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Executive summary
Environmental sustainability (ES) is crucial for all of us, and there is a risk that people who draw on care and support and their families might be particularly severely affected by the climate crisis. Yet it is rare for adult social care (ASC) policy and strategy to directly address issues of ES. In this scoping review of English local authorities’ (LAs) publicly available and online ES and ASC policies, we found that only eight ASC strategies include significant mention of ES. Coverage of the Care Quality Commission’s environmental domains was uneven. While some strategies discussed carbon reduction, travel and funding, there was much less coverage of extreme weather, procurement, and estates and facilities. Despite this, 91% of English LAs have declared a climate emergency, and one local authority had a dedicated policy document related to ES in ASC. This suggests wider recognition of the importance of these issues – albeit perhaps more may be needed to more fully align these agendas so that they run throughout all future social care policy and practice.









1. Background
English local authorities’ responsibilities for adult social care and environmental sustainability
In England, councils with social services responsibilities have a statutory duty to assess, commission and provide ASC services under the Care Act 2014. This includes determining local needs, planning and funding care provision, and overseeing the quality and effectiveness of services delivered, whether in-house or by independent providers. ASC represents a major area of local government expenditure. Between 2023–2024, £32 billion was spent on ASC services in England (Kings Fund, 2025). 
In addition to responsibilities for ASC, LAs also have a responsibility to look after their local environment. Many LAs have set corporate net-zero targets between 2030–2040, targets set 10-20 years before the UK’s national target (Local Government Association, 2021). Achieving these targets requires integrating ES considerations into all LA functions, including ASC. As a high-spend, high-impact service area, ASC has the potential to significantly influence both direct and indirect emissions. Despite this, sustainability objectives are often concentrated within corporate strategies, with limited translation into service-specific policy.
The environmental impacts of adult social care provision
The environmental footprint of ASC arises from a combination of direct and indirect sources. ‘Scope 1 and 2 emissions’ directly impact the environment and include emissions from LA-owned care facilities, fleet vehicles and energy consumption in service delivery (Local Government Association, 2025). ‘Scope 3 emissions’ indirectly impact the environment and are generated through energy use, procurement practices and travel patterns of independent providers commissioned by LAs (Local Government Association, 2025), which makes up more than 80% of all ASC provision in England (Bach-Mortensen et al., 2024).
Given the size and nature of ASC in England, it is a sector likely to contribute substantially to LAs’ overall emissions, particularly through scope 3 emissions resulting from commissioned services. Even with this knowledge, the precise scale of this impact is difficult to determine, as many LAs do not measure or report Scope 3 emissions (Local Government Association, 2025), meaning that the true environmental footprint of English ASC is largely unknown. This poses a challenge for LAs aiming for net-zero targets and carbon neutrality, as unmeasured emissions cannot be effectively managed. Furthermore, ASC’s environmental impact is not limited to carbon; it encompasses waste generation, water use, building performance and resilience to climate-related risks such as heatwaves and flooding— factors that directly affect the wellbeing and safety of people who draw on care and support and their families (Climate Change Committee, 2023).
Policy review aims and objectives
This scoping review aims to analyse and summarise local government policy in England regarding environmental sustainability in ASC, exploring:
1) what LAs consider environmental sustainability to be in ASC; and
2) how LAs approach environmental sustainability in ASC
2. Methods
Policy search: Search strategy and inclusion criteria
The search was limited to English LAs with statutory responsibility for ASC. This comprised county councils, unitary authorities, London boroughs, and metropolitan districts, resulting in a total of 153 LAs for screening.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  As cited by NHS England, there were 152 local authorities delivering adult social care in 2023 (2023). Cumbria County Council was dissolved and replaced by Cumberland Council and Westmorland and Furness Council, increasing the total to 153 authorities (Hatmaker, 2023; ADASS, 2025; HM Government, 2025). 
