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Overview

Introduction to Freeports policy and the 
Carbonfreeports concept

Presentation of qualitative research findings -
‘themes’ - on decarbonising freeport policy. 

Feedback on next steps for transport and 
energy policy. 



Freeports
• Flagship policy for post-

Brexit, post-Covid economic 
development.
• Establish national hubs 

for global trade and 
investment

• Regenerate/ ‘level-up’ 
coastal regions

• Create “hotbeds of 
innovation”

• Aims to kickstart local 
economic development –
The Government’s Levelling 
Up Agenda

• Low tax, low regulation, light 
paperwork. 

• 8 announced in Budget 
2021.

• Business plans were 
submitted in April this year.



CarbonFreeports?
• Policy focus on regional 

economic development but 
what about carbon emissions, 
air quality and other 
environmental impacts?

• Combining economic 
development and green growth 
requires integrated policy 
towards transport and energy 
use both regionally (freight 
networks) & from ship-to-shore.

• While neglected to date, the 
political momentum and 
support behind the freeports 
agenda could make this policy a 
major opportunity for transport 
decarbonisation.

• Can we develop freeports and 
low-carbon innovation in 
shipping and terrestrial freight 
at the same time? 



Project Aim & Objectives

Overarching Aim:

• To ensure that Freeports provide low-carbon economic development

Objectives:

• To implement place-based qualitative analysis of Freeports, thereby opening an 
enduring policy window to incorporate and prioritise decarbonisation of 
regional/shipping transport. 

• To co-produce with partners a policy framework and enduring forum to 
integrate transport decarbonisation, environmental quality, and social 
sustainability strategies into local Freeport development.

• To provide advice and practical recommendations to regional policy authorities.

• To scale-up place-based regional carbonfreeport strategy to influence national 
policy. Ensure policy coherence between economic, levelling-up and 
decarbonisation. 



Partners and 
Stakeholders

Partners
• National: Local Government Intelligence 

Unit
• Liverpool: Liverpool City Region Combined 

Authority & Zero-Carbon Liverpool, + lead 
contacts at Liverpool’s universities

• Teesside: Tees Valley Combined Authority

Stakeholders (so far):
• Liverpool: Sefton MBC (site of ‘Port of 

Liverpool’), Save Rimrose Valley campaign.
• Teesside: Middlesbrough Environment 

City, local Green Party, Friends of the 
Earth, Port authorities.



The Project

Who?

• Working with local 
partners: politicians 
(MPs/metro/local), 
business, NGO & 
residents

• Connections 
established

• Team: Social 
scientists at 
Teesside (x2) & 
Lancaster (x2)

What?

• RQ: “How can 
Freeports be best 
leveraged to drive 
(global leadership 
in) systemic 
decarbonisation of 
transport in the 
North?”

• Building network & 
mechanisms for 
longer project to 
follow this pilot

How?

• Online methods 
(with experience, 
robust to lockdown)

• Interview range of 
stakeholders

• Workshops in both 
places establishing  
participatory 
planning to 
decarbonize 
Freeport-associated 
transport



2 Freeports in the North 
of England

• Focus on 2 Freeports in 
North: 
• Teesside (NE) & Liverpool 

(NW)

• Both places profoundly 
affected by 
deindustrialisation since 
1980s and North-South 
regional inequality.

• Economic, social and 
environmental challenges 
are linked together in these 
places.

• ‘Growth’-focused projects 
often ignore or ‘sacrifice’ 
poorest communities

• Decarbonising freeport-
associated transport could 
be a ‘triple win’ – economic 
& social & environmental 
benefits

• Could the North be a global 
leader in low-carbon ports?



Teesside
• Covering 4,500 acres, the Teesside 

Freeport is the largest in the UK. 

• Projected 18,000 jobs and provide 
a £3.2billion boost to the local 
economy over the next five years.

• The Mayor of Tees Valley CA 
described a ‘tsunami of jobs and 
investment’ to ‘turbocharge’ the 
regional economy.

• Represents a supply of 
opportunities - but who benefits? 

• Expansion of air freight and 
regional tourism. 

• Economic displacement? Will 
Teesside simply take jobs from 
Tyneside for example? 



Liverpool



Decarbonising
Transport
• Freeports are integrated across 

regions rather than a single site.
• Involves reconfiguration of 

transport infrastructure, 
including investment.
• Potential lock-in of carbon-

intensive infrastructure or 
system transformation to 
low/zero-carbon 
alternatives.

• Freeports as major 
lens/opportunity for transport 
decarbonisation and, vice versa, 
transport decarbonisation major 
lens/opportunity for Freeport 
policy ‘success’.



Decarbonizing 
Transport

• Freeports raise 2 analytically 
distinct issues and opportunities 
at both locations:

1. Major step towards 
decarbonisation of regional 
transport – inc. transformation 
of local socio-economy and its 
mobility demands for high-
carbon transport

2. Possibilities to become global 
leaders in innovation and 
investment in low-carbon 
international shipping – a 
major hole still in 
decarbonization of transport
• E.g. Teesside focusing on 

Hydrogen and CCS?; Liverpool 
on ships and freight?



