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Hyde Farm Climate Action Network (CAN)  
Hyde Farm Estate, located in Balham, south London, mainly consists of residential houses built 
between 1896 and 1916. The area was designated as a Conservation Area in 1996 and most of the 
1,800 houses in the area are two-bedroom maisonettes or two to three bedroom houses of Edwardian 
character. A proportion of housing in the estate was originally allocated to injured war veterans. In 
2007, a group of 3-4 Hyde Farm residents set up Hyde Farm Climate Action Network (CAN). They 
have run several local activities to tackle energy consumption and raise awareness of climate change 
amongst residents. These have included for example installing draught-proofing and insulation 
measures, creating community gardens and developing renewable energy generation. Hyde Farm 
CAN have received external support from programmes such as the Energy Conscious Households in 
Action (ECHO Action) run by the European Energy Programme and the British Gas Green Streets 
programme. 

Key Insights  
This innovation history is relevant to the CISE project as it shows the commitment and capabilities of 
those involved in leading and implementing community energy projects. It also shows the importance 
of facilitating organisations who advise such projects. The Hyde Farm CAN innovation history 
highlights the following issues linked to community energy development: 

• Community energy groups often start to form informally, people may meet only 
occasionally, others hear about these meetings and decide to join, while others drop out. In 
the Hyde Farm CAN case one person, Sue Sheehan, started initial meetings and soon her 
neighbours joined in. 

• General knowledge of your neighbourhood as well as tacit knowledge plays a part in a lot of 
community energy development. People need to be aware of where groups are meeting, 
who are key persons to contact and how to engage with them. In addition, community 
groups need pre-existing awareness of issues such as the requirement to form as a 
constituted group in order to apply for funding. 

• Working with large utilities can prove challenging, especially if a utility is funding a 
community group action like in the Hyde Farm CAN case. Community energy groups and 
large utilities are likely to have different motivations and expectations. Community energy 
groups require solutions tailored to their individual circumstances rather than a one-size-
fits-all approach, which might be administratively easier for large organisations like utilities. 

• Community energy groups who want to apply for external funding are advised to start a 
dialogue and a relationship with their potential funder form the start. That way expectations 
from both sides can be addressed from the outset. 

• Networking is crucial for the success of wider community energy development. Projects and 
groups that talk to each other share knowledge, experiences and help each other out. They 
also have the opportunity to avoid “reinventing the wheel” and not repeat the mistakes other 
groups may have done in the past. 

	  
	  

All the views expressed in 
this Innovation History are of 
the CISE research team and 

the Hyde Farm CAN 
members interviewed for the 

project. A representative 
from British Gas was invited 
to an interview, but she was 

unable to take part. 
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Community Innovation in Sustainable Energy 
The combined pressures of climate change, peak oil and threats to energy security are increasingly 
seen as demanding a fundamental transition in the energy system. In this context, there has been a 
surge of interest and activity in small-scale, sustainable energy projects led by local communities. 
Examples include insulation clubs, energy awareness and behaviour change networks, and 
cooperatively-owned small-scale renewable energy systems. Whilst these projects have 
experimented with a wide range of different sustainable energy solutions, previous research has 
highlighted the profound challenges community energy projects face in growing, diffusing or even 
simply surviving. In particular, there is a tendency to treat them as marginal and parallel to 
mainstream energy systems and, as such, little is known about how or why community energy 
projects do or do not spread or grow into wider society, nor about their potential influence on wider 
low-carbon transitions.  

The Community Innovation for Sustainable Energy (CISE) research project engages with this gap in 
knowledge by examining the processes under which community energy projects have spread and 
grown within the UK. We do this with a view to providing independent advice to policy-makers, 
community groups and energy businesses about the merits and processes for supporting community 
energy. To achieve these aims, the CISE project is undertaking a variety of research activities. These 
activities include working with 12 community energy projects in-depth to explore the key challenges 
being faced on-the-ground, the extent of networking and learning between projects, and whether this 
is assisting in the diffusion of community energy.  

Inspired by the Institutional Learning and Change Initiative and by Bath University’s ‘Low Carbon 
Works’ project, the individual reports on each of the 12 projects are being presented as ‘innovation 
Histories’. Unlike conventional case study reports, innovation histories aim to gather human stories of 
what happened during project development to provide a multi-voiced account of the innovation 
process. They encourage key individuals to reflect on their own actions and how they are linked with 
the actions of others, and therefore make it possible for external parties to learn from others’ real-life 
experiences. Rather than privileging the perspective of the researcher, innovation histories are 
presented in a narrative format that juxtaposes quotes from core participants, the researcher’s own 
reflections on key developments, and wider theoretical insights relating to the innovation and diffusion 
of community energy. These are based on accounts gathered during in-depth interviews with project 
members and project meetings and information gained from published materials and the project 
website. Participant and project anonymity has been respected where requested. 

