 
that such measures would also lack popularity in the UK62. Once again it may 
require using the money raised to either support those on a lower income or to 
use the revenue to invest in more environmentally friendly products. 

 

 

 
58 The Guardian, Two-thirds of adults in England feel cycling is dangerous. Available at: 

http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/aug/10/two-thirds-adults-england-cycling-
dangerous-safer [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 

59 The Guardian, London the worst city in Europe for health costs from air pollution. Available at: 
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/oct/21/london-the-worst-city-in-europe-for-
health-costs-from-air-pollution [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
60 Texasdisposal, 3 Eco-friendly countries (2020). Available at: 
https://www.texasdisposal.com/blog/most-eco-friendly-countries/ [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
61 The Guardian, Macron scraps fuel tax rise in face of gilets jaunes protests. Available at: 
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/dec/05/france-wealth-tax-changes-gilets-jaunes-protests-
president-macron [Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 
62 Wilson, L. ‘Political demonstrations in France: Protest politics or politics of ritual?’, French politics and 
society, 12(2/3) (1994), p. 33. 
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Conclusion 
This paper shows how Denmark reached the first step of the green podium and what 
the UK could learn from it. It’s clear from this paper that we can and should learn 
from other countries. Indeed, the UK is building many new environmental 
frameworks which owe to be beneficial for the region63. In the future, it would be 
interesting to also learn from other countries, like Bolivia, which introduced the Law 
of Rights of Mother Earth in 2010, granting it legal rights on the topic of clean air, 
water and biodiversity64. 

However, when it comes to the environment, there is always much more that could 
be done. In our case, more cultural change should be supported. Politicians should 
also rethink the government’s obligation to nature and proactively encourage more 
circular cooperation. Indeed, while the future Environmental Bill includes all the green 
basics, it could be more revolutionary in framing the environmental issue and its 
urgency. Doing so could allow faster change and more involvement from politicians. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
63 Publications.parliament.uk, ‘Annexes to the Environment Bill Impact Assessment’ (London, 
Parliament, 2020), p. 3. 
64 The rights of nature, The Law of Mother Earth: Behind Bolivia’s historic bill. Available at: 
https://www.therightsofnature.org/bolivia-law-of-mother-earth/ ]Accessed: 21 September 2021]. 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/58-01/0009/Environment%20Bill%20IA%20ANNEXES.pdf
https://www.therightsofnature.org/bolivia-law-of-mother-earth/
https://www.therightsofnature.org/bolivia-law-of-mother-earth/
https://www.therightsofnature.org/bolivia-law-of-mother-earth/
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