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The Ashden Climate Co-benefits Toolkit

This chapter forms part of the Ashden Climate Action Co-benefits Toolkit. 
The toolkit was developed in collaboration with our City Region Sustainability 
Network, to support local authorities and others on their climate change 
ambitions.  It demonstrates how action on climate change can deliver many 
local benefits, including improved health, increased equity and social cohesion, 
economic opportunities and increased resilience.

The toolkit includes chapters on four major co-benefits of climate action: 
health, economic 
opportunity and job 
creation, equity and social 
cohesion, and resilience. 
Each of these co-benefits 
chapters includes facts and 
figures, links to data for local 
areas, the business case for 
taking action, opportunities 
for action and inspirational 
examples of successful 
initiatives from around the 
country. There are also some 
videos which bring these concepts to life. The full toolkit can be accessed here.

This chapter also references another climate action resource produced 
by Ashden for councils – ‘31 climate actions for councils’ which presents 
31 actions every council declaring a climate emergency should consider 
implementing, quantified by cost and carbon saved. Infographics from this 
toolkit are presented at relevant points throughout this chapter; the full 
spreadsheet can be accessed here. 

Acknowledgements

This toolkit has been produced with input from Dr Neil Jennings, Leanne Wilson, Mark 
Cridge, Liz Watchorn and Nick Gardner.

https://www.ashden.org/programmes/co-benefits
https://www.ashden.org/programmes/top-31-climate-actions-for-councils
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Climate change can feel overwhelming as a topic. The science can be complex, it is not 
highly visible for many on a day-to-day basis, and yet there is an increasing amount of 
news and information – often alarming – coming at us through a range of channels.

At a time when public concern about the environment, and climate change in 
particular, is at a record high, it is vitally important to retain a positive narrative to 
engage people and communities, and demonstrate how they can take part in this 
journey of climate action.

This toolkit offers important insight into the co-benefits of climate action, which are 
often ignored in public messaging. But it is precisely through focusing on these co-
benefits that we will encourage a wider cross-section of the population to engage with, 
participate in, and indeed lead the ever-growing range of opportunities to take climate 
action at a local level.

I’m delighted that The National Lottery Community Fund has been able to 
support the development of this important resource. The Fund is committed to 
environmental action in three key ways: first, through a commitment to reduce our 
own environmental impact in as visible way as possible; second, through our recently 
announced £100million fund for community-led climate action across the UK; and 
third, to leverage our reach and position by working with and supporting our existing 
(and future) grantholders across our entire portfolio to reduce their environmental 
impact.

Lastly, it feels important to mention that this chapter has been produced during the 
global response to coronavirus, the biggest upset to our daily lives that most of us 
have ever seen. Immediate (short-term) environmental impacts aside, what these 
last few months have shown us is how it is possible for very significant changes to be 
made to our daily lives over an incredibly short timespan, and how it is possible for 
governments the world over to take wide-reaching leadership decisions. And, in many 
ways, it has given us a glimpse of how – as a society – we might be able to respond en-
masse to a global emergency that threatens our way of existence. Let us learn what 
we can from this unprecedented time, and use it to bolster our efforts to engage our 
citizens in building a better future for us all.

Nick Gardner

Head of Climate Action, The National Lottery Community Fund

Foreword 

Made possible thanks to a grant from 
The National Lottery Community Fund
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As of June 2020, 65% of UK councils have declared a climate emergency with many going 
even further by announcing a target of carbon neutrality by 2030. The low carbon transition 
will require major change, but this cannot just be imposed on citizens and communities. In 
order to create the consensus that local, regional and national governments need and the 
funds to deliver the work, we have to take citizens with us. 

In January 2020, IPSOS Mori polling reported record high levels of public concern about 
the environment, climate change and pollution. The COVID-19 pandemic is expected to 
temporarily slow the rise in global carbon emissions in 2020, but it has highlighted human 
fragility. The risks of catastrophic climate change remain and public concern is likely to stay 
high; a poll conducted in April 2020 showed 48% of the public agree that the government 
should respond “with the same urgency to climate change as it has with COVID-19”, with just 
28% saying it shouldn’t1. A separate poll by You Gov found that only 9% of the public want life 
to return to normal once lockdown is over – the crisis has brought a greater appreciation of 
clean air, wildlife and stronger communities and the public want to keep those changes2. 

By engaging people through structures like citizens’ panels and connecting climate policy 
to the needs of everyone, we can demonstrate that climate action improves, rather than 
diminishes, lives. A ‘green recovery’ from the COVID-19 crisis can result in better jobs, more 
money in local economies, clean air, healthier travel options, green spaces and warm and 
cheap-to-heat homes.

This chapter explores different options for how councils can:

• Use deliberative processes to give them a mandate for climate action.

• Work with their communities to deliver co-benefits through climate action.

• Overcome concerns or objections to particular changes, using a co-benefits approach.

Introduction

https://www.independent.co.uk/environment/climate-change/coronavirus-climate-crisis-uk-government-poll-environment-a9467371.html
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The coronavirus crisis and its implications for citizen 
engagement on climate action

Rebuilding the economy after the 2008 financial crash resulted in global carbon 
emissions rising by 6% year-on-year with precious little change to the institutions 
that caused the crash.  As the economy responds to the far more significant impact 
of coronavirus, we could follow a similar growth-at-all-cost model.  This would be a 
lost opportunity.  Instead, the rebuilding could create a fairer society that reduces 
the risk of major environmental disasters which always hit the vulnerable the 
hardest. 

Where possible, councils should plan to make the most of the more positive changes 
that have occurred during the coronavirus lockdown.

Communities have seen cleaner and safer streets as the lockdown has forced people 
to work from home where possible. There has been a surge in cycling and walking, 
with bike shops reporting record sales3. In the UK and globally, city mayors are 
fast-tracking measures to make conditions better for walking and cycling, including 
reallocating road space to create new cycle lanes and wider pavements. There are 
opportunities for councils to engage with their local cycling campaigners to embed 
permanent changes to active travel infrastructure (see Transport case studies 
below). Councils can also promote initiatives such as Cyclescheme (an employee 
benefit that can save staff 25-39% on the cost of a bike and accessories) and any 
other locally available funding or support with enabling lower income households 
access bicycles4.

The lockdown has seen an increase in local food shopping, with some local shops 
banding together to form ‘virtual high streets’, for example Pedalme Supermarket 
which consolidates deliveries using e-cargobikes5. Councils can work with local 
traders to provide an alternative to increased ‘white van’ traffic following the growth 
in online supermarket shopping.

Fuel poverty is likely to grow post-coronavirus as the economy suffers. 
Community initiatives such as South East London Community Energy (see p.9) 
can help resource-strapped councils reach vulnerable households. There may be 
opportunities for councils to build on the tremendous response to the crisis from 
COVID-19 Mutual Aid support groups.

The coronavirus crisis has shone a spotlight on both income and health inequalities. 
High incidences of pre-existing conditions such as diabetes, heart conditions and 
respiratory illness increase the likelihood of death from coronavirus, with North-East 
England and parts of inner Birmingham and London particularly exposed. 

We can and must learn from this. The pandemic has underlined the importance 
of ensuring that our towns and cities are built for resilience. Whilst the climate 
emergency will be slower to unfold compared to coronavirus, its impacts are 
similarly complex and challenging to mitigate.  Left unchecked they will be 
devastating for humanity. Reducing climate risks through emissions reductions, as 
well as preparing for the risks that the climate will continue to throw at us, should 
be a central part of increasing society’s resilience to external shocks - be they 
economic, environmental or social. By ensuring a co-benefits approach to climate 
action we can take citizens with us and, at the same time, deliver a raft of other 
benefits like boosting green jobs, improving health or creating local, sustainable 
economies that work to reduce inequalities. Inequalities that have only been too 
plain to see.

Ashden will be exploring these issues with our city region network over coming 
months.  To keep abreast of our findings, check our website here: www.ashden.org.

http://www.ashden.org
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In addition to opportunities to engage with climate change through, for example, 
statutory planning consultations, there are a number of options for non-statutory 
citizen engagement on climate action. This can take a variety of different forms, with 
each method offering varied and far-reaching benefits. 

• ‘Top-down’ approaches consist of measures in which community engagement is 

directly orchestrated by councils and policymakers, such as a Citizens’ Assembly 

on Climate Change or a Climate Change Citizens’ Jury. These engagement 

sessions offer the key advantage of allowing authorities to observe and 

understand public opinion on climate change. This can be incredibly beneficial as 

it means policymakers can better understand what forms of climate action will be 

best received by the local public.