 

 

Participant 
quotes 

Researcher 
reflections 

	  

Theoretical insights  
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Hyde Farm Climate Action Network (CAN): An Innovation History 

The beginning: Something needs to be done about climate change 
The beginning of Hyde Farm Climate Action Network (CAN) involves the coming together of a few 
people living in the Hyde Farm Estate. These people had an interest in energy and climate change 
issues and felt strongly that they wanted to explore how they could take action within their own 
neighbourhood. During 2005 and 2006 journalist Sue Sheehan started getting interested in climate 
change and environmental issues. She was aware that carbon emissions would have to be reduced 
significantly over the coming years and she wanted to do something about emissions linked to her 
own house. However she did not know what her emissions were or how to measure them. Prompted 
by her lack of information, she decided to attend meetings in nearby Lambeth Climate Action Group 
(which soon after became Transition Town Brixton). The meetings made her realise that there were 
plenty of people in Hyde Farm living in exactly the same type of houses that she had moved to in 
1994 - Edwardian, with single brick walls and single glazed sash windows and which were hard to 
keep warm. Sue also realised that her neighbours probably all wanted to at least save energy, even if 
not all of them were worried about climate change.  

 
The meetings at Lambeth and her own personal interests encouraged Sue to set up a network 
dedicated to climate change issues in her own neighbourhood at Hyde Farm. As a first action, Sue 
started speaking to her neighbours and got people together in her own living room. They had some 

	  
	  

Researcher reflection: Sue 
came across as having a real 
concern over climate change 
and also a genuine desire to 
do something about it. She 
wanted to take immediate 

action in her own home, but 
did not really know where to 
start. She also thought that 

many of her neighbours must 
be in the same position 

regarding saving energy, even 
if they did not share her 

motivations in climate change. 

“I started really getting interested in 
climate change and environment, what I 
could do about it. I was quite scared 
actually, and then I started to think, I 
know that we need to reduce our carbon 
emissions by x amount, drastically, but I 
don’t know what my carbon emissions 
are, I don’t know how to measure it.” 
Sue  

	  
	  

Researcher reflection: 
According to the Department 

of Energy and Climate 
Change, there are 26.6 million 

houses in the UK, of which 
23.3 million have lofts, 18.7 
million have cavity walls and 
7.9 million have solid walls. 
The Hyde Farm houses are 

rather typical of a UK housing 
stock, having both lofts and 

solid walls. 
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initial meetings to discuss climate change, energy use in the Hyde Farm houses and what they as 
residents could do in order to reduce their emissions.  
 
At first the meetings were ad hoc and attended mainly by a core group of 3-4 people and some of 
Sue’s friends who were all seriously interested in developing a project. Soon, two more people joined, 
Hugo Schonbeck and his wife Elizabeth Smith, who had moved to Hyde Farm in 2007. Hugo was a 
lawyer with a background in sustainability and he had developed ecological footprinting software back 
in 1997 whilst working for the Van Hall Instituut in Leeuwarden in the north of Holland. The tool was 
initially meant for schools but De Kleine Aarde foundation started using it in wider campaigns and 
also asked Hugo to develop the methodology for calculating footprints of municipalities. After that 
Hugo had been involved with the Dutch Global Action Plan and their household Eco Teams 
programme. The programme was based on a three-pillar positive solution approach including 
information, feedback and social interaction. Each Eco Team had a trained coach who encouraged 
people who took part to find out their own solutions to ecological problems and share those solutions 
with each other. Elizabeth had worked for several sustainable organisations and was also interested 
in climate change issues. Hugo and Elizabeth’s interest in climate chance and previous experience of 
working in the area of sustainability later became useful when they joined Hyde Farm CAN.  
 
Once Hugo moved to the UK, he and Elizabeth went to a sustainability event in the Royal 
Geographical Society and heard a speech by Duncan Law from Transition Town Brixton. They really 
liked Duncan’s speech and were inspired by it. Their initial plan was to join Transition Town Brixton 
and they talked to Duncan about it. Duncan welcomed them, but said to them that they should also 
consider speaking to Sue and neighbours at Hyde Farm as they were planning to set up a network 
very close to where Hugo and Elizabeth lived in Balham. As Sue had also been a co-founder of 
Transition Town Brixton, there was a natural connection between Transition Town Brixton and Hyde 
Farm from the start. 
 
