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Seeing Community Climate Action
Through the eyes of mainstream actors

We review a set of studies which aim to capture the scope and character of community energy 
and community climate action, to see what mainstream actors think is important.

The Community Innovation in 
Sustainable Energy (CISE) re-
search project explores the diffu-
sion of  community energy pro-
jects in the UK.  We aim to ex-
amine how visions and expecta-
tions, resourceful networks and 
shared learning develop across 
and between projects, and so aid 
diffusion into wider society. One 
of  our research methods is a 
survey of  community energy 
projects (CISE survey) to explore 
their identities, activities and 
interests. While preparing for the 
CISE survey, we reviewed exist-
ing documents to learn what is 
already known about community 
energy - particularly information 
captured by funding bodies and 
supporting agencies, as these are 

key mainstream actors in the 
field. Community energy in this 
review refers to community-
based projects which aim to gen-
erate renewable, low carbon 
energy, reduce energy demand, 
raise energy awareness and 
change behaviours, all of  which 
would cut carbon emissions. 
There are major overlaps be-
tween community energy, and 
community climate action 
(which also covers other issues 
such as transport, food, water, 
waste and nature conservation, 
etc).  For this reason, we re-
viewed documents about both 
community climate action and 
community energy, and we refer 
to them jointly as ‘community 
climate action’.  

We selected five surveys of  
civil society organisations includ-
ing community groups, and nine 
grant funding programmes for 
community climate action and/
or community energy (Tables 1 
and 2). We particularly used: (a) 
survey questionnaires and/or 
survey reports; (b) application 
forms and guidance for the fund-
ing programmes. In total, nearly 
a thousand community groups, 
community-based organisations 
or civil society organisations 
were surveyed between 2007 and 
2010 in the selected surveys. Due 
to the limited accessibility of  the 
full results of  the surveys and the 
full information gathered 
through the funding pro-
grammes, only part of  the find-

There are major 
overlaps between 
community energy, 
and community 
climate action, which 
also covers other 
issues such as 
transport, food, water, 
waste and nature 
conservation, etc
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ings in this brief  is based on the available survey results. We 
also examined questions used in the questionnaires and the 
application forms, and assessment criteria used in funding 
guidance. Therefore, this review captured the types of  in-
formation sought by the survey hosts and the funding bodies, 
and provides an insight into the issues that are of  concern to 
those bodies and their perspectives on community climate 
action. The review looked at whether and how the following 
aspects are addressed in the selected documents: the diversity 
of  community groups and their climate action, innovation 
diffusion, expectation, learning, networking, external influ-
ences, and the impacts of  community climate action. 

Community Groups’ Diversity:
Structure, Activity and 
Experience
Structure

‘Diverse’ is the principal term we would use to charac-
terise community climate action. Community groups ap-
peared to be diverse in terms of  governance structure, busi-
ness model and the level of  community involvement. Nota-
bly, community projects in the reviewed documents referred 
not only to those of  grassroots community groups but also to 
those led by local councils or companies. Indeed, some of  the 
funding bodies invited the public and the business sectors as 
their potential applicants as long as there was a community 
element in their proposed projects. 

Activities
Community groups’ activities were also diverse, reflect-

ing different approaches to sustainable energy, e.g. demand, 
generation, awareness raising and behavior change. Energy 
demand/efficiency measures appeared to be more popular 
than energy generation projects. Some projects targeted resi-
dential buildings within their community areas and others 
worked on non-residential community buildings. A range of  
technologies were used by community groups for energy gen-
eration or efficiency measures, e.g. solar photovoltaics, micro-
hydro, wind turbines, solar thermal hot water, heat pumps, 
automated wood pellet stoves, wood fuelled boiler systems, 
loft and cavity wall insulation, and heating and lighting con-
trols, etc. 