• ‘Bottom-up’ approaches offer local authorities the opportunity to harness 

the energy of successful community-led projects. Some of these projects will 

be directly tackling the climate emergency; others may be targeting related 

areas of concern such as making streets safer and cleaner. Or there might be 

initiatives involving the local cultural sector, using art, music or drama to change 

the conversation around climate action.  Successful community initiatives build 

trust, deliver wider benefits and increase the capacity of stretched local authority 

teams.  

In addition, public engagement allows citizens to raise concerns over new climate 
strategies, such as restrictions on private car use or closure of streets near schools at 
the start/end of the school day. By demonstrating co-benefits – whether it be safer 
places for families to walk and play, cleaner air or warmer homes - councils are able 
to reduce resistance to new environmental policies, which will help meet ambitious 
climate targets.

Types of citizen engagement on climate 

change 
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Council-led citizen engagement 

and the forms it might take

Citizens’ assemblies

A citizens’ assembly is a group of people who are brought together to discuss one 
or more issues, and reach a conclusion about what they think should happen. The 
people who take part are chosen so they reflect the wider population – in terms 
of demographics (e.g. age, gender, ethnicity, social class) and sometimes relevant 
attitudes (e.g. preferences for a small or large state).  They typically comprise 50-160 
people. 

Citizens’ assemblies give members of the public the time and opportunity to learn 
about and discuss a topic, before reaching conclusions. Assembly Members are asked 
to make trade-offs and arrive at workable recommendations.

Citizens’ assemblies, and other similar methods, have been used in the UK and other 
countries – including Australia, Canada, France and the United States – to address 
a range of complex issues including the future of adult social care (UK) and issues 
such as equal marriage, abortion and the opportunities and challenges of an ageing 
population (Ireland).

Late in 2019, a UK-wide citizens’ assembly on climate change was launched, bringing 
together people from all walks of life and of all shades of opinion to discuss how 
the UK should meet its climate change target. ‘Climate Assembly UK’ has over 100 
members, who together are representative of the UK population. These assembly 
members come from 30,000 households randomly selected from across England, 
Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales. The assembly members met in person over 
three weekends in Spring 2020. Due to the advent of coronavirus, they completed 
their work in May 2020 following a series of three more online sessions. They 
heard balanced evidence on the choices the UK faces, discussed them, and made 
recommendations about what the UK should do to become net zero by 2050.

At least 11 councils are now using citizens’ assemblies to drive climate action, 
including Devon, Dudley, Cambridge, Test Valley and Oxford (see case study below).

According to Tim Hughes from public participation charity Involve, which facilitated 
the UK wide Climate Assembly and also helped to facilitate Camden’s Climate Change 
Citizens Assembly, key requirements for delivering an effective assembly are ensuring 
a good range of expertise plus sufficient time and space for assembly members to 
reflect and reach recommendations. “You are not looking for complete consensus 
because that could be false consensus. You also want a good sense of where people 
disagree.”

Involve runs a live tracker of citizens assemblies on their website:  https://www.
involve.org.uk/citizens-assembly-tracker.

“ C i t i z e n s ’  A s s e m b l i e s  c o u l d  h e l p  o r c h e s t r a t e 
a  p r o p e r l y  i n f o r m e d  p u b l i c  d e b a t e  a n d  g i v e 
p o l i t i c i a n s  t h e  c o u r a g e  t o  m a k e  t h e  r i g h t  d e c i s i o n s 
f o r  t h e  l o n g - t e r m . ”

M a t t h e w  T a y l o r ,  C h i e f  E x e c u t i v e  o f  t h e  R o y a l  S o c i e t y  o f 
A r t s ,  P r o s p e c t  m a g a z i n e  ( 2 0 1 8 )

https://www.involve.org.uk/citizens-assembly-tracker
https://www.involve.org.uk/citizens-assembly-tracker
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Oxford City Council – Setting high standards of public 
engagement through a Climate Change Citizens’ Assembly

As part of their climate emergency declaration in January 2019, Oxford City 
Council made provision for the establishment of a Climate Change Citizens’ 
Assembly to ensure there was a substantive action within the declaration. 
Initially the Council set out to decide on trade-offs in terms of which actions 
to pursue in a time of austerity. As the assembly process progressed, the co-
benefits of climate action such as health, housing, and jobs came to the fore, 
and focus shifted to how limited public funding could be used to address the 
climate emergency and deliver on other council priorities.  

The assembly was held across two weekends and consisted of 50 citizens. 
These participants were selected by a stratified random sampling process 
delivered by IPSOS Mori to ensure that participants were reflective of the 
Oxford community. £300 remuneration was also offered to encourage full 
participation from a diverse range of economic and social backgrounds. 
The two weekends were structured along the lines of Oxford’s five areas of 
greatest emissions and interests identified by an emissions report the council 
had commissioned to guide our Assembly’s work. These were transportation 
(17%) of city-wide emissions, buildings (81%), energy, waste management, and 
biodiversity.

The first weekend saw participants hear from 27 climate expert speakers 
- from across local business, transport, community activist groups, Oxford 
University, local government, and more - on the fundamentals of climate 
change as well as the decarbonisation methods suitable to Oxford.  During the 
second weekend, participants discussed individual subjects, with responses 
formulated into a set of recommendations from the assembly which were to be 
presented to Oxford City Council’s cabinet.

Responses were presented to Councillor Tom Hayes as Cabinet Member for 
Zero Carbon Oxford. Cabinet and Full Council ratified them and agreed a £19m 
budget to implement the recommendations. 

Important findings from this process include confirmation that citizens 
support:

• The achievement of carbon neutrality before 2050.

• Enhancing biodiversity, green space and pedestrianisation in the city 

centre.

• The transformation of building standards to ensure buildings and homes 

can become more energy efficient.

• Oxford taking a lead in facing the climate crisis.  

Another key recommendation was that the Council has a hugely important 
communication and convening role, particularly as the citizens were 
impressed that the council is responsible for just 1% of citywide emissions. 

The total cost of running the citizens assembly was £90,000. 

https://www.oxford.gov.uk/info/20011/environment/1343/oxford_citizens_assembly_on_climate_change
https://www.oxford.gov.uk/info/20011/environment/1343/oxford_citizens_assembly_on_climate_change
https://www.oxford.gov.uk/info/20011/environment/1343/oxford_citizens_assembly_on_climate_change
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Leeds City Council Climate Change Citizens’ Jury

Leeds City Council set up a Citizens’ Jury which was organised by the Leeds 
Climate Commission and Shared Future CIC³. The Citizens’ Jury ran from 
September to November 2019 and culminated in a launch of overall findings 
at an event on 25th November. The jury consisted of 25 participants who were 
selected at random but with considerations made to age, gender, ethnicity, area 
of residency and attitudes towards climate change. 

The Leeds Climate Commission, an independent body serving to provide 
authoritative advice on transforming Leeds into a zero-carbon and sustainable 
city, partnered with an unbiased oversight panel to 
deliver 30 hours of citizen engagement sessions to 
better understand the local consensus on climate 
change. Topics for the sessions included how Leeds is 
specifically contributing to the climate emergency, as 
well as how industries such as transport and housing 
can be adapted to become more environmentally 
sustainable.

Following these sessions, the Citizens’ Jury was 
required to provide recommendations for Leeds City 
Council’s climate policy. Key recommendations include 
extensive action on public transportation including 
bringing major bus companies back under public 
ownership and a ‘Leeds Green New Deal’ promoting 
policies intended to boost climate solutions and green 
spaces. 

The council considers the overall process to have been a success as it has 
provided clear evidence of local public opinion whilst also identifying the key 
climate policies which should prove favourable to citizens. 

Following this initiative, to boost accountability to the Citizens’ Jury, it 
was agreed that Leeds City Council would produce a report detailing a 
thorough response to all recommendations with reasoning for why/why not 
recommendations made by the jury are followed. This was published in March 
2020 and included direct responses containing evidence of new policy measures, 
including new transport measures such as ‘Connecting Leeds’, designed to meet 
climate concerns raised by the jury. This final step demonstrates how a clear 
citizen engagement strategy can be used to deliver appropriate and necessary 
climate solutions that are much more likely to receive wide-ranging public 
support6.