] 

The review was undertaken in two screening stages. In the primary screening, each LA’s official website was visited, and the researcher used the website’s internal search function to identify relevant policy documents. The initial search term was “Environmental sustainability in adult social care”. The first ten results were reviewed for relevance. If no relevant document was identified, two separate searches were conducted – one for “environmental sustainability” and one for “adult social care.” Policy documents were then examined to determine whether any related specifically to ES within ASC. To distinguish whether LAs had declared a climate emergency the search term “climate emergency” was also inputted into the LA’s website search function.
Due to the small number of documents identified in the primary screening, the scope was widened in the secondary screening. In this stage, the ASC strategy of each LA was reviewed via a word search to determine whether it included any policy commitments relating to ES. This enabled inclusion of strategies that, while not dedicated ES–ASC documents, nonetheless incorporated sustainability considerations in their ASC strategy. However, this did not include policy documents published by LAs that set out provisions of social care and health services or LAs’ policy documents that focused on specific areas of ASC provisions (e.g., LAs’ ASC commissioning strategy). Policy documents considering the entirety of a local area’s plans for ASC were included. Therefore, this review might have missed additional coverage of ES in commissioning policies, joint commissioning policies, or policies focused on specific social care user-groups, for example.
Internal document/policy search
For all relevant documents identified through the two screening stages, considerations of ES within the context of LAs’ ASC strategies were systematically found using pre-defined search terms. The search terms were environmental domains retrieved from the Care Quality Commission’s (2025) best practice guidelines for environmental sustainability in the NHS. However, these domains were adapted for ASC. Consequently, the ES domains used as the search terms were: Environment (environment/s from the perspective of physical environment/s– opposed to social environments – were included by the reviewer), carbon reduction, travel, estates & facilities, procurement, extreme weather adaptation, and funding of ES within ASC provision.
This structured word search attempted to consistently capture both the existence and scope of ES commitments within ASC policies, enabling comparison across all LAs with specific ES in ASC policies, and/or significant coverage of ES in broader ASC strategies. An Excel spreadsheet was developed to capture the following variables for each LA:
Primary screening variables
1) LA name
2) Whether the LA had declared a climate emergency
3) ES in ASC policy document 
Secondary screening variables
4) ASC strategy document
5) ASC strategy timeframe
3. Results 
Quantitative Findings
Across the 153 LAs in England with statutory responsibility for ASC, this document search revealed 1 LA (0.6%) with a policy document specifically focused on ES within ASC. It is important to note this search was carried out between June and October 2025, so LAs may be in the process of writing and publishing an ES in ASC policy or have published one since this search was conducted. This search also found from the 153 LAs with ASC responsibility, 69 had a publicly available, over-arching ASC strategy, 8 of which (12%) mentioned ES. However, 139 out of 153 LAs have declared a climate emergency (91%). As stated above, our searches were based on publicly available, over-arching documents and strategies, so our figures are likely to be an under-estimate of the true situation.
When examining the presence of ES-related measures in all LAs’ ASC policy documents (this includes ES in ASC policies and LAs’ ASC strategies), across the five environmental domains used for this review, 9 documents (13%) mentioned the (physical) environment, 8 documents mentioned carbon reduction (12%), 8 documents mentioned travel (12%), 8 documents mentioned procurement (12%), 7 documents mentioned estates and facilities (10%), 2 documents mentioned weather adaptations (3%) and 1 mentioned funding ES in ASC (1%). 
The one document that mentioned funding ES within ASC provision was the LA policy document that specifically focused on ES within ASC (Solihull Metropolitan Borough Council, 2022). These figures indicate that currently, integration of ES considerations into ASC policy remains limited. However, climate emergency declarations are widespread across English LAs, suggesting that most English LAs have established ES as important. The LA that had a dedicated policy document addressing ES in ASC (Solihull Metropolitan Borough Council, 2022) offers a strong commitment to all five ES domains applied in this review – and may be a good example for other LAs to consider when developing their own approaches to integrating ES into local ASC provision.