Experience
The diversity of  community groups was also observed in 

terms of  the level of  their experience in running community 
climate action projects. In the Low Carbon Communities 
Network (LCCN) and the Energy Saving Trust (EST) sur-
veys, some groups had completed one or more projects, 

whereas some did not run any projects. Those who ran pro-
jects often worked on more than one project simultaneously. 
In addition, climate action was not the main priority for all of 
the surveyed groups. These findings imply two things: First, 
different levels of  experience and know-how could indicate 
the need for learning, which could stimulate innovation. Sec-
ond, the number or the size of  community groups should not 
be taken as indicating the success or the impacts of  commu-
nity climate action.  Overall, the diversity of  community 
groups and their projects may indicate their potential for 
innovation through involving a variety of  actors and inter-
ests.

Growing the sector:
Diffusing community innovations 

Traditionally, innovation was closely associated with sci-
ence, technology and industry. However, it is now widely 
accepted that innovation can occur in any sector and is con-
sidered as ‘the engine of  national prosperity and social cohe-
sion’. Likewise, the funding bodies showed a varying degree 
of  interest in innovation in community climate action. For 
example, one of  the simple references to innovation was 
‘unique or particularly interesting’. On the other extreme, 
innovation was one of  the key assessment criteria in some of  
the reviewed funding programmes. Innovation was also in-
terpreted as new ideas and technologies, and new approaches 
to applying existing technologies. 

The originality of  the projects within geographical areas 
was also taken into account by asking applicants about their 
status as an innovator/ a pioneer in their areas. Further, in-
novative ways of  delivering projects (such as re-organising 
processes, training and skills development, marketing or en-
gaging with communities, etc) were regarded as important as 
technological innovations. Therefore, one could say that 
when talking about innovation, the funding bodies are con-
cerned with both the technologies being used to achieve sus-
tainable energy and the ways in which such technologies are 
being delivered by communities.

Grant funding programmes can be considered as a form 
of  diffusion tool. The funding bodies seemed to be keen to 
spread the ideas, technologies and practices being delivered 
by the community projects they supported. They seek to fa-
cilitate diffusion through replication and/or scaling-up. Rep-
licability was one of  the assessment criteria in most of  the 
reviewed funding programmes. Questions were asked to en-
sure that: (a) the proposed plans could encourage others to 
take up similar approaches without the need for substantial 
modifications; (b) learning outcomes can be shared with the 
wider audience through publicity and dissemination strate-
gies. 

The potential for scaling-up was examined through the 
growth potential of  a project and the long-term sustainability 
of  the project (e.g. sustained commitment, long-term man-
agement plan beyond the proposed timescale). The reviewed 
surveys gathered factual information which could tell us the 
temporal and spatial spread of  community climate action, 
e.g. project start date and location information (e.g. post 
code). Information about spending, a groups size and carbon 
performance over time can be used to observe scaling-up. 

“Energy demand and efficiency measures ap-
peared to be more popular than energy gen-
eration projects, and a range of technologies 
were used by community groups for energy 
generation or efficiency measures, e.g. solar 
photovoltaics, micro-hydro, wind turbines, so-
lar thermal hot water, heat pumps, automated 
wood pellet stoves, wood fuelled boiler sys-
tems, loft and cavity wall insulation, and heat-
ing and lighting controls, etc.”
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Key processes:
Expectations, networking and 
learning

Community groups can make progress in 
their projects by sharing expectations, building 
networks and learning lessons and practical skills 
and knowledge. 

Expectations
Expectations were not the main concern of  

the survey hosts and the funding bodies, apart 
from one which revealed an optimistic view of  
climate action by the third sector organisations. 
The assumption can be easily made that commu-
nity groups which were already involved in or 
wished to join climate action had high levels of  
expectation of  their contribution to climate action, 
but we have no knowledge about what these ex-
pectations are, the types of  shared visions emerg-
ing among groups in the sector, or the types of  
claims being made by these groups. 

Networking
Networking was acknowledged as an impor-

tant aspect of  community climate action in the 
reviewed surveys. Respondents in the reviewed 
surveys were often asked about their links with 
supporting organisations. Community groups 
themselves also thought networking was important 
by identifying: (a) local organisations and friends 
as important information sources; (b) the links 
with other voluntary groups as a strength; and (c) 
networking related supports from intermediary 
organisations as important for their projects. Most 
of  the reviewed funding programmes also ad-
dressed networking in their documents mostly in 
the context of  partnerships with the different sec-
tors for project delivery. Some of  the funding bod-
ies showed an interest in the relationships between 
community groups and their community members  

(as well as between community groups) for the 
collaborative exchange of  information and ideas. 