Citizens’ juries

Citizens’ juries (typically 12-25 participants) are another similar, but smaller (and 
therefore cheaper) approach which may be more manageable for some councils. 
Citizens’ juries have varied widely in their design and implementation but typically 
follow a uniform procedure. Twelve or more members of the general public (the 
‘jurors’) participate in a process of dialogue under the guidance of a chair or 
‘facilitator’. They interrogate specialist commentators (sometimes called witnesses) 
chosen because of their knowledge of a particular subject. Unlike legal juries, it is an 
issue, rather than an individual, that is ‘on trial’. Jurors then draw up and publish their 
conclusions with a few jurors possibly acting as advocates on behalf of the whole 
jury. 12-25 participants are selected to reflect the community and act as independent 
citizens rather than experts or representatives; a charge or research question(s) 
provided by organisers; deliberation informed by evidence provided by expert 
witnesses; and a verdict delivered by jurors.

https://www.leedsclimate.org.uk/leeds-citizens-jury-recommendations-published
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Local authorities can learn from the experience of trail-blazing councils. Shared 
Future, which facilitated the Leeds Climate Change Citizens Jury (see case study 
above), has the following tips for running a citizens’ jury or assembly: 

• Participants should be randomly selected: This is usually stratified, meaning 

the population is divided into a number of separate social groups (reflecting 

the diversity of the local population) and a random sample is then drawn from 

each group using the electoral roll, knocking door to door etc. They aim to be 

demographically diverse.

• Ask the right questions: questions should be carefully worded, easy to 

understand and broad enough to empower participants to think creatively, such 

as ‘how should Burnley respond to climate change?’

• Offer incentives: To show their commitment is valued, participants should be paid 

to attend (e.g. Shared Future usually pays Citizens’ Jury members £20 per 2.5-

hour session).

• Allow sufficient time: each jury should be at least twenty hours in length. This 

is not a focus group. Time is essential to enable participants to explore the 

complexity of the issue, understand the opinions and experiences of other jury 

members, challenge each other, disagree, strive (where possible) for consensus 

and to write a set of recommendations.

• Provide expert input: members of the jury or assembly are helped in their 

deliberations through the input of outside experts who are invited to present and 

then be questioned or ‘cross-examined’.

• Professional facilitation: this is necessary to ensure the process is not dominated 

by a vocal few and that everyone is able to have a fair say.

• Provide an oversight panel through which key influential and powerful 

stakeholders meet regularly to check the legitimacy and robustness of the 

process. For example, for a constituency-based process, it may include the MP, 

leaders of local authorities, chamber of commerce, relevant academics and 

senior business/third sector representatives etc.
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Online consultation

Another option for engaging citizens is to run online consultations. Digital platforms 
can make it easy and cost effective for councils to consult their residents on a wide 
range of issues, including climate change.  However, care must be taken so that 
anyone who may lack digital literacy, is not excluded from such a process, e.g. by 
providing an option for people to provide their views via post or in person through 
drop-in sessions or workshops. (See Birmingham case study, below) 

Birmingham City Council – Online Consultation on their 
Climate Emergency plans

Birmingham City Council, which declared a climate emergency in June 
2019, has adopted a three-pronged approach to citizen engagement on 
climate change4. In addition to climate consultation drop-in sessions and 
stakeholder workshops, the council has built an online public consultation 
tool to understand local views on how the nation’s 
second most populous city can tackle the climate 
emergency. 

The tool5 was launched as a part of the council’s 
‘Birmingham Be Heard’ campaign6. The tool, which 
the council manages, allows local individuals or 
representatives of local organisations who may 
not be able to attend public consultation events in 
person to voice their opinions on key components 
of the draft Birmingham Transport Plan. Key topics 
up for discussion in the tool include: the reallocation 
of road space, prioritising active travel in local 
neighbourhoods and transforming the city centre.  

The format of the consultation tool follows that of a structured survey with 
participants answering questions via sliding scales of approval. This aspect of 
the tool is an important engagement strategy as it enables locals to offer an 
opinion without turning the consultation into a binary referendum, whilst also 
preventing only mild concerns from being perceived as outright opposition. 

mySociety - online tools to help 

discussions and decisions
mySociety have produced several guides about working with digital tools for 
community participation or deliberation. This includes a guide7 to the digital tools 
available for demographic participation, and how digital tools can be used to augment 
and improve offline citizens assemblies. 

Digital tools can be used to pool common knowledge and find areas of consensus. 
They can also be used for deliberation and decision making. Processes can be 
entirely online, or digital tools used to augment the effectiveness and reach of offline 
discussions. 

https://www.birminghambeheard.org.uk/economy/transportplan/consultation/intro/
https://www.birminghambeheard.org.uk/
https://research.mysociety.org/publications/digital-tools-participation
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Replicating Local Nature Partnerships for 

climate change
Many areas have active Local Nature Partnerships. These were introduced through the 
Government’s Natural Environment White Paper in 2011, and provide the opportunity 
for a diverse set of local organisations, businesses, citizens and local authorities 
to improve their local environment. This framework is adaptable to climate change 
engagement, as successfully evidenced by the Gloucestershire LNP through the 
production of a further Gloucestershire Green Infrastructure LNP8.

As part of the COVID-19 shift to online 
deliberation, Involve have produced a guide for 
understanding the different aspects digital tools 
can help with, and listing a database of currently 
active tools8. 

Something to aim for in online participation (but 
also offline participation) is that the process 
reaches more than the usual suspects and 
includes the community as a whole. Digital tools 
can make it cheaper to reach more people, but it 
is important to actively reach out and make sure 
people are able to participate. Otherwise the 
results may only be a partial reflection of what 
people in the area experience. 

(Further information on the mySociety guides is 
provided in the resources section at the end of 
this chapter.)

The Gloucestershire Green 
Infrastructure LNP 

Through the Gloucestershire Green 
Infrastructure LNP, local authorities and 
local enterprises to come together to 
adopt a shared vision and a co-ordinated 
approach towards tackling local climate 
targets through the development of 
sustainable infrastructure, the expansion 
of green space, and increasing energy 
efficiency.  

https://www.involve.org.uk/resources/blog/opinion/digital-tools-participation-where-start
https://www.gloucestershirenature.org.uk/green-infrastructure-framework
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Climate campaigners

Community energy and resource groups

There are local climate change/environmental groups operating in many areas, such 
as Extinction Rebellion and Friends of the Earth groups. These groups can be highly 
critical of councils that they feel are not taking enough action on climate change, but 
they can also be powerful allies in terms of delivering climate action. ‘School strikers’, 
inspired to protest by the brilliant Greta Thunberg, are also taking action in their own 
schools by setting up pupil-led climate change clubs. Councils can tap into these keen 
groups and encourage them to work with them to deliver carbon savings both within 
their school and their wider community. Engaging with these groups may require 
careful management to ensure that all sides feel heard.

80% of the British public are concerned about climate change (as of April 2019) and, 
triggered in part by the school climate strikes and Extinction Rebellion protests, there 
has been a surge in community-led activity. Around the country there are numerous 
groups which are working to do their bit to cut carbon emissions. By supporting 
community initiatives, local authorities can build trust, deliver wider benefits and 
potentially increase the capacity of stretched council staff.   Some of the types of 
community groups that are likely to be working on initiatives that could deliver carbon 
reduction are listed below.

There are over 270 community energy groups operating across the UK9. Some of 
these focus on local renewable energy generation, though this has been made more 
challenging since the government’s feed-in-tariff support scheme (through which 
long term contracts were offered to smaller scale renewable producers) ended. Over 
90 local groups are working to improve energy efficiency and carbon awareness, and 
there are many with well-established fuel poverty programmes.

Community groups across the UK are also helping households to reduce their 
energy use, with many focusing on fuel poverty in particular.  Brighton and Hove 
Energy Services Co-operative (BHESCo) visited 330 households in 2018, installing 
simple and cost-effective measures; and The Cold Homes Energy Efficiency Service 
Experts project (C.H.E.E.S.E.) in Bristol carried out 91 thermal imaging surveys for 
local households and businesses in 2018. South East London Community Energy 
(SELCE) has worked with local councils in London to address fuel poverty (see case 
study below). Other groups focus on encouraging able-to-pay households to retrofit 
their homes. For example, Cambridge Carbon Footprint and the Carbon Co-op in 
Manchester organise visits to local green homes, and the Green Open Homes network 
includes events organised in other towns and cities.

Working with community groups and 

initiatives to deliver carbon reduction



7    Climate action co-benefits –  Citizen Engagement Page    15

Community led cafes to cut fuel poverty and energy use

Nationally, the health impact of fuel poverty and cold housing is estimated to 
cost the NHS £2.5 billion/year. Studies show that those living in homes with 
bedroom temperatures below 15°C are 50% more likely to suffer from mental 
health problems, and children living in inadequately heated households are 
more than twice as likely to suffer from asthma and bronchitis. Poor energy 
efficiency is a key factor in fuel poverty. Improving the energy efficiency of the 
UK housing stock provides an opportunity to reduce costs to the NHS, tackle 
inequality and create a large number of jobs.

