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It seems the environment is a dirty word in some circles.

There is a suspicion amongst environmentalists 

that fat cats and thrusting young entrepreneurs too 

often associate the ‘E’ word with higher costs and 

red tape – that even ordinary business people regard 

it as an economic spoilsport.

 But a new study has set out to turn that perception 

on its head by showing business leaders that, far from 

being a barrier, the environment can be – and already 

is – a money-spinner. 

 “The environment has been treated as something 

that stops you doing what you want to. It is only latterly 

that people have seen it as a trigger, and as a way of 

making money from protecting it,” says the Environment 

Agency’s Dr Peter Fox.

 This one statement indicates a fundamental 

shift in the direction environmentalism is now taking.

After years of playing ‘hard-to-get’, environmentalists 

are now courting business leaders – and they know 

the way to a managing director’s heart is through the 

balance book.

 Research in the newly published study,

The Environmental Economy of England’s Northwest, 

suggests the region’s environment already supports 

at least 109,000 jobs and is worth around £2.6 billion 

to its economy. But the paper, overseen by Dr Fox, also 

reports that if we unleashed our environment it could 

do so much more. He is among a growing army of 

thinkers asking us to consider whether the cotton wool 

we often seek to wrap around our natural 

heritage really protects it, or simply stifl es it. 

 He believes that while other industries 

have been quick to demonstrate their 

economic value, the infant environmental 

sector, which is fragmented in terms of its 

nature and location, has lagged behind.

 A working group chaired by him and 

made up of representatives from Envirolink 

Northwest, the Northwest Development 

Agency (NWDA) and English Nature has been 

fl eshing out that very argument in pounds

and pence.

 For example, the fi nancial advantage – 

if any – of having rare birds of prey nearby has 

been hard to quantify. But, astonishingly, the 

team uncovered RSPB research showing that 

the presence of ospreys in the Lake District, 

nesting there since 1997, directly supports 

£126,000 of local tourism income and the 

equivalent of eleven full time jobs.

 Dr Fox’s team dug out and consolidated 

such obscure data from a variety of ‘green’ 

sectors – environmental technologies, 

organic farming, countryside sports, 

tourism – and brought them together to

form a more accurate picture of just how  

much the environment is worth to the

region’s economy.

A similar study in 2000 gave them

a baseline to work from, but the 2006 

fi gures indicate that the change 

since then has been dramatic.

For example:

•  the environmental tourism 

industry alone is estimated to

earn the region £770 million

per year.

•  organic farming now accounts 

for 2.5 per cent of all agricultural 

land compared with 0.4 per cent 

in 2000.

•  turnover in the sewage and 

waste disposal sector rose 

49 per cent between 1998 

and last year to £1.3 billion.

This is proof, say the report’s 

authors, that far from being a brake 

on development, the environment is 

the fi fth gear the regional economy 

never knew it had.
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Does money really grow on trees? A new report looks 

at the true value of the Northwest’s environment.
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Mark Atherton, head of sustainable development at 

the NWDA, explains: “The government, particularly the 

treasury, is asking people to prove the benefi t of the 

work they are doing, so the environment, like any other 

sector, is doing that.

 “There is a body of thought that the environment has 

an inherent value and should be protected, but my role 

is to promote sustainable development. My argument 

would be; the environment has an important role and 

should be protected, but there are aspects of it that 

contribute to the economy and social well-being and that 

should be recognised.”

 He fi rmly believes there are ways the economy can 

benefi t from a strong environment, but insists they need 

to be more fully understood: 

 “Economists, developers and businesses should 

recognise there is a value to the environment that 

may not be immediately apparent to them, and it 

is also important that organisations responsible 

for environmental management recognise that the 

environment has more to give than just being beautiful.”

 Jackie Seddon, chief executive of the report’s

co-sponsors, Envirolink Northwest, hopes data like this 

will help business leaders see the wood for the trees: 

“There will be people who think the environment is all 

about people knitting yoghurt and hugging trees. But 

environmental industries are one of the fasted growing 

business sectors, with a global market bigger than 

aerospace or chemicals. I think people will be surprised 

by these fi gures.”

 Her work in the environmental technologies sector 

has convinced her that many large businesses now 

acknowledge that energy effi ciency and the expense of 

wasted water can affect their bottom line, but seeing the 

wider environment as a generator of cash is something 

entirely new.

 Fifteen years ago Salford Quays had a negative land 

value. It now supports 13,000 jobs, sees around 3.7 

million visitors a year and was recently chosen above 

Manchester city centre for a historic BBC relocation deal.

Walter Menzies, chief executive of the Mersey Basin 

Campaign, says environmental improvements like 

those seen in the Quays have long been an economic 

driver, but are only now being quantifi ed: 

“The Northwest was the fi rst region to 

industrialise on a big scale and that left a 

legacy of problems. Just twenty years ago the 

Mersey Estuary was described as a disgrace 

to civilised society. But now, due to major 

investment, it has been substantially cleaned up.

 “We would not have had the Salford Quays 

development or the changes on the Mersey 

Waterfront had we still had polluted water. 

That might be obvious to some, but we are

still in a situation where not everybody gets it.

“So rather than just make these grand 

statements there is now the evidence to back 

this up.”

