
CASE 4: NETREGS, UK

BASIC DETAILS

Name of initiative
NetRegs

Type of initiative
Information tool

Country/Region
UK (all regions)

PART 1: BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Actors involved in the delivery of this initiative
UK environmental regulators: the Environment Agency (England and Wales), the
Scottish Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA) and the Environment and Heritage
Service of Northern Ireland.

Target audience
SMEs

Description
NetRegs is a free to use website which aims to help small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) in the UK to understand the complex environmental regulations
that can affect them. It is aimed at any SME operator that might need to comply with
any environmental regulatory requirement. The site provides guidance on how to
comply with environmental law as well as advice on good environmental practice. It
provides clear, readily accessible information to businesses on the environmental
legislation that affects them.  This helps a business take the first step towards
environmental compliance and resource efficiency. 

The site has been developed through a partnership of regulators from the different UK
regions in consultation with SME operators. It is led by staff from the UK
Environment Agency.

Increasing environmental regulation means that it is harder for businesses, especially
SMEs, to identify and understand their responsibilities and the legislation that affects
them. The NetRegs system has proven to be successful as a source of information for
businesses. The site comprises four main areas:

• Sector-specific guidelines for over 100 sectors;
• Management Guidelines covering different aspects of business operation from

raw material inputs through to wastes (eg on energy efficiency);
• Current legislation: detailing regulations in all regions of the UK; and
• Future legislation: including consultations and EU law developments.



The site also provides links to many additional resources from industry, government,
literature, etc. In particular it provides links to application forms and guidance.
Proposals to develop NetRegs have been accepted by Defra's Business Resource
Efficiency and Waste (BREW) fund.  £1.75 million (€2.5 million) has been allocated
to carry out three projects during 2006/07.  These include:

Personalisation of NetRegs: to meet business demand for automatic updates about
changes to legislation and how it affects them. Develop a unique approach to
delivering information updates about environmental legislation to SMEs.  This would
be delivered by:

• developing a new way of personalising the regulatory compliance information
on NetRegs i.e. tailoring and customising to an individual’s specific
requirements;

• investigating relevance of technologies like SMS messaging to update
businesses on the subject of environmental legislation;

• creating a new interactive site map and a new ‘60 second’ snapshot guide to
improve navigation around the site; and

• strengthening the links with business advice delivery networks like
Envirowise to ensure a consistent and coherent suite of information.

The proposals for the development of the NetRegs system in the future would allow
businesses to receive more personal information about legislation that affects them
and would allow them to more easily assess their needs.  This would:

• provide a business specific information about changes as soon as they happen;
• tailor information to individual business needs;
• help business users to quickly understand the overall context of their

environmental responsibilities; and
• make it easier for business advisers to offer the most relevant assistance to

businesses.

Compliance self-assessment tool: to enable small businesses to proactively ensure
compliance with relevant environmental legislation and improve resource efficiency
as well as permit and monitoring/reporting requirements. This would be delivered by:

• Developing a consistent method for self-assessment of compliance and
resource efficiency for small businesses;

• Creating an on-line tool with tick box type system – next generation version of
NetRegs Management Guidelines;

• Channelling businesses to the most suitable level of Environmental
Management System (EMS) or industry code of practice according to their
individual circumstances; and

• Outputting data for all recognised EMSs.

The compliance self-assessment tool would:
• ensure consistent approach to avoid confusion by cross linking to other

regulatory systems;
• create more innovative approaches to environmental management;



• be useable within supply chain engagement to assure companies that their
suppliers are meeting regulators’ requirements;

• provide seamless linking to compliance information on NetRegs; and
• help improve business waste and energy efficiency within a compliance

framework for continuous improvement.

"What do I do with my business waste?" web tool: to highlight to SMEs, regardless of
their business sector, what facilities exist locally to deal with their waste. Following
the example of the Agricultural Waste Forum pilot recycling project this would be
delivered by:

• developing information about individual waste streams to highlight re-use and
recycling opportunities; and

• showing location of the closest recovery and disposal sites for waste streams
through postcode searches and a simple waste stream tick box approach.