South East London Community Energy (SELCE)10 is a community benefit 
society (Ben Com), mainly funded through grants and donations. It has been 
working in the boroughs of Lewisham and Greenwich to tackle fuel poverty 
over several years. SELCE holds regular energy cafes where members of 
the public receive free advice on their energy bills as well as tips on how to 
improve the energy efficiency of their homes. Recognition of their excellent 
work in community outreach is growing, with the charity now working with 
several local councils and co-operatives to help further in the battle against 
fuel poverty. 

SELCE is capitalising the power of community resulting in people having 
warmer and healthier homes whilst also tackling sustainability and reducing 
the carbon footprint of the area. Started by volunteers, the organisation now 
employs 10 staff part-time. SELCE part-funds community work through the 
installation of renewable energy on local 
community buildings generating revenue 
from electricity sales.

Other key services that SELCE offers 
include free training for community 
groups already attempting to reduce fuel 
poverty. This increases the impact and 
reach that these community groups are 
having, allowing even wider community 
involvement. SELCE also works with community hubs including schools, leisure 
centres and churches, enabling these groups to improve energy efficiency 
and reduce energy costs whilst also decreasing carbon emissions, for example 
through the installation of solar panels on their buildings11.

Recently, SELCE has started working on a major new fuel poverty scheme 
with a group of 12 local authorities in London in partnership with charities 
Groundwork and Thinking Works as well as with the football club Charlton 
Athletic. The football club’s community trust operates an energy advice 
helpline, and arranges home visits to provide energy advice, as well as 
publicising energy cafes. SELCE has conducted over 200 home visits and the 
project aims to help thousands of residents in fuel poverty. 

 “Lewisham Council leads the South London Energy Efficiency Partnership, 
which brings together local government and community organisations, 
including SELCE, to tackle fuel poverty in the south of the capital. By 
combining our strengths and funding from different sources, the partnership 
delivered a range of home visits and events supporting over 1,500 vulnerable 
households in South London last year.” Councillor Jonathan Slater, Cabinet 
Member for the Community Sector at Lewisham Council. 

https://gcda.coop/selce/
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Green Open Homes

According to official government figures, 18% of the UK’s total greenhouse 
gas emissions for 2018 were caused by the residential sector12 and as a result, 
improving sustainability in the home is a vital component of efforts to tackle the 
climate emergency. 

Green Open Homes is a 
community-led national 
network originally set up 
by Centre for Sustainable 
Energy and now run by 
volunteers. The network 
organises open home 
events to promote 
and teach low-carbon 
practices13. Through 
these events, pioneering 
households across the 
nation open their doors to fellow community members to demonstrate the 
actions they have taken to ensure their homes are warmer, healthier and 
greener. Here, carbon-conscious attendees can learn how to make low-cost 
improvements, switch to renewable electricity and heating sources as well as 
how to undertake ambitious whole-house retrofit projects. Green open home 
owners will often share details of recommended local installers of energy 
efficiency measures, and this is a great way of boosting small businesses with 
co-benefits for the local economy. Events run across the country each year, 
including in Dorset, Manchester, London and East Sussex. One of the longest 
running local networks is Bristol Green Doors which welcomed hundreds of 
visitors to local homes in 201914. 

http://www.greenopenhomes.net/
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Mums for Lungs – campaigning for clean air

Mums for Lungs is a group of London parents with 
branches in different parts of the capital. They are united 
in their commitment to deliver clean air for everyone — 
for children and future generations. They are a grassroots 
organisation with no formal structure. Most members 
are ordinary people, with no specialist background in air 
pollution, who volunteer their time to campaign. 

Members campaigned for London’s Ultra Low Emission 
Zone (which began in 2019) and also campaign for 
the replacement of diesel buses with hybrid or EV 
models as well as for the improvement of walking and 
cycling infrastructure. They have also encouraged the 
introduction of school streets (further details below); 
members contacted 300 schools across London about 
the dangers of the capital’s toxic air to encourage them 
to embrace road closures at the start and end of each 
school day.

Campaigners for clean and safe roads

As awareness of the health impacts of air pollution has grown, groups campaigning to 
make streets greener and safer have flourished. These may be local branches of long 
running national organisations such as Living Streets (whose mission is to achieve 
a better walking environment and inspire people to walk more) and Playing Out (a 
parent and resident led movement to restore children’s freedom to play outside 
in the streets and spaces where they live, for their health, happiness and sense of 
belonging). Or they may be new organisations 
such as parent-led Mums for Lungs (see 
case study below). Increasingly these groups 
view cutting carbon emissions as one of their 
key objectives. There are also numerous 
cycling campaign groups which campaign for 
safer roads for cyclists in particular cities; 
for example, Cambridge Cycling Campaign 
(campaigning for more, better and safer 
cycling in Cambridge) and the Epping Forest 
Transport Action Group (campaigning for 
safer cycling facilities across Epping Forest).  

https://www.mumsforlungs.org/
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Arts and culture

Community-led repair cafes and ‘libraries of 

things’

Local artists, musicians and playwrights can tell powerful stories about climate 
change which can change the conversation on this issue. By supporting their creative 
communities to tell these stories in innovative ways, councils can reach people who 
have not had much involvement in climate action before.

As part of their 10-year strategy for 2020-2030, Arts Council England has set out 
the case for the creative community to ensure environmental responsibility and to 
lead on the climate emergency. The arts possess the ability to educate, motivate 
and create joy and thus represent an important tool for engaging citizens in climate 
action at both larger and smaller scales. The creative community can be a powerful 
tool for citizen engagement through promoting and demonstrating low carbon values 
and behaviour such as lowering carbon, plastic and water use as well as increasing 
recycling. 

Examples of initiatives in this field include:

• Julie’s Bicycle, a London based charity bridging the gap between environmental 

sustainability and the creative industries. They bring together different cultural 

organisations to transform the public conversation on climate change, while 

tacking their own impact as well. 

• Tate Modern’s ‘The Future Is Near’ event, which demonstrated the power of the 

arts to further climate action. This event, focusing on environmental justice, 

highlighted key issues of the framing of climate change, environmental racism 

and food justice through innovative and engaging installations, performances and 

film that both educate and inspire on climate action15. 

• Climate Museum UK, which is delivering mobile and digital museums on climate 

change. Through creative artworks, pop-up installations and interactive 

workshops on topics such as ‘Living Sustainably’ as well as ‘Appreciating Earth’, 

Climate Museum UK are furthering the public conversation on climate action and 

motivating the public to do more in the face of the climate emergency.

The UK is estimated to use 1.2 billion tonnes of materials a year. With household 
recycling rates at 45%16, the majority of our material waste is destined for domestic 
and overseas landfill sites. These alarming statistics expose how waste represents a 
major long-term obstacle threatening environmental sustainability. As costs of waste 
removal increase and landfill space quickly runs out, behavioural changes, such as 
moving away from a ‘throwaway culture’, will be required to reduce this unsustainable 
environmental burden. 

Community repair cafes represent great initiatives for increasing reuse, repair and 
recycling in communities and can have fantastic benefits for allowing for behavioural 
change within a community.
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The Machynlleth Repair Café 

The Machynlleth Repair 

Cafe operates several 
times a year. It is run 
by Ecodyfi, a locally 
based not for profit 
Development Trust 
delivering sustainable 
community regeneration. 
It offers an innovative 
approach to waste 
reduction where items 
from furniture and 
garden equipment to 
electronic gadgets and 
jewellery can be mended 
and restored to their 
former glories. This 
community-led initiative also serves as a friendly and social meeting place 
for people of all ages and backgrounds to socialise with other community 
members whilst learning handy craft skills.

The co-benefits of community repair cafes include:

• Repairing items rather than disposing of them reduces the strain on landfill sites 

and counters the unsustainable ‘throwaway culture’.

• A reduction in carbon emissions from reducing the need to manufacture new 

products.

• The development of skills in repair and maintenance to be learned.

• Cost savings; fixing rather than replacing offers a cheaper alternative to 

consumers whilst also offering a new appreciation and value for items.

• Social interaction; people can interact with others in their community, 

establishing social contact and community values.

Repaircafe.org has a network of 2,088 repair cafes worldwide with a searchable 
database through which you can find a local cafe. One example is the Machynlleth 
Repair Café (see case study below). 