Qualitative Thematic Analysis 
Thematic analysis of relevant policy documents revealed varying degrees of commitment to ES from different ES domains (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Below are some qualitative examples of ways LAs have discussed and/or committed to ES.
1. Considering the physical environment in ASC provision
Most ASC policy documents did not consider the physical environment or ES within their service provision. However, those LAs who did discuss the physical environment in their ASC policies showed good examples of committing to ES in local service provision and commissioning. One LA had an entire Appendix dedicated to ES principles in their ASC strategy, and said:
“In line with our adult social care strategy’s commitments to reduce inequality and improve the lives of people in Sheffield, we must recognise and act on the impact our adult social care system has on our climate. We aim to do more to identify these impacts, measure, monitor and reduce where possible, incorporating the use of tools such as the Climate Impact Assessment tool in future decision making on projects that will flow from the strategy. Actions that we take to tackle climate change in adult social care ultimately will work alongside our aims outlined in the strategy focused on improving outcomes for our citizens” (Sheffield City Council, 2022: 1)
This demonstrates how LAs can consider ES alongside their existing plans and priorities for ASC in their local area. More specifically, another LA had an entire section that discussed delivering sustainable commissioning. They said they are:
“… committed to ensuring its operations are environmentally sustainable and resilient to future climate change. The Council is aware that their procurement of goods, works and services will have environmental implications, both in their respective local areas and around the planet and, as a result, the Council is actively working to reduce and minimize these negative effects where possible. … Our adult social care commissioning incorporates environmental sustainability as a requirement in our contractual arrangements” (Coventry City Council, 2025: para. 11)
This LA showed a commitment to ES through commissioned services, attempting to reduce scope 3 emissions by incorporating ES requirements in contracts with local ASC providers. Although most LAs’ policy documents did not address the physical environment or environmental sustainability (ES) in their service provision, those that did provide useful examples of how LAs can incorporate a commitment to reducing the environmental impact of both internal and commissioned services.
Some LAs sought to cover issues of ES not through writing explicit sections into or making direct commitments in their ASC strategies, but rather by referencing or signposting to alternate local policy documents focused on ES. One LA signposted to their Environmental Sustainability and Carbon Reduction Strategy (Stockton-on-Tees Council, 2022), within the ‘Vision and Priorities’ section of their ASC Strategy (Stockton-on-Tees Council, 2021: 6). Within the ‘Journey, Projects and Milestones’ section of another LA’s ASC Strategy document, they aimed to deliver:
“… the Adult Social Care Environmental Sustainability Action Plan 2022- 27 and our approach to working together to deliver sustainable services with a ‘low carbon’ impact in Solihull, as part of our contribution to addressing climate change.” (Solihull Metropolitan Borough Council, 2022: 31)
2. Lack of funding for environmental sustainability within local adult social care services
Only one LA mentioned funding for ES and that was in a policy dedicated to ES in ASC (Solihull Metropolitan Borough Council, 2022). In this document, the LA stated that:
“In support of the sustainability of our commissioned care services and workforce, we have utilised workforce, and retention grants to provide funding to three care providers to use hybrid or electric vehicles. At a time of increasing fuel costs, this is supporting providers to deliver over 180 care miles per week using electric or hybrid vehicles as well as achieving improved workforce recruitment and retention.” (p. 4)
Although only one document specifically mentioned providing direct funding for ES within ASC, many LAs highlighted significant financial pressures:
“Over the past decade Adult Social Care costs in England increased by £8.5 billion, while total funding (including the Better Care Fund) only increased by £2.4 billion … the Council faces a financial situation of an extremely serious nature, under section 114 of the Local Government Finance Act 1988” (Slough Council, 2024: 3)
“The Local Government Association found that councils in England face a funding gap of £4 billion over the next two years. They also show that by 2024/25 cost and demand pressures will have added £15 billion (almost 29 per cent) to the cost of delivering council services since 2021/22” (London Borough of Barnet, 2024: 1)
This suggests that while LAs may not be explicitly stating an intention to fund greater ES within ASC provision, this may well be a product of the broader financial constraints they face. Operating within a highly pressured sector, longer-term ES initiatives may understandably be less of a priority in favour of allocating limited resources towards the delivery of front-line services in the here and now. As one LA stated, LAs “need to make the best use of available public funding” (Northumberland County Council, 2024: 30) – and it is unclear how LAs should best seek to balance their immediate pressures and responsibilities with the longer-term actions that might be needed to more fully address issues of ES. 