Sue, Hugo and Elizabeth all felt that in order to deal with climate change and emissions related to 
energy use, it was important to start any action at home and find ways to improve the energy 
consumption of their own houses first. They also realised that they wanted to get more neighbours 
involved and in order to do that, they started to have regular meetings in people’s homes but also in 
the local community centre, church hall and in the Balham Bowling Club, a former bowling club 
converted into a pub. Soon a core group of people started to meet up regularly and became Hyde 
Farm Climate Action Network (CAN). The meetings were quite unstructured to begin with and usually 
held once a month. The group did not have any external funding at this point, but they held fairly 
regular events most months. People were free to suggest topics and several people arranged 
activities that they found interesting, without any formal organisation. Events included for instance 
street parties, the Draughtbusting Saturday and Eco Open Evenings. The Balham Bowling Club 
meetings also spread into other activities and later in 2007 Balham Green Drinks were held in the 
same premises, supported by Project Dirt. 
 
 

	  

	  

Researcher reflection: Hugo 
and Elizabeth were really 

keen to do something in their 
local area and wanted to join 
likeminded people. With their 
backgrounds and interest in 
sustainability issues, it was 
more of a when or if they 

would find a suitable group to 
join. Their meeting with 
Transition Town Brixton 

shows how people network 
and learn about other groups 

and activities.  

	  

Researcher reflection: 
This shows the 

importance of hubs for 
networking and activities. 

They bring people 
together and spark off new 
initiatives – also clusters 
of groups give each other 

support, sharing their 
experience and 

knowledge. 

	  

“We started to have talks in Balham 
Bowls Club and up here in Balham. 
Having a lot of fun and it was actually 
quite unstructured but we had a lot of 
fun and we started to do things and we 
actually didn’t have any funding 
whatsoever, but managed still to have 
activities almost every month.” Hugo  
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Building networks 

Community energy networks can build up either strategically or on a more 
unstructured basis. Actors seek information and other people with whom to generate 
and share knowledge with. In some cases awareness of existing networks especially 
in the founding stage can be based on chance meetings. For instance in the Hyde 
Farm case, Hugo and Elizabeth were told by Transition Town Brixton that a similar 
network was in fact already forming in their own neighbourhood, something they had 
not been aware of before. 

Opportunities: Searching for funding and starting more regular meetings 
After meeting together for some time Sue started to search for potential funding sources in order to 
mobilise more neighbours and find ways how to reduce household-related emissions. With her 
contacts at Lambeth Climate Action Group, Sue became aware of Carbon Descent in 2008 (called 
Sea Renue at the time) and their ECHO Action programme, which was part of a wider European 
Energy Programme. It was a funded programme and they were looking for volunteer community 
groups to work with. Sue was interested in starting a group in her area and Hyde Farm CAN was 
chosen as one of the groups for the ECHO Action programme. The ECHO Action programme funded 
around 10 groups in different parts of London. Hyde Farm CAN did not receive actual money from the 
programme, but instead they were sent a coach who had material for the group to run a series of 
meetings with the residents in Hyde Farm.  
 
The ECHO Action meetings mainly focused on understanding household energy use and how to 
reduce related emissions. Topics in the meetings included for instance how to deal with heat loss in 
households, understanding heating controls, opportunities for using insulation, sustainable transport 
and cycling. The meetings were held monthly in a local church and were open to all residents in Hyde 
Farm. What was surprising to Hugo, with his experience from the Dutch Eco Teams, was that the 
ECHO Action meetings at Hyde Farm were less structured. There was no formation of set teams of 
neighbours, like in the Dutch programme, but instead different people would come along to different 
meetings. This made, according to Hugo, the ECHO Action programme potentially slightly less 
successful than the Dutch equivalent, as there was no clear group structure and commitment from the 
residents.  
  
The fact that different people were attending the sessions did mean that more people got to know 
each other though and after a while evolved into a core group of people who came to all the 
meetings. Fairly soon after this the core group decided to form a constituted community group and the 
first Hyde Farm CAN Annual General Meeting took place in November 2008. According to Hugo, they 
were all aware that in order to get external funding, it was important to be constituted and have an 
acting committee. Hyde Farm CAN members had noted that several funding programmes required 
groups to be constituted in order for them to be funded. The first Hyde Farm CAN committee included 
a Chair, a Secretary and a Treasurer and about ten members in total.  
 