The "What do I do with my business waste?" web tool would:
• ensure local information for businesses to reduce time and effort spent

searching for relevant recovery and disposal sites;
• joins up gap between the personalised information about "how" to comply (see

item 1 above) with local delivery for businesses;
• consistent way for recovery and disposal service providers to highlight their

operations to the wider business community; and
• extend potential for sign-posting to other waste minimisation/re-use delivery

bodies.

Main intended benefits for SMEs 
The intended benefits to SMEs are that they are less likely to be in non-compliance of
environmental regulation and, therefore, open to penalties for non-compliance.
Ensuring compliance also provides benefits in enhancing customer support for some
SMEs.

Principal influences that led to the development of this initiative
NetRegs was developed firstly because of concern over the degree of compliance with
environmental regulation by SMEs. Secondly, there was concern over the ability of
regulators to maintain communication with the large number of SMEs in this area of
rapidly changing regulation. A web-based solution was, therefore, sought.

Who was involved in the development of the initiative?
NetRegs was developed primarily by the UK regulators - the Environment Agency,
the Scottish Environmental Protection Agency and the Environment and Heritage
Service of Northern Ireland. Throughout the development process close interaction
was maintained with SMEs and trade associations to identify specific needs and trial
website outputs, etc. It is important to note that NetRegs is still developing and key
new developments have arisen as the result of feedback from users.

Main outputs
The output is a web-site tool containing information. However, this contains a large
and wide range of individual information outputs for different regions/sectors as
indicated in the earlier description.



Similar initiatives 
While there are various information sources for SMEs to use in addressing
compliance, NetRegs is the only comprehensive source of information. It has,
therefore, no significant duplication with other initiatives in the UK. There are two
similar sites to NetRegs in Ireland and Norway.

• Ireland - EnviroCentre is an IT tool and a compliance assistance initiative.  It
is a free and regularly updated environmental information portal from
Enterprise Ireland, designed specifically for Irish industry to enhance
environmental awareness, with particular emphasis on small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs). It contains a wide range of information on
environmental regulation in Ireland, provides guidance for different sectors,
and information on events. Information from all relevant stakeholders is
customised to the needs of Irish industry. Support is given to SMEs:

• In person through information, advice, networking, site visits and
awareness raising;

• Online through news, legal guides, case examples, best practice
guides;

• Financial support for EMS and Ecodesign

The guides to legislation cover the following categories: Planning and EIA;
IPPC; Waste; Water; Air; Products – WEEE, ROHS; and EMS. From
February 2003 to October 2005 there have been 3.6 million hits, averaging
10,500 daily. The EnviroCentre has also had a total of 105,000 visits, an
average of 250 per day.  The initiative was developed by Enterprise Ireland,
with the involvement and support of businesses and environmental authorities.
It is financed by Enterprise Ireland.

• Norway - The aim of the initiative regel hjelp (regulation help) is to provide
greater accessibility and clarification of the legal framework. The web site was
launched for ten industries in 2005, and will include 50 industries by the end
of 2007. The initiative is part of Altinn (included in this inventory), which is
the trade and industry’s gateway to public services. Altinn is a strategy for
good and user-friendly governmental electronic services for trade and
industry. The website will convey industry specific regulatory information to
SMEs from a group of authorities, including the Norwegian Pollution Control
Authority. The programme is funded by the state and is run by the Norwegian
Pollution Control Authority and the Norwegian Association of Local and
regional Authorities. Stakeholders were invited to participate in an open
consultative round.

PART 2: COMMUNICATION

How SMEs are made aware of the opportunities under this initiative
SMEs have been made aware of the initiative through a variety of avenues, including:

• Communication through direct contact with regulators;
• Promotion through trade magazines, etc.
• Workshops, etc.



There  is  a  strategy  for  communications  and  for  improving  communication  (see
evaluating effectiveness). Note also that a very large part of the budget (see below)
was allocated to communications.

What has worked well/less well
A detailed survey of users has been undertaken seeking views on this. This is detailed
under ‘evaluating effectiveness’.

