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A Glimpse Into Grassroots Climate Action
Community Energy Under The Spotlight

Community Innovation in Sustainable Energy (CISE) reports from the Communities and Climate 
Action conference held in London, on the scope and diversity of the sector.

The Community Innovation in Sustainable Energy 
(CISE) team enjoyed an opportunity to meet 
grassroots community groups at the Communities 
and Climate Action conference in London on 16-17 
January 2011. The event was organised by the Low 
Carbon Communities Network (LCCN), on behalf  of  
the Communities and Climate Action Alliance (CCAA), 
and was attended by over 200 delegates. 

These included participants of  community 
energy groups, and also other stakeholders who 
are involved in community climate action, such as 
local authorities, advisory, support or network or-
ganisations, government officers and investors. 

In the midst of  intensive workshops and nu-
merous presentations delivered by key speakers, 
Dr Jung Jin Park and Dr Sabine Hielscher (Uni-
versity of  Sussex) contributed to the conference by 
running an interactive activity with community 
groups. This exercise aimed to gain a glimpse of  
grassroots climate action, with a particular interest 
in capturing how the sector has grown over time. 

Conference delegates who work with com-
munity groups were invited to answer a few ques-
tions including one about their project’s ‘birth 
year’: ‘When did your community start working 
on Climate Action?’. They were asked to put a dot 
on the timeline marked from 1990 to 2012. In 
total, 37 groups took part in the exercise.

There was a surge in 
number of community 
climate action groups 
between 2005 and 
2010, with a third of 
those surveyed being 
formed in this period
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Email: a.g.smith@sussex.ac.uk

Grassroots Climate 
Action
scoping the sector
The majority of  the community groups 
(32 groups, 86%) who took part in the 
exercise told us that their groups began 
working on climate action between 
2005 and 2010. The peak year was 
2007 when ten groups joined climate 
action (see the chart above). About a 
quarter (9 groups) of  the groups who 
responded are Transition Towns. 

Most of  the groups that responded 
said their climate action covers more 
than one issue, including waste reduc-
tion, tree planting, local green spaces, 
local food, transport and energy.

To tackle carbon and energy issues, 
some of  them worked on energy effi-
ciency and saving, energy and carbon 
surveys, renewable energy, insulation 
and carbon reduction. Activities for 
awareness raising and behaviour change 
were also frequently mentioned, such as 
training, education, events and meet-
ings.  

Although the community groups 
presented in this exercise are not repre-
sentative of  grassroots climate action, 
they provide an opportunity to have a 
glimpse of  a growth pattern of  grass-
roots climate action over the last two 
decades. 

The results shown in the chart 
above pose more questions than an-
swers. For example, has grassroots cli-
mate action reached its peak in 2007? 
What exactly happened between 2005 
and 2010 to spur such growth in the 
sector? How did these groups spread 
and replicate? How have they grown in 
size and impacts? How can the enthusi-
asm and momentum of  community 
groups - both those new entries and 
existing groups - be sustained over the 
longer term? What were the internal 
and external drivers for community 
groups to join this climate action 
movement? How do different drivers 
influence each other? 

The exercise also demonstrates the 
diversity of  grassroots climate action by 
revealing their multiple interests and 
activities. This may present a challenge 

to intermediary agencies, local authori-
ties, policy makers and researchers to 
provide tailored support and precise 
impact evaluations to enhance commu-
nities’ climate action performance.

These questions are the focus of  
our CISE research (2010-13). Our pro-
ject studies the diffusion of  community 
energy projects in the UK. It explores 
the extent of  networking between pro-
jects, and whether this is assisting in the 
innovation of  community energy. We do 
this with a view to providing independ-
ent advice to policy-makers, community 
groups and energy businesses about the 
merits and processes for supporting 
community energy. 

Briefing by Jin Park, University of  Sussex.

www.grassrootsinnovations.org
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When did your community group start working on climate action?
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