With a similar mission to reduce the need to manufacture new products, the ‘Library 
of Things’ is a place where people can borrow things like drills, gazebos and carpet 
cleaners at affordable prices and learn how to use them. The intention is to reduce 
the need to own such items individually.  Having used Library of Things, borrowers are 
60% more likely to repair or recycle items and 75% of borrowers say they feel better 
connected to their community as a result of using the library17. There are currently 
libraries in two locations in London, with more due to launch soon

https://repairandsharefairmachynlleth.weebly.com/repair-cafe.html
https://repairandsharefairmachynlleth.weebly.com/repair-cafe.html
http://Repaircafe.org
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Community-led tree planting and care

Carbon sinks will play an important role if the UK is to meet its targets of 
becoming a net-zero carbon nation by 2050. Trees represent economical and 
effective carbon sinks, whilst also offering community co-benefits of renewed 
green space and a reduction in surface run-off water in flood-prone areas. 
Although on its own, increased tree planting may not solve the climate crisis, 
community-led tree planting schemes offer an effective method of initially 
engaging the local community in environmental action.

The Helensburgh Conservation Trust, based in the small Scottish town 
of Helensburgh, also known as the ‘Garden City of Clyde’, is pioneering 
how communities can directly contribute to increasing greenery in their 
neighbourhoods. The Trust devised a system through which locals pay an 
annual £10 subscription to raise funds that enable trees to be planted across 
neighbouring streets and parks18. 

This innovative community-led 
scheme has resulted in over 1000 
trees being planted since 2002 
thanks to the financial support of the 
Trust’s 200 members19. Donations 
are used to purchase saplings from 
a Scottish nursery, as well as to 
replace trees damaged by storms or 
disease. A team of local volunteers 
then support and maintain the trees 
moving forwards.

Nature and conservation groups and 

‘social prescribing’

Access to green space is associated with health and wellbeing at a community level, 
including satisfaction with ‘place’, increased social cohesion and interaction. Local 
conservation groups have been protecting and 
enhancing local green spaces for many years. 
Traditional gardening and horticulture clubs have 
become aware of the impacts of climate change 
and, more recently, local community rewilding 
projects have sprung up. 

All of these groups can be powerful advocates 
for local climate action as well as being delivery 
partners in biodiversity projects.  For example:

• A number of community groups are 

instrumental in planting and taking care of 

trees in their community, including street trees (see case study below).

• The Conservation Volunteers is an organisation that mobilises volunteers across 

the UK to create healthier and happier communities for everyone (see case study 

below).

• The Wildlife Trust operates local groups across the UK which work to protect 

and restore natural habitats for wildlife (including rewilding projects) and also, 

in many cases, work to raise awareness of the importance of curbing climate 

change.

https://www.treetrust.co.uk/
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Green Gyms

The Conservation Volunteers have set 
up ‘Green Gyms’20; fun and free outdoor 
sessions where participants will be 
guided in practical activities such as 
planting trees, sowing meadows and 
establishing wildlife ponds. Unlike other 
conservation projects, the emphasis is 
very much on health and fitness.

In some areas, health professionals 
are adopting ‘social prescribing’, where 
patients are referred to a variety of 
local, non-clinical services21 including 
Green Gyms. Social prescribing offers a holistic approach for helping those 
struggling from a variety of issues from loneliness to unemployment. A 
University of Westminster study has revealed that social prescribing may 
reduce further GP consultations by 28%, offering welcome relief to the NHS 
and other key services22. 

The demand for Green Gyms is growing with more launching each year, and 
there are now over 100. With the rise in physical inactivity, isolation and 
resulting mental health issues, Green Gyms provide opportunities for people 
to connect with nature and improve local green spaces, helping to build 
community resilience.

https://www.tcv.org.uk/greengym#:~:text=Green%20fitness,meadows%20and%20establishing%20wildlife%20ponds
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Using a co-benefits approach to win 

over citizens 

Meeting carbon reduction targets will require some significant changes to the way that most people live.  
Not all of these changes will be popular.  Demonstrating the co-benefits of climate action can be helpful in 
winning hearts and minds and facilitating the transition to a low carbon economy. In this section, we provide 
some examples of how co-benefits could be used to help overcome objections from different groups of 
citizens to specific measures.

Climate 

action

Who 

might 

object?

Co-

benefits

Examples 

(see 

below)

Restriction on private 

car use

Local businesses, 

drivers and taxi 

drivers

• Better air quality 

and health

• Customers stay 

longer at local 

businesses as no 

parking worries

Waltham Forest 

Council

Nottingham City 

Council

Closing streets near 

schools

Local residents, 

parents

• Safer travel to 

school

• Better physical 

health

Sciennes Primary 

School, Edinburgh

Cardiff City Council

Sustrans Schools 

Streets, Southampton

Freight restrictions Businesses • Reduced 

congestion

• More pleasant 

town centres

• Reduce 

businesses’ need 

for city centre 

storage

Southampton Urban 

Consolidation Centre

Zedify’s ecargobikes

Minimum Energy 

Efficiency Standards 

for Private Rented 

Sector

Landlords • Reduced void days

• Reduced rent 

arrears

Oxford City Council

Increasing plant-

based meals in 

schools

Parents, children, 

decision makers

• Better quality of 

food for spend

• Better health

The Swan School, 

Oxford

Greenside Primary 

School, West London
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Transport

Restrictions on private car use

Reducing private car use delivers both cleaner air (due to reduced pollution) and 
an increase in active travel (walking and cycling). Both have substantial impacts on 
the health and wellbeing of local citizens, with far reaching benefits felt on local and 
national scales.  

Currently, private car use is having a worrying impact on health:  

• Motor vehicles emit toxic particles including primary and secondary small and 
ultrafine particles (PM10, PM2.5 and PM0.1), as well as nitrogen oxides (NO2) 
which are linked to being a 
major cause of cardiovascular 
and respiratory disease 
resulting in up to 40,000 
premature deaths per year in 
the UK23. 

• As shown in Chapter 2 of this 
toolkit, poor air quality is also 
linked to Type 2 diabetes, skin 
aging, impaired cognition and 
a number of cancers.

• If current air pollution levels 
persist, it is estimated 
that there could be up to 
2.5 million new cases of heart disease, stroke, lung cancer, childhood asthma, 
diabetes and dementia by 203524. 

In 2017, the costs of air pollution-related conditions to the NHS and social care in 
England totalled £157 million. By 2035, estimates suggest that this figure could reach 
£18.6 billion unless action is taken to significantly reduce air pollution25. 

A number of councils have introduced initiatives to restrict private car use, including:

• The London Borough of Waltham Forest, which has introduced a ‘mini-Holland’ 

project involving closing roads to cars and introducing segregated cycle lanes 

(see case study).

• Nottingham has introduced a Workplace Parking Levy, the proceeds of which are 

invested in low carbon transport options in the city (see case study).

• City of York Council is providing funding to bus companies to help them transition 

to low-emission vehicles, as part of a Clean Air Zone that will come into force in 

the city in 2020. The council has also announced that private car journeys will 

be banned from the city centre by the end of 2022 in an effort to cut carbon 

emissions26. 

• Birmingham is also proposing banning through-journeys by private cars in the 

city centre27. 
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Waltham Forest – mini Holland project

In 2014 Waltham Forest Council won a £27 million bid awarded by Transport 
for London and launched their ‘Mini-Holland’ project, a bold initiative to 
improve the air quality of the local area whilst simultaneously to reducing 
congestion and boosting local businesses.  Over five years, Waltham Forest 
delivered substantial infrastructure changes throughout the borough. This 
included the introduction of modal filters closing 43 roads to cars, 91 blended 
crossings which slow down vehicles as they enter and exit side roads and the 
introduction of segregated cycle lanes on seven major routes contributing to a 
total of 24km of stepped cycle track added to the borough.     

Boosting health and wellbeing and 

benefitting business 

The project has improved the health 
and wellbeing of local residents and 
has also boosted local business.  
Measures have reduced NO2 by 15-
25% and PM2.5 by 6-13%28, leading 
to an increase in life expectancy of 
7-9 months for those born since 2006 
as a direct consequence29. Local 
businesses are benefitting from more 
shoppers travelling by foot as they spend longer on the high street, rather 
than worry about parking charges. Significant benefits have been seen by 
cafes, whose customers are able to sit outside on newly pedestrianised roads. 
This has reportedly contributed to a return of a ‘community feel’ in parts of 
the Borough not seen since the 1950s and 60s. The introduction of ‘parklets’, 
which transform streets by extending seating and greenery across roads, as 
well as providing a safe space for children to play, are contributing to further 
boosts for businesses.  