	  
	  

Researcher reflection: It 
seems that the same kind 
of community programmes 

can have different 
outcomes depending on 
who runs them and how 

they are organised. 

“I really didn’t know any of my 
neighbours, and I just felt that, that sense 
of community was hugely invaluable and 
that this was something that we could 
really do as a community together, so I 
could see Hyde Farm Climate Action 
Network and see it re-working and doing 
things together, and that would enhance 
my community”. Sue 

“There was some publicity and people 
started to join the drop in occasionally 
so there were always different people 
but some of those people actually just 
stuck and came to the monthly 
meetings, and that became the first 
committee of Hyde Farm Climate Action 
Network.” Hugo  
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Tacit knowledge 

Successful community energy groups require pre-existing capabilities, skills and tacit 
knowledge. This is particularly the case for projects that want to apply for external 
funding. As in the Hyde Farm CAN case, Hugo and his colleagues were aware that 
they had to form a constituted group in order to apply for external funding, i.e. they 
had tacit knowledge about these requirements and the ability to act on them. 

 
Around the same time, the committee also started to work on the mission and vision for Hyde Farm 
CAN. According to Hugo, that took a lot of discussion and time, and some people felt that it was 
actually less fun than doing the small projects and practical action that Hyde Farm CAN had already 
organised. A key mission for Hyde Farm CAN was to address the issues that the majority of the 
residents in the Hyde Farm estate faced: their houses were draughty, had poor energy efficiency 
ratings and were located in a conservation area. Being in a conservation area meant that residents 
were not able to do some energy efficiency measures, for example solid wall insulation on the outside 
walls. Also not everyone had the funds to install new double-glazing. So a key aim for Hyde Farm 
CAN was to find measures that would improve the energy consumption of the area’s houses in an 
affordable way, taking into consideration conservation area restrictions.  

Developing a community lead approach 
The number of people attending ECHO Action meetings started to reduce after a while, despite local 
publicity and an active core group. Sue attributed this to the fact that even though several people 
wanted to be involved and find out more about climate change and energy efficiency measures, a lot 
of the meetings were rather abstract and did not really give people an incentive to take action in their 
own homes. According to Sue, even though their group was successful within the ECHO Action 
programme, there could have been more room for improvement to fit the activities more to the needs 
of the Hyde Farm residents. That made Sue and others in Hyde Farm CAN realise that if they really 
wanted to get people involved and take action, they had to do it in ways that would be much more 
directly linked to their community and its residents.  
 
One of the ECHO Action activities had been a session on how to draught-proof sash windows. Old 
and draughty sash windows were one of the main problems that the residents in Hyde Farm had and 
this had also been recognised within the ECHO Action events. However, the ECHO Action team 
event relating to draught-proofing sash windows had taken place in the same church hall as the other 
meetings. As the church itself had no sash windows to demonstrate on, people were just given the 
materials to take home and do the draught-proofing themselves. However, according to Sue, in 
several cases people took the materials home but then either forgot or had not quite understood how 
to do the actual draught-proofing. This gave Sue an idea to hold a demonstration draught-proofing 
event, and she created the concept of the Draughtbusting Saturday. 

	  

	  

Researcher reflection: This 
relates to how innovations 
diffuse and what travels. 

The ECHO Action 
programme was a helpful 
intermediary actor, which 
supplied a template and 
materials for local action. 
They provided knowledge 

aggregation and 
abstraction work, and made 

it available. However, it 
required local adaptation to 
really make it work in the 
Hyde Farm context. This 
relates to theories about 

the role of niches in helping 
projects replicate – and the 

need for skills and 
resources at local level to 
re-embed the elements of 

the innovation that can 
travel. 