Learning
Learning can stimulate the development of  

community climate action. The survey hosts and 
the funding bodies were interested in both tangible 
and intangible learning outcomes, for example: 
personal/ organisational importance attached to 
climate change, the implications of  climate action 
for increasing sense of  place, identity and belong-
ing, and community engagement. The involve-
ment of  community members in developing or 
delivering proposed climate action was the key 
assessment criteria in most of  the reviewed fund-
ing programmes. Although the apparent concern 
was carbon emission reduction, practical skill de-
velopment was also expected to occur, for exam-
ple, in the processes of  identifying appropriate 
technologies and calculating carbon footprints. 
Successful applicants’ experience was supposed to 
generate community-based learning for the wider 
communities by engaging them in the programme 
assessment and research. 

External influences 
Community climate action is emerging from 

within the existing socio-economic and political 
contexts. Thus, community projects are likely to 
be affected by wider social, economic, environ-
mental changes (e.g. new government, economic 
downturn, climate change) and subsequent policy 
measures. Some of  the survey hosts asked about 

“we have no knowledge about what 
these expectations are, the types of 
shared visions emerging among 
groups in the sector, or the types of 
claims being made by these groups”
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Community benefits 
The involvement of 
community members 
in developing or deliv-
ering proposed cli-
mate action was the 
key assessment 
criteria in most of the 
reviewed funding 
programmes
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Survey Name Year Surveying Organisation

Global Challenges, Local Action 2010 Low Carbon Communities Network

Green Communities Member Survey 2010 Energy Saving Trust

A Movement of People: Community Climate Change Action 
in the South West

2007 Friends of the Earth

Mapping community/third sector (civil society) action on 
climate change; Third Sector Climate Change Activities

2009 Green Alliance

From Practice to Policy 2009 Ashden Awards

Table 2: Community Climate Action Surveys reviewed 

Theme Funding Programme Year(s) Funder

Community climate 
action

The Big Green Challenge 2007 NESTACommunity climate 
action

Climate Challenge Fund 2011-2012 Scottish Government

Community climate 
action

South Norfolk’s Greenest Community Competition 2010-2011 South Norfolk District Council

Energy saving and 
generation

Low Carbon Community Challenge 2010-2012 DECCEnergy saving and 
generation

Ashden Awards for Sustainable Energy 2011 Ashden Awards

Energy saving and 
generation

Community Sustainable Energy Programme 2010 Big Lottery Fund Changing Spaces Pro-
gramme

Energy generation 
only

Rural Carbon Challenge Fund 2010 Northwest Regional Development AgencyEnergy generation 
only

Low Carbon Building Programme Phase 2 2009-2011 DECC & DEFRA

Energy saving only Warm Streets Communities Plus 2010-2011 Scottish Southern Energy and 7 Local 
Authorities in Somerset

Table 1: Sustainable Energy funding programmes reviewed 

policy measures rele-
vant to community 
climate action and 
found that although 
policies designed for 
climate action could 
assist community 

groups such measures could also be a barrier by 
being short-lived or inconsistent. Some of  the 
funding bodies were interested in applicants’ abil-
ity to react to external influences, such as recognis-
ing changes in local areas as a result of  new low 
carbon infrastructure, trends that affected groups, 
and wider system factors that would affect project 
development (e.g. legal issues, local regulations, 
statutory approvals, planning consents, funding or 
resource issues). In addition to identifying external 
drivers and barriers, community groups’ proactive 
approaches to external forces were examined. For 
example, the survey hosts asked how community 
groups attempted to influence policy and what 
types of  support they wanted to obtain from sup-
porting organisations, all of  which are important 
for the long-term development of  community cli-
mate action. 

Does it matter?
What are the impacts?