Community engagement

These plans were initially met with major opposition from some residents. The 
council was able to ease opposition through successful citizen engagement 
platforms. They combined traditional engagement methods such as Q&A 
workshops and town hall events with an open survey tool integrated with local 
maps allowing residents to comment on particular aspects of infrastructure 
changes. Residents are encouraged to note what improvements they would 
like to see in their area, allowing them to participate in a co-design of the 
scheme. This engagement method has proven highly effective at easing 
concerns and has allowed the community to come together to share a vision 
for how their environment will look.  

Other key engagement strategies included a strong emphasis on inclusion 
through investing in schemes which aim to deliver behavioural change 
throughout the borough. Examples include investment in and encouragement 
of local women’s cycling groups which provide community bikes and training 
to cycling beginners. 

The impact of this community engagement has been undeniable. Having 
initially faced fierce opposition, through effective engagement and 
emphasising the co-benefits of the transformations, the project has 
successfully been implemented and has proven to be very popular with local 
residents. 

https://enjoywalthamforest.co.uk
https://enjoywalthamforest.co.uk/
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Nottingham – using revenue from private car 

restrictions to fund public transport

Another effective method of making the business case for climate solutions is 
to emphasise that revenues created through restricting private car use will be 
reinvested to fund public transport whilst simultaneously boosting the local 
economy through reduced congestion. A key example of this is the Workplace 

Parking Levy (WPL) introduced by Nottingham City Council. 

Nottingham City Council began their 
citizen engagement process for the WPL 
by making the business case for the radical 
initiative. They stated that high congestion 
was threatening the competitiveness of 
the city and business through restricting 
labour supply, obstructing logistics and 
inhibiting access to markets. Prior to the 
introduction of the WPL, a report into the 
economic costs of congestion in the East 
Midlands identified that congestion costs 
the regional economy £930 million annually. Reducing congestion through 
restricting commuter car use was essential to improving the efficiency of the 
city’s economy and ensuring that investment in the area was not discouraged. 

The Council made clear that income from the levy would be directly used to 
fund a wide range of public transport systems such as tram line extensions, 
railway station development and the subsidisation of the Link bus network.  
On top of this, the WPL has also funded grants to help employers introduce 
facilities for cyclists, such as storage and showers. 

In the eight years following the implementation of the WPL, the initiative 
has raised over £75m in revenue which has successfully been reinvested in 
subsiding greener public transport. 

 Citizen engagement 

Nottingham City Council implemented an impactful and wide-reaching 
engagement programme to understand public opinion regarding the WPL 
and to hear recommendations on how the WPL could be adapted before it 
was rolled out. For this engagement process, the council had a budget of 
£135,000, funded primarily by the Department for Transport. In 2017, a 12-
week workshop-style consultation process began which took in the opinions 
of 2,485 residents. Participants included those living in the city centre 
and further afield, comprising members of the public, business owners and 
representatives of organisational bodies. 

The responses from all participants were collected and analysed by council 
officers and combined into an examiner’s report of 20 recommendations. 
These recommendations were put to the council’s Executive Board which 
accepted 17 of the 20 recommendations. 

https://www.nottinghamcity.gov.uk/wpl
https://www.nottinghamcity.gov.uk/wpl
https://www.nottinghamcity.gov.uk/wpl


7    Climate action co-benefits –  Citizen Engagement Page    26

Closing streets near the schools at 

start/end of school day

In 71% of UK towns and cities, children are breathing dangerous levels of air 
pollution30. Evidence demonstrates that children are exposed to more toxic levels 
of air pollution on their journeys to school than at any other part of their day, with 
estimates of harmful exposure to pollution being five times greater during a journey 
to school than when at school. The impact of this daily exposure may include stunted 
lung growth, increased risk of asthma and potentially reduced brain growth31. 

The important co-benefits of closing schools around start/end times include: 

• Respiratory health; a study by King’s College London monitoring air quality levels 

that children are exposed to through different routes to school, revealed that 

those who walk to school via main roads are exposed to significantly higher levels 

of black carbon particles than pupils who walked to school via less congested 

back streets. Therefore, closing of main roads by schools will contribute to 

immediate improvements in the respiratory health of children by directly 

reducing their exposure to particulate pollution.

• Improved road safety; around 1,000 children a month are injured on local roads 

around British schools, with 37% of local school areas having at least one child 

road injury each year32.

• Physical fitness and wellbeing for both pupils and their parents. The benefits to 

cardiovascular fitness arising from an increase in walking or cycling to and from 

school in Waltham Forest for the local population has been calculated directly 

increase average life expectancy by 2-3 weeks for a child born in 201333.

• Cleaner neighbourhoods; closing school streets not only delivers significant 

reductions in traffic on main roads, but evidence from trials in Edinburgh also 

suggests that only a third of vehicles switched to surrounding streets34, meaning 

that there are major reductions in overall motor use. This important shift in 

habits is allowing for the development of a cleaner environment and a more 

attractive neighbourhood.

School street closures have been introduced in several areas, including Southampton 
(see case study below), Cardiff (see case study below), several London boroughs and 
Edinburgh (see case study)

Sustrans School Streets – Southampton

Sustrans is a charity focused on making walking and cycling in the community 
easier. They have launched a school streets programme that is already having 
a major impact. Sustrans plan street closures close to schools in order to 
highlight the benefit of reduced congestion and increased air quality around 
schools. In this system, streets adjacent to schools effectively become 
closed at school opening and start times, with entrance only permitted for 
pedestrians, cyclists, residents and blue badge holders.  

 At the start/end time each day, main roads by school entrances close for 
30-60 minutes. Implementation varies with region, with London and Welsh 
councils supporting the system through automatic number plate recognition, 
whereas other councils are introducing temporary bollards or barriers to halt 
access. 

https://www.sustrans.org.uk
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Sustrans works with local authorities to develop and implement the 
programmes, developing plans that gain 
local support which are then developed 
into trial tests to demonstrate the 
impact of the initiative. This project has 
had particular success in Southampton 
primary schools, where the scheme 
has made journeys to school much 
cleaner whilst also reducing road safety 
concerns by schools. Parents were 
surveyed following the initial project 
launch and it was found that 92% 
agreed that the road had become safer 
to use, whereas 93% supported the initiative becoming a regular occurrence 
outside of their school35. 

Edinburgh’s proactive parent approach to healthier school 
streets

Sciennes Primary School introduced their school streets scheme initially 
as a pilot in 2015, but the resounding success of the trial soon ensured the 
project was implemented permanently. The system requires two volunteers 
per day to ensure drivers correctly follow traffic signs and alter their routes 
away from the school gates. The school has developed an online tool on their 
website which allows parents of pupils to volunteer to help run the system on 
a specific day whilst also displaying which days lack volunteers. This ensures 
that parents can share the responsibility of implementing the system whilst 
also ensuring that there are not days without traffic volunteers. 

As explained by headteacher Andrew Hunter, the initiative has enabled 
students and parents to lead more active lifestyles with increases in walking 
and cycling seen across the year groups. Major reductions in congestion and 
traffic speed, in addition to reduced pollution, have made the surrounding 
environment at Sciennes Primary School a much safer and healthier place to 
learn.

The initiative is supported by Edinburgh Council and enforced by Police 
Scotland, which issues penalty fines to drivers who ignore the road traffic signs 
and use the main road by the school entrance36. 

Cardiff bans cars from streets outside five primary schools

Cars have been banned from streets outside five Cardiff schools as part of a 
road safety scheme. The closure was launched at the city’s Lansdowne Primary 
and will be monitored for 18 months with a view to rolling it out city-wide.

 Lansdowne head teacher Michelle Kinsey said she had already seen benefits. 
“Traffic congestion has always been an issue which we have tried to deal with,” 
she said. “Five years ago I used to find myself putting cones out at the start 

https://www.sustrans.org.uk/our-blog/projects/2019/uk-wide/sustrans-school-streets
https://sciennesprimaryschool.com
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In 2018, the business sector was responsible for 65.9 Mt CO2, which equates to 18% 
of the UK’s total carbon emissions38. As customer habits have changed through means 
such as the expansion of online retail, the requirements of domestic freight and 
logistics have soared and so has their environmental footprint.  

Changes and restrictions on business logistics and freight represent an excellent 
opportunity for local environmental action whilst offering considerable co-benefits 
to businesses and citizens alike. The reduction of most polluting vehicles from urban 
areas improves air quality, benefitting businesses and citizens alike. Fewer freight 
vehicles on the roads reduces congestion, making town centres more pleasant places 
to be, whilst also improving road safety and limiting traffic accidents. 