3. Commitments to reduce local carbon emissions 
Some LA policy documents addressed reducing ASC carbon emissions from ASC:
“Greater digital inclusion creates an opportunity for people to stay connected to each other while reducing the need to travel as frequently, thus having a positive impact on reducing carbon emissions for the county” (West Sussex County Council, 2022: 58)
“To promote a healthier physical environment; reducing our carbon footprint through positive action around our buildings, working practices and digital transformation.” (Worcestershire County Council, 2023: 7)
This demonstrates that despite barriers, LAs are thinking about reducing local carbon emissions through limiting the need for travel and increasing digital social care practice and inclusion. One LA showed a significant commitment to reducing carbon emissions by monitoring progress towards reducing carbon emissions and aspiring to provide home social care visits that are ‘net neutral’ by 2027 (Solihull Metropolitan Borough Council, 2022: 8). Thus, there are some encouraging examples of local initiatives aimed at reducing carbon emissions and promoting more sustainable approaches to ASC provision.
4. Addressing the environmental impact associated with travel by both adult social care suppliers, professionals, and people drawing on services
As discussed previously, only one LA committed to funding the use of hybrid or electric vehicles for more sustainable travel (Solihull Metropolitan Borough Council, 2022). They LA also committed to:
“… the reduction of home to work travel” (p.1)
“… alternatives to car-based travel to minimise the amount of business miles travelled” (p.6)
“… [purchasing] two electric mopeds which will be used by home care providers to travel around the borough” (p.5)
“… opportunities to minimise the carbon impact of ‘community equipment delivery' related travel” (p.6)
5. Increasing local policy discourse around environmentally sustainable procurement of services
Only 8 documents mentioned the procurement of ASC services. However, among the LAs that did discuss this environmental domain, there were promising efforts to promote the positive impact of environmentally sustainable procurement practices. For example, one LA’s strategy stated:
“… environmentally sustainable procurement is the commissioning, sourcing and contract management of goods, works and services in a way that reduces or negates negative environmental impacts within the supply chain. Given the Council’s significant procurement of goods, works and services in the region, we have the opportunity to work with our suppliers to drive significant carbon reductions, improve the natural environment and make meaningful climate action in our commissioning. …” (Coventry City Council, 2025: para. 11)
Another LA also committed to using local supplies and services, and sustainable products as well (Solihull Metropolitan Borough Council, 2022: 7).