“Those structured things were always the 
more difficult ones, and the most 
successful and fun things were the things 
where someone or a few people just 
started doing something, just organising 
something. We had street parties, we 
had a party in the park, and again, that 
wasn’t the whole committee who was 
organising that, it was just one or two 
people.” Hugo 

“We found that the attendance dropped 
quite quickly, lots of people wanted to be 
involved but the attendance dropped 
because basically the meetings were in 
church halls, were quite abstract, so we 
realised that we had to do something 
much more connected to our community.” 
Sue 

“We held a Draughtbusting Saturday, 
where we got the draughtbusting materials 
in my house and did some practical 
demonstrations, sold the materials and 
then got people helping one another as 
well.” Sue 
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According to Hugo, Sue was very inventive in terms of finding affordable materials to make her house 
more energy efficient. These included for instance materials that people could fit themselves such as 
professional draught-proofing strips and secondary glazing. Sue had found a supplier who, once he 
found out that the Hyde Farm residents would be ordering materials in bulk, was happy to come and 
do a draught-proofing demonstration at Sue’s house. The first Draughtbusting Saturday was held in 
Sue’s house in 2007 and its key objectives were to demonstrate how to draught-proof sash windows 
and help others to install these measures too. For instance some people were afraid of going up a 
ladder, so others would help by doing that on their behalf. According to Sue, there were one or two 
neighbours who were particularly active in helping other neighbours with the draught-proofing.  
 
Soon the Draughtbusting Saturday became a regular event and according to Hugo, a lot of people 
attended, as they were keen to see what practical action they could take in their own houses, as well 
as buy the required materials at a reduced price.  
 

 
 

“One or two neighbours really helped quite 
a few other neighbours to draught-proof 
their homes, and that sort of kick-started 
our group really.” Sue 

“We had 3 or 4 people here who were 
there partly to the demonstration directly 
from the supplier, and we could all have 
a go at draught-proofing. That made it 
much easier for us to pass on those 
skills, and we’ve always had a proper 
craft person who does the training. So 
although I can do the draught-proofing 
myself, I would only do it as a DIY thing, 
I wouldn’t quite have the craft skills, 
patience and that kind of thing to pass it 
on directly.” Sue 

“I would make sure that, there was my 
friend there who was much more 
confident with a hammer and a saw and 
things like that, who did the crafting. But I 
have done it myself as well, I’m just more 
of a networker, get people in and get 
them talking to one another and learning.” 
Sue 

	  

	  

Researcher reflection: 
Neighbours really came 
together at Hyde Farm 

and started helping each 
other and finding ways by 
which they could do the 

draught-proofing together. 
They spurred each other 
on, and gave one another 
confidence, which meant 

more draught-proofing 
materials were used, 
rather than lying idle 

despite good intentions. 
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Innovating 

Community energy groups can innovate by adjusting existing practices to their own 
individual circumstances. If something does not quite work for a group, flexibility and 
developing new approaches can prove beneficial. In the Hyde Farm CAN case, Sue 
took a rather abstract concept of draught-proofing and helped it come to life to others 
by applying the practice in her own house and sharing the experience with her 
neighbours.   

 

 At this stage Hyde Farm CAN did not have any direct funding to distribute amongst the residents. 
Their activities were more about demonstrating and teaching each other how to draught-proof the 
houses in their neighbourhood. Around the time of the first few Draughtbusting Saturdays, Sue, Hugo 
and Elizabeth started to look for external funding opportunities. They wanted to extend the 
Draughbusting Saturday to a wider area within Hyde Farm, especially to those who were on a low 
income. Via their networks and contacts such as the Lambeth Climate Action Group, Carbon Descent 
and Transition Town Brixton, Sue, Hugo and Elizabeth were all aware of various Internet sources 
relating to community energy. They were actively searching for grants and funding opportunities via 
sources such as the Centre for Sustainable Energy and online forums such as Project Dirt and the 
London Low Carbon Communities Network. 

Green Streets application 
One of the funding programmes that Sue had come across in her search for funding was the British 
Gas Green Streets programme and she had been following the news on the first round of the 
programme for some time. The programme was aimed at communities who wanted to take climate 
action in their local area. The first round of the programme had been mainly a British Gas marketing 
campaign, and they had chosen communities that actually had the word “Green” in their road or 
street. British Gas, however, decided to extend the programme to a second round as it had proved to 
be a good way to get access to community groups. Sue, Hugo and Elizabeth decided to apply for the 
second round of the programme and made an application for it in late 2009.  
 
Sue found funding applications difficult to start with. This was mainly due to the fact that funding 
applications usually required applicants to express their case in a particular way. For instance 
applicants often had to outline outputs and outcomes of their project, and in order to do that correctly 
they had to understand the difference between these two concepts. However, Hugo had a different 
experience, as he was more accustomed to filling in funding applications, having completed several 
whilst he was living in Holland. Furthermore, Elizabeth was able to help with the Green Streets 
application and writing the story of Hyde Farm CAN. Elizabeth had been a trustee of other 
organisations before and also had previous experience of completing funding applications. 
 
