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Abstract

This paper presents the current state and initial results from the project ‘Policy drivers and barriers for sustainable innovation’, funded by the ESRC (Economic and Social Research Council, UK) Sustainable Technologies Programme, being undertaken by academic researchers at Imperial College London between October 2002 and September 2004.

The project aims to understand, and provide guidance for policy makers, as to how a better mix of policy instruments could promote the innovation of more sustainable technologies and practices. The project is addressing case study areas: (a) the development of low carbon technologies, and (b) resource efficiency/waste minimisation in the context of Integrated Product Policy (IPP). The key questions that the research is addressing are: 

How can improved theoretical understanding of technological change be applied to the policy making process?

What is the evidence for the effectiveness of past and existing policies in promoting the innovation of more sustainable technologies?

What can the UK learn from the experience of other European countries in these areas?

How can a more integrated mix of policy instruments be developed?.

The research is proceeding through a combination of desk-based academic research and stakeholder engagement, both of which are essential. In the first six months of the project, a conceptual framework has been developed, based on the latest academic literature, to study the interaction between policies and policy-making frameworks and the artefacts, actors and institutions that form innovation systems. Key emerging ideas include investigating the use of long-term targets and obligations, the creation and stimulation of niche markets and the role of knowledge flows and interactive learning in overcoming technological and institutional ‘lock-in’ to existing technological regimes and systems.

The research is engaging with stakeholders in the policy making, business and academic communities through a series of interviews, and through the first of three workshops, held in January 2003. A discussion paper, scoping issues, approaches and sources, based on this Workshop is available on the Programme web site at www.sustainabletechnologies.ac.uk 

This paper presents initial results from the second case study, which is focussing on European product and related regulatory policy in the context of alternative power sources for vehicles, including electric batteries and fuel cells. In addition to providing direct incentives for reducing environmental impacts, these new regulations aim to create incentives for innovation by addressing process, production and product features and waste management infrastructure interfaces. This case study is exploring the consistency and effectiveness of the current mix of policy responses (i.e. regulatory, economic instruments, and, voluntary agreements and initiatives) which may be implemented within the scope of these directives. 

The study is also examining in detail the policy-making process itself and, in particular, the extent to which policy assessment and filtering mechanisms can facilitate the incorporation of incentives for more sustainable innovation. For the first time, two methodologies aimed at assessing the impact of policies on the environment, sustainability and the stimulation of innovation, are being attempted by DG Environment and its Commission counterparts in the other DGs. These are integrated product policy analysis and environmental policy assessment, both of which are new and relatively untried.These initiatives are being analysed with respect to “innovation policy” implementation opportunities in the context of the alternative energy vehicle market. The project aims to elicit findings that will inform procedural and institutional reform in this area.
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