 Will Williams, English Nature’s 

representative on the report’s steering group, 

says the fi ndings answer big questions 

about the size of the region’s environmental 

economy and give the NWDA fi gures it can 

work with if it is to take the previously ‘unseen’ 

environmental economy seriously: “We want 

a rethink on the region’s future economic 

strategy. Traditionally it has been about 

business infrastructure, housing and social 

services. This document puts the natural 

environment in as part of that.

 “We want to see more people enjoying the 

natural environment and more businesses 

seeing that it can give economic benefi ts. 

There are lots of people working in different 

sectors, so this report is about trying to get 

people to talk to each other and see added 

value in working together.”

 Walter Menzies says all interested groups 

must work to see the alternative perspective: 

“A lot of the green lobby has made a mistake 

in making the environment out to 

be a problem – it has whinged, 

and that has been unhelpful. The 

Confederation of British Industry 

has also whinged saying there is too 

much environmental regulation – but 

nobody has ever left the UK because 

of those regulations.”

 Dr Fox sees repackaging 

environmental information in

a more business-friendly form as an 

essential part of the ‘propaganda’ 

war: “There is a proportion of society 

that will fi ght to protect wildlife for its 

intrinsic value, but there is a large 

proportion that will have to look at 

being hardnosed and ask what the 

value is. So there is an element of 

propaganda in this.

 “It is fair to say a growing 

proportion of business people and 

decision makers recognise the 

environment as a driver, and that 

has taken place over the last fi ve to 

ten years.

 “There are still those who see 

it as a barrier to innovation but, as 

things like climate change become 

an issue, they are recognising 

that the environment will be an 

opportunity.”

 He believes larger organisations, 

with their well-funded long term 

plans, have been quick to grasp 

the opportunities afforded by the 

green economy, but he admits: 

“That luxury is not available to small 

businesses which live from day to 

day. But the message is now fi ltering 

through to them through their 

contractual relationships with larger 

companies who ask them for their 

environmental credentials.

 He says: “That is the kind of 

wake-up call they are getting and 

it can be a shock. Environmental 

concerns could put the unwary out

of business but they need not.

The environment is not a barrier.”

 Meanwhile, Jackie Seddon 

points out that, amongst 

businesses operating in the 

environmental sector itself,

95 per cent are SMEs. These are 

enthusiastically exploiting the

opportunities created by 

environmental legislation and 

developing innovative products and

services for the growing global 

market. A recent government report 

predicts that half the environmental 

products we will need in the next ten 

years have not yet been invented.

 “Science minister Lord Sainsbury 

described the environmental sector 

as the invisible industry. But, if 

we get the message of this report 

out to key decision makers I think 

it will change things. I think it will 

help people understand the wealth 

and employment potential of the 

environmental sector.”

 Nevertheless, Mark Atherton 

admits the study, by its very nature, 

was hampered by the availability 

of accurate data. For example, 

although logic suggests a better 

local environment will lead to a rise 

in that area’s house prices, it can be 

diffi cult to quantify.

 That is why the values described in the 

report are underestimates and should be 

taken as such: “I think we have gone about 

this in the right way, we can point to where 

our fi gures have come from, and therefore the 

fi gures are robust. But this just sets a marker 

down – it says there is huge potential for

the region.”

 The report suggests this potential lies in 

ecotourism, the development of environmental 

technologies – particularly renewable energy 

sources – and changes to the way we use

our farmland.

 He predicts these three aspects of our 

environmental economy in particular are likely 

to see dramatic changes within fi ve years.

And encouragingly, the report argues entire 

rural communities – not just big business – can 

capitalise if the preparation is right. But that

preparation must come from well-informed

policy advisors, economists and 

entrepreneurs, who understand the value of

a good quality, fully functioning environment.

 Dr Fox says that is exactly what the 

document aims to do: “I think this report will 

be a trigger for change. The environmental 

sector is growing up but it needs support.”

MORE INFORMATION:

www.envirolinknorthwest.co.uk

www.nwda.co.uk

Jason Teasdale is the environment 
correspondent at the Northwest Enquirer, 
based in Manchester. He has worked on 
a number of quality regional newspapers 
including the Liverpool Post and Echo.

The environment is the fi fth gear the regional 
economy never knew it had.

60-second expert

•   A new report, The Environmental Economy 
of England’s Northwest, says that the region’s 
environment supports at least 109, 000 jobs and 
is worth around £2.6 billion to its economy.

•   Perceptions in the business community and 
amongst environmentalists are changing. 
A growing proportion of business people now 
recognise that the environment can drive the 
economy rather than hinder it, while leading 
environmentalists are arguing for a new 
relationship with business.

•   Turnover in the recycling sector has risen 
by 141 per cent from £121 million in 1998 
to £292 million in 2003.

•   Fifteen years ago Salford Quays had a negative 
land value. It now supports 13,000  jobs,
sees over three million visitors a year and was  
recently chosen as the site of the historic BBC 
relocation. This wouldn’t have happened had 
environmental factors such as polluted waters in 
the Manchester Ship Canal not been addressed.

•   The report suggests that there is huge potential 
for the region in ecotourism, development 
of environmental technologies – especially 
renewable energy sources – and changes to the 
way we use our farmland. It predicts dramatic 
changes within fi ve years.

•   The environmental sector has grown 
signifi cantly since the fi rst report on the region’s 
environmental economy was launched in 2000, 
proving that the pursuit of environmental gains 
makes good business sense.