 

	  
	   Researcher reflection: 

This shows that they 
implemented a really 

practical, accessible and 
sociable approach, 

adapting the innovation to 
suit their purposes and 

their context. 

Researcher reflection: 
Putting together funding 

applications for community 
energy grants involve a lot 
of work and requires a set 
of pre-existing skills, or at 
least the ability to learn 
new ones. Applications 
can still be tricky to do, 

especially if you are new 
to some of the concepts 
required to fulfil. Groups 
also need journalist skills 
to be able to tell a good 

story and adjust it 
according to each specific 

funding application.  

	  
	  

“There hadn’t been a lot of funding 
around, specifically targeted to community 
energy, so once you get into that mind-set 
and you get on the right e-mail lists and 
things like that, you find out about them 
quite quickly.” Sue 

“They said [British Gas that it started as 
marketing [first round of Green Streets] 
but then they found that they had a lot 
of learning out of it and that’s why they 
decided to have a Green Streets where 
communities could bid themselves, 
because they as an energy company 
have this obligation to help people save 
energy but I think they found that they 
couldn’t easily get through people’s 
doors. They could distribute some 
energy saving light bulbs, but people 
don’t really trust the energy companies. 
So I think they wanted to find out 
whether community groups would have 
easier access to the people in the 
community, which was indeed the case 
because we aimed for twenty and had 
forty participants in a week.” Hugo 
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The Green Streets funding programme had a two-stage application process. An application was 
submitted in the first round and this was followed by a second round of a “Dragon’s Den” style 
interview panel. Sue and Hugo both said that the meeting with the jury was rather daunting. Hyde 
Farm CAN presented their case in front of three “judges” who were seated in a high table. According 
to Hugo, he felt that the jury really liked the Draughtbusting Saturday approach, while Sue found the 
experience quite hard. Initially the Hyde Farm CAN application was turned down which left Sue, Hugo 
and Elizabeth very disappointed. The same jury panel that had interviewed Hyde Farm CAN also 
interviewed another London group, from Richmond. They were selected for the grant and Hugo 
thought that they were chosen as they were more experienced than Hyde Farm CAN, had a longer 
track record of running projects and they had involvement from Richmond Council. 
 
However, a few weeks later in January 2010 British Gas contacted Hyde Farm CAN and said that 
they had really liked the Draughtbusting Saturday concept. They said that they had a wild card within 
the Green Streets programme and that the jury would like to award that to Hyde Farm CAN and give 
them £100,000. Understandably Sue, Hugo, Elizabeth and everyone at Hyde Farm CAN were really 
pleased about this result, given that they had already thought that they would not get the funding.  

Delivering the Green Streets programme 
Following the Green Streets grant, Hyde Farm CAN started to deliver draught-proofing measures on a 
larger scale. However, the funding was not actually direct monetary funding, but rather funding for 
British Gas services over a period of one year. Sue said that they did not realise this at the time of the 
application, or even when they were awarded it, but it soon became clear that the money had to be 
spent according to British Gas terms. This included for instance the use of British Gas engineers. 
Another issue that residents taking part in the Green Streets programme were required to do was to 
sign-up to British Gas for gas and electricity supply for one year. This was required so that British Gas 
could meter Hyde Farm residents’ gas and electricity usage and identify potential savings. According 
to Hugo, people were generally happy with this arrangement and British Gas provided everyone 
advice about which tariff would be the most suitable for them. However, there were one or two 
residents who did not sign up to British Gas as they had switched their supplier not long before and 
could not move to another one.   
 
Once the Green Streets funding was in place, Hyde Farm CAN had to establish the best way to use 
the £100,000 of services awarded to them. They wanted to continue the draught-proofing in the Hyde 
Farm area, but also considered other activities in order to get the best carbon savings from the 
services they had been awarded. At the time of the Green Streets programme British Gas did not 
offer draught-proofing. According to Hugo, British Gas saw it more as a comfort issue, rather than a 
carbon saving one. However, residents at Hyde Farm had experienced that once they had installed 
draught-proofing measures, they were usually able to turn their thermostat down by a few degrees 
and have a direct impact on their energy consumption. This, according to Hugo, gave Hyde Farm 
CAN enough of a reason to ask British Gas that they would let Hyde Farm CAN continue to do the 
draught-proofing measures themselves under the Green Streets programme. 
 

