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communication for business

Can Whaley Bridge go Carbon Neutral?

A High Peak CVS Discussion Paper

by Alistair Macdonald

Introduction:
A growing number of communities across the country have now begun serious initiatives at a local level to reduce their ‘carbon footprint’. I believe the time is now right for Whaley Bridge – and possibly other communities within the High Peak – to join this movement.

What’s happened so far?

The village of Ashton Hayes near Chester set the ball rolling about 18 months ago. It has linked up with Chester University and the University of East Anglia to analyse the carbon output of the village through detailed research and to encourage everyone in the village to reduce their consumption. All but 4 of the 600+ houses (pop about 1,000) are now involved in a range of simple energy saving and waste reduction schemes.

Led by the non-political parish council and sustainability champion Garry Charnock, they have already: 

1. developed templates for assessing carbon output.

2. produced a very good information video.

3. struck deals solar energy and similar companies.

4. shown the community that saving the planet is a good thing because it also saves people money (the local pub is saving around £300 a month on its energy bill).

5. begun researching the possibility of a mini grid or combined heat and power system to power the village.

6. the village’s biggest employer is developing a video conferencing room to try to reduce commercial car usage in the area.

7. heavily publicised their aim of becoming the UK’s 1st Carbon Neutral Village.

Other towns and villages all over the country have picked up the baton or have started similar initiatives independently. Locally, these include Matlock, Bollington, Gt Longstone and Youlgreave.

This led to the 1st Carbon Neutral Conference at Chester University last month to provide a forum for exchanging information.
So who were the weirdoes and worthies at this event?

Surprisingly, almost none fell into these categories – very few deep Greens or band-wagoning local councillors or people with a political agenda. They were ordinary people who are interested in developing a more sustainable and cheaper lifestyle. Dreadlocked, brown-rice-eating, sandal-wearing, knit-your-own-yoghourt zealots were – refreshingly – not in evidence.

It was an informative, entertaining and inspiring event. Great keynote speakers with a national profile and interesting workshops. It ended with an excellent party with free food and beer at the village hall in Ashton Hayes. The village believes strongly that people won’t get involved unless it’s fun. 

There seemed to almost universal recognition at the conference that people lead complicated lives, do drive cars and do have to use supermarkets – but these things can be done in a more sustainable way.

What ideas were discussed?

A very comprehensive mixture of low-tech and high-tech solutions – some inexpensive, some more costly.

1. Low-energy light bulbs

2. Switching off lights and not leaving appliances on standby.

3. Reducing the use of energy-gobbling appliances like tumble dryers.

4. Reducing water consumption in the garden by using water butts filled by rainwater from roofs.

5. Cavity wall and loft insulation.

6. Car-sharing schemes.

7. Buying smaller or hybrid cars.

8. Encouraging more walking and cycling.

9. Shopping locally.

10. Using more local and seasonal produce.

11. Encouraging greater train and bus use.

12. Reducing, reusing and recycling. Reducing consumption of everything, reusing items which might normally be chucked away and recycling everything that can be recycled. Counties like Cheshire are way ahead in this. We need to put serious pressure on Derbyshire CC and High Peak Borough Council to speed up.

13. Composting –  garden-based and village-based schemes (Germany, for example, has been doing this for years).

14. Solar energy systems to heat water or to generate electricity through photovoltaic cells. Several communities are investigating mini-grids that would generate electricity with solar, wind or hydro power with surplus being sold on to the National Grid

15. Geo-thermal energy from the ground – now well established.

16. Combined heat and power generation at street or community level.

17. Reducing or ending the use of pesticides by converting to organic gardening.

18. Using reusable bags at the supermarket and other shops.

19.  Refusing to take home over-packaged goods from shops and leaving the packaging with them so the retailers have to pay for disposal.

20.  And many more……
But why isn’t the Government leading?

Good question. The Government – and indeed most political parties – are doing very little at the moment. But they are beginning to trumpet their alleged green credentials which was almost unheard of five years ago.

No, things will move far faster if this continues to be a ‘bottom up’ movement and remains strictly non-political. We should all seek the support of our local council representatives and our MP – but I believe we do not want them to control it. They just need a good prod.

So what’s this got to do with High Peak CVS?

I believe that High Peak CVS can lead this movement locally. It has the ability, the staff, the structure and the right positioning within the community.

But we’re very strapped for cash

Yes, very good point. But money is available…….

Ashton Hayes has already won a grant of £26,000 – from Defra, I think – and Lottery grants and other funding can almost certainly be unearthed. CVS knows far more than I do about how funding can be acquired. What I do know is that a recognised and respected organisation like CVS is far more likely to attract grant aid than a loose bunch of apparent mavericks with a worthy title but little credibility, accountability or financial governance.

Ashton Hayes has also been effective in attracting some commercial sponsorship from local companies – some in cash but more in kind. This gives the companies good PR and their support can reduce the cost of printing, posters and postage, for example.

But the real key is to get loads of interested local people involved under a clear committee structure. This reduces the workload and creates serious community involvement.  Ashton Hayes and others have all the templates for this and they are freely available online and on CD. 

What are we aiming for?

Not sure yet – it’s up for discussion. Communities have adopted a variety of approaches. Some, like Ashton Hayes, are aiming for carbon neutrality by energy reduction and carbon offset schemes like tree planting. I believe the science for this is a bit questionable and we may be better off simply setting targets for carbon reduction year on year.

But  the root causes of global warming still seem debateable? 

OK, forget global warming if you like – though most scientists now believe that our contribution to global warming is significant.

A much bigger, more immediate shock is almost certainly on the way. The UK is now heavily reliant on Russian gas for domestic and commercial use and for generating electricity. They are very likely – and at short notice – to dump huge price increases on us, just as they have done to their former Soviet bloc neighbours.

This will have a catastrophic impact on all our lives as the cost of everything will suddenly rise.

Um, that’s worrying. So what’s the next step?

1. Decide whether High Peak CVS is up for this.

2. Find an interested person with enthusiasm and time – and possibly money – who will work with us and help drive things forward.

3. Involve the local primary schools (this has had the biggest impact in Ashton Hayes and other communities because children have got their parents interested).

4. Hold a public meeting.

5. Get media coverage – I may be able to help here.

6. Find some commercial sponsors.

Conclusion

I believe this is an excellent project which will produce enormous benefits for High Peak CVS, our town and our borough. It will:

1. Produce funding

2. Help existing funding problems because we will have a national and very progressive profile

3. Provide more job security for staff (e.g. in IT and training).

4.  Raise our profile within the community 

5. Change lives by making people who live here healthier and wealthier
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