Proportion of the target audience is engaged in the initiative
See evaluating effectiveness

PART 3: BUDGET

Total budget
About £25k (circa €36,000) was spent on the very first pilot to test the concept and
build a few pages for one sector.  Then the initial cost of the main project funded by
the national Government was £3.5m (circa €5m) over 3 years. However about £1m
(€1.45m) of this was for marketing and communications.  Writing the content was the
most costly element in pure staff time. 

NetRegs appears costly. However, it has been experimental, so the actual cost to set
up in another country could be much reduced.  Also when the investment cost is set
against actual and hidden costs associated with pollution incidents, to include things
like incident response, fines, clean up (government, local authority and industry),
court costs, business down time costs, loss of sales revenue, and loss of public image,
the costs appear more reasonable. 

Actual expenditure per annum
For a team of about 20 people the annual running costs are now just over £1m
(€1.45m) per year. This caters for management, technical support, legal support,
sector-specific writers and a dedicated marketing and communications person for each
region of the UK. This means that, with the exception of proofing by a wider range of
policy staff within each regulator, NetRegs is self-contained to create content, update
the website and spread the word.  There are economies of scale from going into
partnership hence the regional agencies working in partnership.
 
Source of funding
Government (including regions and regulators).

SME contributions 
No.

If externally funded, could this initiative be sustained if funding were to be
removed?
No, ongoing governmental funding is essential.

Steps been taken to secure long-term finance
NetRegs has just secured further government funding of £1.75 million (€2.5 million)
to develop a new IT platform to upgrade everything so that it is far more user-friendly
and to make it possible for a user to tailor the information to their specific needs. 



Again, this is breaking new territory and once the system is proven, rolling it out
across other countries should be able to take advantage of this to reduce set-up costs
in terms of infrastructure.  There will always be a heavy cost at start-up to interpret
individual Member State legislation into country-specific advice. However, it is worth
bearing in mind that with the emphasis placed on trying to write practical guidance
there is much content that would probably be reusable in other countries. Long-term
funding would, of course, be desirable and have some advantages. However, no
project of this type dependent upon government funding would, in the UK, receive
such a length of committed funding, as it would always be required to demonstrate
continued need, etc.

Cost effectiveness 
No cost-benefit analysis has been undertaken. Cost-effectiveness is, therefore,
difficult to determine. There has been some questioning of the level of expenditure
necessary. However, it should be noted that the regulators continue to view such
expenditure as worthwhile.

PART 4: EVALUATING EFFECTIVENESS

In April 2005, NetRegs commissioned a telephone survey to assess the level of
environmental awareness and compliance amongst SMEs. 5,554 businesses were
surveyed UK-wide, stratified by country, business sector and size of business. The
sample was selected to ensure that an equal number of interviews could be achieved
for each business sector within each of the four UK countries. This survey follows on
from a similar one conducted in 2003 in which over 8,000 businesses were contacted.

It is difficult to identify the benefits to business as there is not a two-way flow of
information with business. Thus NetRegs has implemented a simple registration
service so that for the first time it can proactively send out information about changes
to the web site and hopeful get more feedback as well. In the first two months since
setting it up and with only low level PR there have been over 2000 registrations.

NetRegs has also started to get feedback from people who use the site through a
recent survey it carried out.  One of the more notable facts is that "repeat use of
website is high with 57% of UK SME respondents having used the NetRegs website
more than once and more than half of those have used it more than ten times". Also,
when asked what action respondents had taken 61% had either ensured they were
already compliant or made changes as a result of using the site.
 
Organisations appear to be using NetRegs primarily to understand what they’re
supposed to be doing in relation to the environment to achieve legislative compliance.
Over half of SME respondents claim to use website to obtain information on current
legislation, forthcoming legislation and/or to understand environmental obligations.