6. Local Authority commitment to environmentally friendly adult social care estates & facilities
This theme highlighted LAs’ concerns with energy efficiency, modernisation and sustainable asset management in ASC estates and facilities. Only one LA committed to overseeing and assessing the energy efficiency of their estates used for ASC (Solihull Metropolitan Borough Council, 2022):
 “The Day Services South Team continue to monitor and improve the energy efficiency of the building” (p.5)
“We have evaluated the impact of our first care home with an ‘A’ rated EPC and significant sustainable features, e.g., ground source heat pump and full roof of integrated solar photovoltaics, to evaluate both carbon savings and energy cost savings.” (p.7)
7. Adapting to extreme weather conditions in Local Authority adult social care
The ASC strategies identified during this scoping review tended not to reflect on preparations for, and adaptations in light of extreme weather events - despite this being important and clearly relevant to service delivery, resilience and community wellbeing. However, two LAs did mention extreme weather adaptations: 
“… build on our approach to severe weather guidance so people can stay safe and well” (City of London, 2024: 10)
“To work with the care market to develop contingency arrangements to mitigate the risks from climate change for the future delivery of health and social care.” (Solihull Metropolitan Borough Council, 2022)
4. Recommendations for Local Authorities: The need for Local Authorities to publish an Environmental Sustainability in Adult Social Care policy document
This scoping review identified a single LA who had a dedicated, publicly available and easily identifiable policy document focused specifically on embedding ES in ASC although this may be the result of our search strategy rather than because no such other documents exist). This LA’s action plan addressed all six key environmental domains: carbon reduction, travel, procurement, estates and facilities, adaptation to extreme weather, and ES funding. The plan includes measurable targets, defined timelines, and a wide-ranging set of actions that go well beyond the general commitments typically found in ASC strategies. Other LAs aiming to have a clear policy commitment to ES could perhaps consider adopting a similar ES in ASC policy document and/or action plan. 
While few LAs currently address ES within their ASC strategies, most have declared a climate emergency (90%). This demonstrates a broader recognition of the need to act. As discussed previously, many LAs have set corporate net-zero targets that are 10-20 years earlier than the UK’s national target (Local Government Association, 2021). To meet this target, it is recommended that LAs should create, publish and regularly update a dedicated ES in ASC Action Plan.

5. Strengths, limitations & directions for future policy analysis in England
It is important to note that while this scoping review provided insights into the extent to which ES measures are included, or omitted, in ASC strategies, there were limitations that may have led to the exclusion or non-identification of LAs’ commitments to ES in ASC. This review, conducted between June and October 2025, identified only one standalone LA policy document explicitly addressing ES in ASC. However, this does not mean that other LAs lack such policies; rather, these may not have been captured by the search at that time. Other LAs could also be in process of developing or have since published relevant ES in ASC policies. LAs also often produce various ASC policies focusing on specific areas of provision (e.g., Care Market Position Statements or Travel Assistance Policies) where ES considerations, or discussions of specific ES domains, may be more appropriately addressed. Much of LAs’ impact on the environment is through indirect scope 3 emissions from commissioned, independent providers who make up the majority of LA ASC provision (Bach-Mortensen et al., 2024; Local Government Association, 2025). However, individual independent providers’ policy documents were not included in this review. All this means that there may be additional ES commitments that might be written into policy by independent providers that LAs have commissioned, be located in different LA-authored policy documents, or were not retrieved during this initial search.
Despite these limitations, a key strength of this review lies in its systematic and comprehensive approach, covering all 153 English LAs with statutory responsibility for ASC. By applying a structured document reviewing framework, the study enabled both quantitative mapping and qualitative thematic analysis of LA ASC strategies. These methods provide a possible foundation for future, broader reviews that could include a wider range of policy documents (e.g., LAs’ ES-specific strategies or ASC policies focused on specific service areas, or independent providers’ ASC policies) to provide a more comprehensive understanding of how LAs in England address ES in ASC services.
6. Conclusion
This review scoped and systematically mapped how ES is addressed within ASC strategies across all 153 English LAs with statutory ASC responsibilities. From this search it was found that despite 90% of LAs having declared a climate emergency, less than 10% referenced any ES domains in their main ASC strategy documents and only one had produced a dedicated ES in ASC policy document. While these very low figures may be the product of the search employed (which was necessarily high-level and might well miss more local detail), this still suggests that there is much more scope to integrate ES considerations into ASC policy and practice. Given the nature of the funding pressures faced by LA, it is possible that the situation found in our review is in part the product of the difficulty of balancing longer-term action around ES with very real and immediate financial and service pressures.
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Appendix
Appendix 1. PRISMA Diagram

Identification of Environmental Sustainability (ES) in English Local Authority Adult Social Care (ASC) Policy Documents
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