	  

	  

Researcher reflection: I 
got the feeling that the 

panel style selection was 
quite stressful for the 

community energy groups. 
Especially in Hyde Farm’s 
case, first to go through 
the interview panel and 

then not be selected must 
have been disappointing. I 

wonder if community 
groups or community 
development workers 
were consulted on the 

design of the programme, 
e.g. what are the best 
ways of encouraging 

communities to apply, and 
the most appropriate ways 

to select a range of 
community projects? 

	  

	  

Researcher reflection: It is 
interesting to see that 

British Gas did not offer 
draught-proofing, even 
though the residents at 

Hyde Farm had found it to 
be very effective in their 

houses. 

“The presentations themselves were 
dragons den. They were sitting at a desk 
that was higher than us on a little stage. 
They were really senior people from 
British Gas, which was in a way a 
compliment, but we were not allowed to 
meet them beforehand, they didn’t 
introduce themselves or make friends 
with us at all. They didn’t smile at us, 
there was no encouragement. I know 
that they were trying to be fair, but it was 
hard.” Sue 
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At first Hyde Farm CAN contacted the 400 people on their email list (the email list has since grown to 
around 900 people) and leafleted all the houses in the area inviting people to take part in the 
programme. They expected 20 participants but in no time had 40 households interested. First step 
after that was to do a survey of all the 40 households that wanted to take part, to establish their 
energy requirements and potential efficiency improvements. The survey results showed that in order 
to do all the required improvements, Hyde Farm CAN would need a lot more money than the 
£100,000 awarded in British Gas services to them. So they decided to divide the services they were 
allocated as fairly as possible, whilst at the same time optimising actual energy savings and choosing 
maximum carbon per pound value. 
 
The survey results indicated for instance that solid wall insulation would be very high cost, and given 
that Hyde Farm was in a conservation area, it would also be very disruptive as solid wall insulation 
would be needed to be done on the inside walls. A similar issue was found with solar PV, which would 
be too expensive, especially with the costs of planning applications and installation factored in. 
Instead the survey concluded that it would be more beneficial to install an array of solar PV in the 
local school and solar thermal in those houses, which had more than four occupants. Furthermore, 
Hyde Farm CAN also wanted to continue the draught-proofing and British Gas allowed them to do it 
themselves. In reality this meant that British Gas supplied the materials while two residents of Hyde 
Farm installed a large bulk of the draught-proofing measures.  
 
In terms of delivery of the programme, Sue especially felt that working with an energy utility was not 
always conducted with the Hyde Farm community’s interests in mind. For instance, they had three 
different project managers from British Gas during the yearlong programme and measures were 
required to be done according to their timelines. There were also several legalities involved. For 
instance, British Gas sent participants lengthy contract documents to sign, but the Hyde Farm CAN 
committee members were not always made aware of this beforehand.  
 
Despite the formalities involved in working with a large energy utility, the Green Street programme at 
Hyde Farm delivered all renewable and energy efficiency measures as planned. Final measures 
under the Green Streets programme by Hyde Farm included the following: 
 

• Local primary Henry Cavendish School received £20,000 towards insulation and solar PV 
under the Green Streets programme, whilst the Parents Association and School Eco Fund 
collected a further £11,000 for solar PV 

• Three residential houses were installed with solar thermal water heating 
• Six houses received loft insulation 
• Nine residential boilers were replaced 
• 60 houses were draught-proofed. As British Gas did not offer this service, they paid for the 

materials and Hyde Farm residents did the installations themselves. 
 

	  
	  

Researcher reflection: 
This shows that the 

members of Hyde Farm 
CAN really thought about 
actual energy savings and 

what would be the best 
options in their own 

neighbourhood. 

	  
	  

Researcher reflection: I 
wonder how some of the 
misunderstandings and 
surprises in the Green 

Streets initiative affected 
the standing of Hyde Farm 

CAN within the 
community? 

“We actually knew that a lot of people 
weren’t going away and doing their own 
draught-proofing, they really wanted 
somebody else to come and do it. 
People who have the money and are 
time poor, rather than money poor, and 
they wanted people to come and do it. 
So we made sure that we had a couple 
of local people who were trained up and 
can actually do the draught-proofing for 
people. And now we’d got a bit of 
funding for those that were also 
financially less well-off, so that we could 
draught-proof their houses.” Sue 

“I know that you have to go with the 
community and you support them when 
the energy is there and sometimes that 
fades, so then you need to be there as 
well to help them and fill in some of the 
gaps from time to time. But British Gas 
did not work that way, we need this by 
this date, and we’re going to do this. 
Sometimes they did not tell us some of 
the things they were going to do, like 
insurance, or the legal consent forms 
that the participants had to sign. We did 
not even know they were sending those 
out and there were these big long 
contract documents. We just felt that 
was unsuitable really.” Sue 
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The Green Streets programme allowed Hyde Farm CAN to install many more energy efficiency and 
renewable energy measures within their neighbourhood. However, there was also learning involved, 
especially for the residents in terms of how to deal with a large energy company and their 
expectations.  