Figure: Reasons SMEs give for use of NetRegs website.
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A- Performance:

Outcomes, ie changes in behaviour
In the 2005 survey respondents were asked what changes their organisation has
carried out as a result of visiting NetRegs website (note totals can be greater than
100% as respondents could choose more than one option):

• 6 out of 10 (61%) had either ensured they were already compliant or made
changes;

• 1 in 6 (17%) had identified areas where change was needed but not yet
implemented it;

• same proportion (17%) had not made any changes; and
• a fifth (21%) said they ‘don’t know/can’t say’ whether they’ve implemented

any changes;

There is also clear evidence that repeat visitors to the site are more likely to have
taken action: 

• 75% of all repeat users (SMEs) claim to have either ensured they are
compliant or made changes compared to 41% of first time users; and

• Only 26% of repeat users say they have ‘not taken any action to date’ and/or
‘don’t know/can’t say’ compared to 57% of first time users saying the same.

Impacts, ie physical changes in the environment
We are unaware of monitored outcomes in terms of physical changes in the
environment. However, given the actions undertaken above, some positive
environmental outcomes are likely.

Main strengths
The primary strengths of the initiative are:

• It is comprehensive – it contains information on all environmental regulations
for all UK regions. This means that SMEs consult the site only to find that the
information they need is missing.

• It is up-to-date. Considerable effort is made into making the site up-to-date to
avoid giving erroneous information. A new function is being introduced



whereby the site will recognise the user and indicate immediately if new
relevant information is available.

Characteristics contributing to the identified strengths: 

a. Communication
Communication has been critical in achieving any success. Without it the initiative
would have no value and this explains why so much of the budget has been focused
on this area.

b. Delivery
Delivery in this case can be interpreted as the design of the website. This has also
proved very positive. NetRegs contains very large amounts of information in different
formats. Without an easy to use design, the utility of the initiative would have been
significantly reduced. Thus the effort spent in the early stages of producing a good
design has been critical.

c. Management
Effective management has been important. This has been stressed by NetRegs itself,
not least the need to demonstrate efficient management of a large government budget.
Without this longer-term funding and maintenance of the initiative would have been
impossible.

d. Funding
Extensive and sufficient funding has been critical and required significant
commitment. Without this the initiative would have had much less value. This is
described in detail in Part 3.

External factors which may have contributed to its success
The key success factor has proven to be the building of partnerships with as wide a
range of business advisory intermediaries as possible. This has had to be combined
with sufficient resources to make NetRegs of sufficient interest and scope that it is
worthwhile for SMEs to consult it.

Main weaknesses 
The only obvious weakness has been that less than 10% of SMEs in the UK have used
the site. 
How could these weaknesses be addressed?
The communications strategy is being enhanced and further effort is being given to
informing SMEs of the existence and value of the site.

B – Opinions:

Deliverer’s opinion 
The Environment Agency is very positive about NetRegs, although it has recognised
the need for further developments. 

Users’ opinion
Positive comments have been received from a variety of users – for example:



• “As  part  of  our  commitment  to  continual  improvement,  the  prevention  of
pollution and to complying with applicable legislation and recognised good
practice,  we will  promote NetRegs to our  suppliers of goods and services,
many of which are SMEs.” Rod Dengate, Company Environmental Manager,
Skanska Construction UK Civil Engineering.

• “As a Project Management and Design company we are keen to provide good
advice and encourage best practice with contractors. The information you have
provided will help considerably.” Chris Wise, Babcock.

• "NetRegs is the most exciting and comprehensive legislation tool in recent
years". Mike Barry, Sustainable Development Manager, Marks & Spencer.

Other stakeholder views 
The recent Hampton Review (the UK Government’s strategic initiative on better
regulation) noted that "The Environment Agency’s NetRegs is an excellent example
of the user-centered, simple services that the review would like to see."  In addition
the HoC Environmental Audit Committee report on Environmental Crime also
mentioned NetRegs saying that they "…would like to see its existence promoted more
actively to encourage greater use by small firms."