Although the main concern of  the survey 
hosts and the funding bodies in this review may be 
carbon emission reduction and/or sustainable 
energy, climate action is likely to generate sustain-

ability impacts due to the mainstreaming of  cli-
mate change. The reviewed documents suggested 
that community climate action was expected to 
generate social (e.g. improved social cohesion and 
community leadership, tackling fuel poverty, vol-
unteering opportunities, improved education, local 
skill development, mental and physical health 
benefits), economic (e.g. financial savings, effects 
on inward investment, promoting social enterprise, 
creating jobs and improving business practice) and 
environmental (e.g. improved biodiversity and 
wider ecological aspects, creation of  community 
green spaces, reducing local air, water or ground 
pollution) impacts. 

In terms of  climate impacts, most of  the sur-
vey hosts did not gather information about car-
bon/ energy performance. Instead, some surveys 
asked the perceived level of  performance in tack-
ling climate change, for example, by rating it from 
‘Not at all well’ to ‘Very well’. The funding bodies 
asked about the ‘anticipated’ carbon/ energy per-
formance, such as the amount of  energy genera-
tion and savings, tonnes of  reduced carbon emis-
sions, and savings in energy/fuel bills. Arguably, 
these types of  quantified data would have little 
meaning in practical terms due to the fact that 
they are only targets not actual achievements. (See 
Research Briefing 8 for more discussion about 
this.) Monitoring and evaluation were other per-
formance related aspects in which the funding 
bodies showed an interest. Applicants were asked 
to provide relevant indicators and/or plans for 
such activities.

“community climate action was 
expected to generate a range of 
social, economic and environmental 
impacts, as well as simple carbon 
emission reductions”
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For more information
please contact us:

Adrian Smith
SPRU
University of  Sussex
Brighton BN1 9QE

Tel: 01273 877065
Email: a.g.smith@sussex.ac.uk

The Unknowns:
What we don’t know

It seems that we are already inun-
dated with information about commu-
nity climate action and community 
energy gathered by the survey hosts 
and the funding bodies. However, there 
is still lots to be done through the CISE 
survey to better understand ‘commu-
nity energy’. For example, we can find 
out more about communities’ view on 
their projects and work out how differ-
ent aspects of  community energy are 
affecting each other for the diffusion of 
community energy. By using a focused 
and systematic investigation, we will 
explore: 

• expectations of  community groups  
to their potential for and contribu-
tion to sustainable energy; 

• how extensively community groups 
are linked with other community 
groups and supporting organisa-
tions ; 

• which groups are influential to 
other groups; 

• how networking affects learning, 
innovation and diffusion; 

• community groups’ views on pro-
ducing carbon/energy data and 
their experience in using supporting 
tools; and 

• more specific information about the 
diversity of  ‘community energy’, in 
particular, that of  ‘grassroots’ 
community groups. 

This review attempted to collate 
scattered, existing information about 
community climate action which was 
gathered by intermediary organisations 
and government. The surveys and the 
funding programmes are the main-
stream actors’ tool to support commu-
nity groups by gathering information 
about communities’ needs, providing 
financial resources and generating 

learning. The existence of  such bodies 
and their networking/ funding pro-
grammes suggests that community cli-
mate action is being supported by the 
existing systems. It appears that innova-
tion and diffusion- the main research 
interests of  the CISE research project- 
are significant concerns of  the main-
stream actors as a way of  ensuring the 
effectiveness of  their programmes and 
to foster community climate action. In 
this context, the information which will 
be gathered through the CISE survey 
should help policy-makers as well as 
community groups. 

Briefing prepared by Jin Park
j.j.park@sussex.ac.uk

“There is still much we 
don’t know about 
community climate action 
projects, and community 
energy projects in 
particular”

www.grassrootsinnovations.org

Gill Seyfang
CSERGE, School of  Environmental Sciences
University of  East Anglia
Norwich NR4 7TJ

Tel: 01603 592956
Email: g.seyfang@uea.ac.uk

http://www.grassrootsinnovations.org
http://www.grassrootsinnovations.org
http://www.grassrootsinnovations.org