A Place-based Agenda & 
Approach

• In both respects (regional transport and low-C shipping), decarbonising 
these forms of mobility is a complex multidimensional matter.

• Intimately interlinked with issues of:
• Local socio-economic prosperity/dynamism/deprivation;
• Health & environmental wellbeing, pollution & injustice; 
• Local training/skill development or economic displacement and 

crime etc… 

• Impossible to foresee w/o concerted & enduring involvement of diverse 
local stakeholders representing all these place-based concerns

è Our pilot project works to kickstart that process



Data collection and 
analysis

• Qualitative interviews with regional 
stakeholders
• Local green groups, port authorities, 

regional policy makers (mayoral 
authorities, local councils), trade bodies, 
industry partners. 

• Thematic analysis – a method for analysing 
qualitative data that entails searching across a 
dataset to identify, assess, and report upon 
repeated patterns (Braun and Clarke 2006). 
• Both describing data, and interpretating 

data in the processes of selecting codes 
and constructing themes.



Themes

• We find a large number of themes related to economic 
justice, economic displacement and regional governance 
(not covered here). 

Themes specific to decarbonization discussed in this 
presentation include:
• Nebulous levelling up
• Economic boosterism for a hydrogen economy
• Freeports as a net zero-adjacent policy measure
• Freight transition and net zero innovation
• Just transitions for the north of England.



Nebulous 
levelling up “I was pretty underwhelmed by 

the Levelling Up paper if I’m 
honest…. there’s great broad 

brush principles in there that I 
don’t think anybody, you 

couldn’t disagree with. It’s 
always the devil in the detail.”

“The freeport was really used as 
a metaphor for economic 

optimism”



Economic 
boosterism for 
hydrogen

• “there is no reason why we 
can’t become the centre of 
hydrogen production for the 
UK and an exporter of 
hydrogen technologies as well. 
There is absolutely no reason 
why we couldn’t really hold on 
to that. So I find it hard to see 
the negatives”

• “the hydrogen economy for us 
is a massive opportunity. And 
the Freeport status hopefully 
will allow, you know, us I guess 
more hydrogen start-ups 
across the entire value chain.”



Freeports as a net zero-
adjacent policy measure

• “I think it [decarbonisation] needs to be considered 
when all investment cases are made but the 
Freeport is not going to drive the net zero agenda.”

• “Whether the decarbonisation activity would happen 
with or without Freeport status? I think it would 
have to do... I don’t think awarding Freeport status… 
would have that much of an impact. I think it just 
gives them a platform that probably helps them 
articulate and draw in that investment that’s 
probably easier to do when you have Freeport 
status. Because you have got status over and above 
somewhere that hasn’t.”

• “we hope it will in due course help to have a more 
strategic approach to the port and the way the port 
is connected in terms of rail, road and sustainable 
modes for employees in terms of cycling and 
walking. But I’m afraid to say that’s been limited so 
far”.



Freight transition 
as a defining 
feature of net 
zero innovation

• “ports can drive that kind of [low carbon 
transport] investment because they are 
receiving so many containers it’s in their 
interest to reduce those movements out of the 
port because that reduces the number of 
lorries leaving the port… anything that you can 
put on the railway is better than having all of 
that HGV activity coming out of the port.”

• “There is an inevitability around the growth of 
the need to transport goods. But I think 
conversion of more road freight to rail is a 
number one priority because I think you 
reduce your emissions by seventy per cent by 
just doing that.”

• “even if they do short sea shipping, even if they 
do more on rail, it still means a hell of a lot 
more is going to come on by road. And that, 
with the consequence in air quality, because 
the air quality on the new road, whatever they 
are going to call it, the air quality on that road 
is going to be horrendous. Even if they go 
hydro or electric, as I said before it’s still going 
to be there with the higher particulates, brakes 
and the tyres.”



Just 
transitions
• I am trying to describe to you a 

port that is operating to make 
money, as a port does, but doesn’t 
give any consideration whatsoever 
to the local community. Outside its 
gates it sees as no responsibility to 
them, it’s not their problem.

• “my concern would be that 
obviously it’s just you know it’s 
just people are going to make 
money but it’s not going to be the 
people who live in and around the 
docks and they’re going to, they’re 
going to suffer consequences.”

• …we have got a lot of 
communities up here who are 
really vulnerable to, not to climate 
change, but to decarbonisation 
because they are in those jobs.



Conclusions

• Levelling up is a political rhetoric with varying degrees of implementation 
success. During a cost of living crisis, do future jobs provide sufficient incentive 
for public support? 

• Freeports as sites of hydrogen innovation in freight and shipping present 
perhaps the strongest opportunity for aligning freeport strategy with the net 
zero agenda. 

• Freeports are principally an economic policy measure, net zero action is to the 
lowest common denominator – i.e. the minimum required by regulatory 
authorities. A carbonfreeports agenda is associated with cost barriers.

• Local place-based social, economic and air quality concerns frame the 
environmental justice of the freeport project. 

• The success of freeport requires a social license to operate within the 
communities affected. Action on net zero innovation on hydrogen freight and 
shipping may help to build this social license, and thus improve the social and 
economic sustainability of freeport regions. 
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Thank you!

And please stay in touch.
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