Other examples of feedback include:
• “The Small Business Service of the Department of Trade and Industry is

happy to support NetRegs, which we see as a valuable tool for small and
medium-sized businesses.” Clive Glover, Small Business Service

• “The NetRegs website is a very useful resource for any small business trying
to keep up with the impact of environmental regulations.” Matthew Fell, Head
of Enterprise Group, Confederation of British Industry

• "The FSB supports the NetRegs website as a truly useful tool for small
businesses.  Its strength lies in providing information on environmental
regulation in a format that is easy to digest yet comprehensive and relevant to
small business needs." John Holbrow, Chairman Environment & Rural Affairs
Policy Unit, Federation of Small Businesses

• “CIRIA welcomes the launch of NetRegs for the construction sector as a way
of providing valuable and practical environmental information to the industry.
This free service is likely to be particularly useful to construction SMEs, and
should make a real difference to the industry’s understanding of environmental
legislation as well as encouraging measures on-site to ensure compliance.”
Tim Broyd, Chief Executive, Construction Industry Research and Information
Association (CIRIA)

• “NetRegs is a valuable tool to help SMEs in the food and drink manufacturing
sector improve their environmental performance. But environmental
compliance is not just good for the environment, it's good for business too. It
is estimated that by implementing environmental best practice measures,
businesses can save, on average, up to 1.1% of their turnover. This can
translate to up to £1000 per employee annually. This saving goes straight to
the bottom line and will help companies improve their competitive edge.” Dr
Martin Gibson, Envirowise Programme Director 

• “Many, many thanks for this wonderful web-site. I am sure that all of our
companies will find it extremely useful and easy to understand”. Bill Stark,
General Secretary, Scottish Print Employers Association



PART 5: TRANSFERABILITY

Could this initiative be easily transferred to other Member States/regions?
The basic approach is readily transferable to other Member States/regions – i.e. a
web-based information support tool for SMEs describing their regulatory obligations.
Indeed similar, though less detailed, tools exist in some other countries, such as
Ireland and Norway. The basic IT framework for NetRegs is possibly transferable.
However, the particular structure of any similar site would need to be examined in
detail to determine what is required and by whom and then to see what recent IT
developments could support this. The IT systems underpinning such tools are a
rapidly changing area, so that it is advisable that any consideration of developing a
site similar to NetRegs explores such development in detail to take advantage of such
developments.

If not, what are the barriers, and could these barriers be overcome?
There are two major barriers to transferability. The first concerns resources. To
implement such a tool effectively requires significant start-up and on-going resources.
The web-site must contain a wide range of information (or SMEs will consider it a
waste of time to consult it) and the information must be up to date (for the same
reason). The second concerns the quantity of information that needs to be available.
NetRegs covers the UK – a country with a small number of regions with different
regulations. A country with more diverse regulations (greater number of devolved
regions) would have a significant challenge to provide the information on a web-site,
in contrast to a centralised system. 

Has this initiative already been replicated elsewhere? 
There are similar approaches in countries such as Ireland and Norway. However, in
neither case do the websites contain the breadth of information available from
NetRegs. This is both in terms of basic regulation and sectoral advice. 

Has this initiative itself been transferred from somewhere else?
No.

If this initiative were to be replicated, what key lessons would you share? 
The key lessons given by the project team are: 

• Don't underestimate how much marketing and communications costs;
• Don't underestimate how long it takes to change how people live and work;
• Don't underestimate how many links and partners you need to engage to make

it work;
• Listen to what businesses are saying they need and want and then deliver it;

and
• Buy in a decent team and programme manager to deliver the work.

PART 6: CONCLUSIONS

NetRegs is an important tool to support compliance of SMEs and should be examined
in detailed by other Member States. It has required significant resources to set-up,
maintain and develop and strong commitment from regulators. Its success also lies in



the comprehensive nature of its coverage (it answers most relevant questions an SME
would ask). 

We would, therefore, recommend that other Member States examine the experience of
NetRegs in detail. The principles and processes of the case are readily transferable,
but to do so effectively requires commitment. 

Sources of information/people interviewed.
• NetRegs website: http://www.netregs.gov.uk/
• Tim Fanshawe, Environment Agency, Rio House, Waterside Drive - Aztec

West, Almondsbury – Bristol, BS 32 4UD, UK
• Dominic Hutchings, Environment Agency, Rio House, Waterside Drive -

Aztec West, Almondsbury – Bristol, BS 32 4UD, UK