Options for restricting freight include the introduction of Ultra Low Emission Zones 
(ULEZ), which restrict road access (via charges and fines) for vehicles that do not 
meet exhaust emissions standards39, potentially combined with Urban Consolidation 
Centres (UCC). These allow for the consolidation of goods at a single site, away from 
an urban area, for loading 
onto separate vehicles 
for final delivery within an 
urban area. This prevents 
poorly loaded vehicles 
delivering to urban areas 
and thereby increasing the 
efficiency of the logistics 
sector which, in turn, 
reduces delivery vehicles in 
urban settings. UCCs also 
create the opportunity for 
environmentally-friendly 
vehicles such as electric vehicles and e-bikes to complete the final leg of the required 
journey40.   

UCCs offer businesses economic co-benefits by reducing their need for city centre 
storage units, reducing the time spent handling goods from multiple carriers and 
allowing for more efficient purchasing practices.  

Ashden’s 31 climate actions for councils tool identified the establishment of UCCs as 
having considerable carbon savings potential; a 20% reduction in freight emissions 
would deliver an annual reduction in carbon of 4,400 tonnes in a town of 100,000 
people. (Ultimately, a reduction of up to 80% could be achieved if there was full 

Business communities and freight 

changes/restrictions

and end of the day. “For me it has been a real welcome change and we’ve seen 
a significant difference already.”

She said she would like to get children “walking 
to school, cycling, scooting.”

Councillor Caro Wild, cabinet member for 
strategic planning and transport, said: “When 
we look back in 10 years’ time we will think it 
was crazy that we were allowing cars to drive 
around schools’ gates at the beginning and 
end of the school day. There are real problems 
in cities like Cardiff, and it’s causing the early 
deaths of all of us actually, but particularly vulnerable people, particularly in 
inner city areas, particularly young people.”37 

https://www.ashden.org/programmes/top-31-climate-actions-for-councils
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Zedify’s model is helping to create cleaner cities

Finalist for the 2019 Ashden UK Clean Air in Towns and Cities Award, 
Zedify, operate a fleet of e-cargo bikes 
to make almost 30,000 deliveries from 
consolidation hubs across the UK. Zedify 
provides a valuable zero-emissions urban 
delivery service for e-commerce companies 
and national logistics firms which replace 
their existing carbon-intensive freight 
deliveries for first and last mile journeys43. 

With the parcel delivery market growing 
rapidly at approximately 7% a year, 

Southampton’s Sustainable Distribution Centre

Southampton’s Sustainable Distribution Centre demonstrates the utility and 
value of UCC both for businesses and the environment. First established 
in 2012, the centre combines multiple deliveries from many businesses to 
produce a more efficient and eco-friendly final delivery leg to the city centre.   

The primary motive for the creation of this UCC was to support the city’s 
Green City Commitments, which focus on reducing CO2 and achieving carbon 
neutrality by 203041. The centre, strategically located near motorways and 
away from clean air zones, successfully combines numerous deliveries from 
highly polluting vehicles into condensed, more eco-friendly vehicles and is 
becoming a key tool in allowing Southampton to develop into a low-carbon 
economy. Key users of the scheme include St. Mary’s Hospital and the 
University of Southampton.  

The environmental impact of the distribution 
centre has been considerable. The initiative 
has resulted in a 75% reduction in heavy goods 
vehicles, which typically emit the most polluting 
vehicles in Southampton’s city centre42. This 
is directly improving city centre air quality 
whilst also reducing congestion at peak times, 
thus providing a healthier environment for 
Southampton’s residents. 

This important change to business management 
is offering important and varied local co-benefits. 
Economically, transferring storage units away 
from city centre localities reduces storage costs for businesses whilst also 
providing companies with opportunities for bulk purchasing which offers 
further savings. On top of this, the sustainable distribution centre allows for 
improved use of staff time, fuel savings and the opportunity to demonstrate 
that a business is committed to improving the environment of its consumers. 

coverage and uptake of UCCs linked to restrictions imposed by the council on freight 
traffic.)

UCCs have been successfully introduced in Southampton (see case study below) 
and Bristol, while in London, the London Boroughs’ Consolidation Centre is a single 
facility shared between the London boroughs of Camden, Enfield, Waltham Forest and 
Islington.

https://www.zedify.co.uk
https://www.southampton.gov.uk/environmental-issues/pollution/green-city/sustainable-distribution-centre.aspx
https://www.zedify.co.uk/
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Minimum energy efficiency standards in the 

private rented sector

In 2018, 18% of total UK CO2 emissions resulted from the residential sector¹, much 
of which relates to energy used for heating. A key factor in tackling the climate and 
health burden which is caused by the housing sector is the need to improve the energy 
efficiency of homes. This delivers substantial co-benefits in terms of equity as well as 
health, access to affordable warmth is increased and the cost to the NHS of treating 
illness relating to cold homes is reduced. During December to March of 2018/2019, 
there were 23,200 excess winter deaths in England and Wales44 contributing to an 
estimated annual cost of £1.36bn to the NHS45, with around a third of these deaths 
caused by cold homes.

In order to improve the energy efficiency of privately rented homes, authorities such 
as Oxford City Council and Cornwall Council (see case study below) have enforced 
policies to ensure private landlords conform to minimum energy efficiency standards 
for their rented properties. 

In recent years legislation such as the Minimum Energy Efficiency Standards (MEES) 
system has been introduced to reduce fuel poverty and improve energy efficiencies 
within the private rented residential sector.  MEES specifies that privately rented 
properties that are rated F or G on their Energy Performance Certificate should be 
improved to a minimum of E in order to be rented out.

Historically, privately rented properties have often been the least efficient, with little 
apparent incentive for landlords to invest in energy efficiency as it is their tenants who 
will reap the benefit of lower fuel bills.  However, there is evidence that improving the 
energy efficiency of households delivers a range of benefits to landlords in the long 
term. For example, there is a strong correlation regarding the energy efficiency of 
homes and the number of void days (periods of non-occupancy), with properties with 
an Energy Performance Certificate ranking of B remaining void for 31% fewer days 
than properties of bands E and F and, consequentially, causing significant economic 
losses for landlords46. Landlords report the most common costs caused by voids to be:

• Administration costs to re-let properties;

• Refurbishments to attract new residents;

• Repairs needed due to a lack of occupation; and

• Losses in total value of the property caused by lack of occupation.

Furthermore, rent arrears, which occur when residents fall behind with paying their 
rent to landlords, are greater in energy inefficient properties. Those with an F rating 
see an average of two weeks extra arrears than properties of higher grades, whilst 
grade A properties saw 30% fewer arrears. Energy efficiency won’t be the only factor 
behind this,but improving the energy efficiency of properties directly reduces fuel bills 
meaning tenants are better able to pay rent. This can potentially reduce rent arrears 
and improving the profitability of housing to landlords. On top of this, the combination 
of time spent chasing late rent payments, legal and court costs falls by 35% for 
properties of higher energy efficiency grades.

transforming this service into a carbon-free option will soon become a 
necessity for cities to meet their climate and air pollution targets. Zedify’s 
carbon-free solution for sustainability improvements represents a strong 
model for businesses operating in city centres to adopt and is one that will 
deliver results, unimpeded by freight restrictions are already impacting cities 
across the UK.
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The Oxford approach

Oxford City Council has developed a proactive strategy of enforcing MEES 
requirements in the region in order to curb fuel poverty as well as to support 
its efforts on the climate crisis. 

In response to 2018 MEES legislation requiring all privately rented properties 
to have an EPC rating of E or above, the council began enforcing MEES 
compliance through a series of inspections of privately rented properties. In 
order to enforce MEES, Oxford City Council worked to a budget of £150,000 
awarded by the Department of Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy47. 
For properties found to have energy efficiency grades of F or G, the council 
delivered instant enforcement notices which force landlords to make 
improvements to properties to bring efficiency grades to E as a minimum. 

Furthermore, the Council also issues £200 fines to landlords who do not have 
an EPC on their privately rented properties. EPCs can be obtained by landlords 
for between £30-5048. 

Increasing plant-based meals in schools

For the UK to be genuine in its attempts to meet 2050 carbon neutrality targets, the 
UK Committee on Climate Change reports that Britons should aim to reduce their 
meat intake by 20%49. With almost 9 million children currently in the British school 
system, adopting plant-based menus represents a fantastic opportunity to deliver 
on climate action. This progressive change also allows schools to improve their 
sustainability whilst teaching children how behavioural changes can improve our 
surroundings.  

A switch to meat-free meals also offers 
the opportunity to educate children on the 
benefits of eating fruit and vegetables as part 
of a healthy lifestyle, whilst also improving 
school menus by providing greater nutrition 
for the same budget compared with a meat-
based menu.  Ashden’s 31 climate actions for 
councils tool identified that introducing plant-
based meals in schools would save around 
580 tonnes of carbon dioxide per annum in a town of 100,000*.

The key co-benefits of plant-based menus include: 

• Quality; schools can provide more nutritious meals on the same budget as meat 

alternatives.

• Sustainability; reduced consumption of meat reduces the carbon footprint of the 

school and increases sustainability.

• Inclusion and cohesion; a plant-based menu allows all pupils to eat the same 

meals with irrespective of religion or dietary requirements**.

* Based on 15,700 pupils eating 195 school lunches a year with 0.19kg CO2 saved per meal
** Though provision may still need to be made for children with particular allergies.

https://www.ashden.org/programmes/top-31-climate-actions-for-councils
https://www.ashden.org/programmes/top-31-climate-actions-for-councils
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The Swan School – offering exclusively plant-based menus

Oxfordshire secondary school, The Swan School, has taken the radical 
decision to introduce a completely plant-based menu for all school meals. 
Headteacher, Ms Woods, explains that her reasons for doing so were based on 
improving the sustainability of the school, as well as the fantastic co-benefits 
of improved quality of food and greater pupil inclusion at lunch time. 

For the same price as a meat-based menu, the school’s caterers are able to 
provide students with meals that are 
more nutritious and equally as filling and 
enjoyable to pupils. The meat-free menu 
also forms the base for the school’s ‘family 
dining’ initiative in which all students and 
teachers serve and eat lunch together. A 
plant-based menu ensures there are no 
barriers preventing pupils from eating 
alongside one another, directly improving 
social cohesion and giving the school a 
positive community feel. 

The Swan School introduced the plant-based menu when the school was 
first opened in 2019. However, their methods of engagement with pupils 
and parents offer an excellent example of how other schools might begin a 
meat-free transition. The Swan School’s engagement methods consisted of 
individual face-to-face meetings as well as informal events. The new menu was 
explained to each parent or carer through individual meetings, with parents 
given opportunities to ask questions and gain a further understanding on the 
culinary switch. On top of this, the school hosted taster evening garden parties 
where pupils and parents were able to trial the new menu and learn more in an 
informal setting.  

Owing to the school’s thorough and inventive engagement strategy as well as 
the adoption of a clear vision for the future, the plant-based menu has been 
warmly received by pupils and parents alike.

Greenside Primary School’s meat-free menu

Greenside Primary School in west London has also taken bold steps by 
introducing a meat-free menu into their school, which now enters its 5th year. 
Executive head Karen Bastick-Styles has stated that the move to vegetarian 
food has not only allowed for students to enjoy good nutrition on a more 
economical budget, but it has also offered the opportunity to teach children 
about the importance and benefits of sustainability. The Greenside kitchens 
design their menus, which are verified by nutritionists, around local fruit 
and vegetables that are in-season to ensure that they are both fresh and 
economical. 

Greenside Primary School also uses this opportunity to educate pupils on 
nutrition and healthy eating. Vegetables are grown on the school premises, 
with children allowed to pick and deliver them to the school kitchen. This 
allows students to see the benefits of locally grown, sustainable foods through 
an interactive and fun setting. 

https://theswanschool.org.uk/family-dining/
https://www.greensideschool.org
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Opportunities for young people

As shown in Chapter 3 of the toolkit, surveys show that the majority of young people 
(aged 16-24) are in favour of climate action.  However, there is a risk of alienation if job 
opportunities in carbon intensive sectors disappear but young people are not trained 
and given the skills and necessary support to work in the green sector; this challenge 
is particularly acute in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic.

Climate action and the transformation to a green economy will require citizens to 
obtain specific knowledge and skills to drive this transition. Unemployment rates for 
16-25 year olds are nearly three times greater than the remaining UK population, 
whilst funding cuts of 70% in real terms has caused almost all local authorities to 
reduce their youth services50. As a result, many young people across the UK simply do 
not have access to the employment and education opportunities they need to thrive.

In addition, studies suggest that 80% of young people viewed climate change as 
important to them, with 73% being worried about the current condition of the planet 
right now51. Providing appropriate training opportunities for young people will both 
harness their passion for the environment and enable a more successful transition to 
a greener economy, by making them better prepared to fulfil the new jobs that will be 
vital for successful climate action.

Initiatives such as Our Bright Future and Repowering (see case studies below) are 
bringing training and employment opportunities to young people and helping to 
ensure they have a central role to play in our future green economy.

The school provides its plant-based meals in a fully inclusive dining experience, 
where pupils of all dietary requirements serve nutritious food to each other and 
dine together.  

Five years on from the beginning, the programme continues to go from 
strength to strength with more and more healthy, happy pupils benefiting from 
interactive engagement in sustainability, and there has even been praise from 
Jamie Oliver (pictured).
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Our Bright Future

Our Bright Future52 is an ambitious and innovative partnership led by The 
Wildlife Trusts which brings together the youth and environmental sectors. 
This £33 million programme, funded by the National Lottery Community 
Fund, is formed of 31 projects across the UK. Each project is helping young 
people aged 11-24 gain vital skills and experience and improve their wellbeing. 
At the same time, they act as catalysts for delivering change for their local 
environment and community; whilst 
contributing to a greener economy. 

The organisation has already engaged 
80,000 young people of all backgrounds 
as well as those with disabilities from 
across the UK. To aid further inclusion, 
many projects run as paid programmes and 
offer travel bursaries. The projects offered 
range from sustainable construction, 
environmental leadership and developing 
sustainable food systems to environmental 
campaigning, planning and decision 
making. 

As well as providing opportunities and skills 
for young people, their work also delivers other far-reaching benefits. For 
example, their projects such as ‘Growing Up Green’ in Lincoln and Swansea-
based ‘Building Sustainable Communities’ are having long-lasting positive 
impacts on local communities. On top of this, Our Bright Future is building a 
legacy by engaging young and enthusiastic trustees who will use their passion 
for the environment to support work on sustainability and climate action for 
years to come. 

Repowering

 Ashden award-winner Repowering delivers community-based renewable 
energy projects in parts of London that experience high levels of deprivation. 
These projects involve local young people with an accredited, paid youth 
training programme offered to provide opportunities to gain skills and 
confidence for the residents of these neighbourhoods. The training programme 
is designed at upskilling 16-25 year 
olds and offers insights into community 
development, sustainable energy 
and social enterprise. Training 
includes solar panel making, visits 
to technology sites and discussions 
with industry specialists as well as 
community engagement methods and 
surveying. The grassroots approach 
that Repowering takes by involving 
communities in the delivery of projects 
means that they can identify the most 
useful opportunities for local residents 
and help facilitate engagement between 
neighbours that might otherwise not 
have happened. By engaging with 
communities in this way, successful 
climate action can be delivered, with the co-benefit of providing opportunities 
and new skills to young people.

https://www.repowering.org.uk
https://www.repowering.org.uk/
http://www.ourbrightfuture.co.uk/
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Resources 

Resource Link

Online tools to help discussions and decisions

mySociety guide to digital 

tools available for demographic 

participation

https://research.mysociety.org/publications/digital-tools-

participation

mySociety guide to how digital 

tools can be used to augment 

and improve offline citizens 

assemblies. 

https://www.mysociety.org/2019/06/27/digital-tools-for-citizens-

assemblies/

Involve have produced a guide 

for understanding the different 

aspects digital tools can help 

with, and listing a database of 

currently active tools

https://www.involve.org.uk/resources/blog/opinion/digital-tools-

participation-where-start

Influencing behaviour

A user guide to the individual, 

social and material approach to 

influencing behaviours.

published by the Scottish 

Government; the tool provides 

a framework for identifying 

barriers to behaviour 

change and can be used as 

an engagement tool with 

community groups to map out 

barriers and solutions to key 

behavioural challenges.

https://www.gov.scot/publications/influencing-behaviours-moving-

beyond-individual-user-guide-ism-tool/

See also the Resources chapter 

of the main Ashden toolkit.
https://www.ashden.org/programmes/co-benefits

https://research.mysociety.org/publications/digital-tools-participation
https://research.mysociety.org/publications/digital-tools-participation
https://www.mysociety.org/2019/06/27/digital-tools-for-citizens-assemblies/
https://www.mysociety.org/2019/06/27/digital-tools-for-citizens-assemblies/
https://www.involve.org.uk/resources/blog/opinion/digital-tools-participation-where-start
https://www.involve.org.uk/resources/blog/opinion/digital-tools-participation-where-start
https://www.gov.scot/publications/influencing-behaviours-moving-beyond-individual-user-guide-ism-tool
https://www.gov.scot/publications/influencing-behaviours-moving-beyond-individual-user-guide-ism-tool
https://www.ashden.org/programmes/co-benefits
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