 

Meeting expectations 

Community energy groups face expectations not only from their own members, but 
also from their funders. Some of these can be challenging especially for groups who 
are new to concepts such as funding applications, project management and 
delivering outcomes. It also shows that community energy groups can benefit from 
clear guidance from their funders - what is expected of them and how they can deliver 
on those expectations. 

Networking and spreading experience  
Learning how to work with a large energy utility was especially useful to Sue. Sue had joined Lambeth 
Borough Council in 2009 as a Green Community Champions Officer and in her job she was dealing 
with community groups. Back in 2008, Steve Reed, leader of the council had been doing door-
stepping campaigning and he had stopped by Sue’s house. Sue told Steve about Hyde Farm CAN 
and all their activities, which he found inspirational. Steve had also heard of Transition Town Brixton 
and he was keen to support these types of activities across Lambeth, with a view to make Lambeth 
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Borough a co-operative council. Sue was soon consulted by the council about a programme that they 
wanted to develop, aimed at helping local community groups to take action on climate change. Sue 
met with the council and shared examples and learning from the Hyde Farm CAN experience. Once 
the programme, called Green Community Champions, was set up, a part-time job was advertised to 
run it. Sue realised that she actually wanted to do the job herself, so she applied for it and eventually 
was selected for it.  

 
 Applying for the Green Streets funding and working with British Gas taught Sue that working with 
community groups is not a one-way process. Community groups need to be listened to and those 
working with them need to be flexible. In her job, Sue now recommends to community groups that 
when they are for instance searching for funding opportunities, they should always try and speak to 
the funding organisation first. That way community groups can ask for help when needed, especially 
with funding applications and what is required in them. According to Sue, it is really important for 
successful community projects, as well as for funding programmes, that there is an open dialogue 
and clarity between the applicant and the funding organisation from the start. Most funders genuinely 
want to help community groups, but in order to do that they also need to know what type of help and 
advice community groups require. 
 
According to Sue, networking is another important aspect of successful community groups and 
projects. By networking and sharing experience, community groups can learn from each other, share 
knowledge and also allow for new groups to form. Networking, especially in local, face-to-face 
situations, also ensures that people do not have to ‘reinvent the wheel’ and can learn from others’ 
successes as well as mistakes. In her job at Lambeth, Sue has been involved in setting up several 
community energy and climate action groups in London. One of these is for example Community 
Draught-Busters, a network that is part of Transition Town Brixton and delivers draught-proofing 
measures for fuel poor households.  

“So I got involved in helping to shape a 
programme that they could fund. I was 
not actually very involved, I just 
consulted and one of the cabinet 
members wrote a report on it. Then I 
thought, actually I want to apply for this 
job. It was only a part-time job to start 
with, so I got the job and now it is full-
time. Now the council is becoming a co-
operative council and Steve Reed says 
that one of the main inspirations for the 
changes that they are making in the 
council, was the programme that I run 
called Green Community Champions.” 
Sue 

“If you have networks in place, you can 
have more on-going dialogue and you 
can go into a specific network with a 
specific issue, or they can come to you 
as well, they can bring things to you 
more easily. There is some really good 
research starting to show that a lot of 
these projects that do not have really 
specific outcomes and goals, can 
deliver really strong outcomes, if you 
just let things happen, if you let people 
meet. I have always thought that if you 
get the right people in the room 
together, all sorts of magic happens.” 
Sue 

	  
	  

Researcher reflection: 
Hyde Farm CAN has really 
been impressive with their 

networking. They have 
met with groups, shared 
their experience and also 

spread to other 
organisations. 
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Different ways of diffusing 

Innovations can take different forms and also diffuse in different ways. In the Hyde 
Farm CAN case, the community group’s experience has informed the development of 
local policies for community energy in Lambeth Borough Council. Sue took the 
innovation of draughtbusting and aided its diffusion through her networks in Lambeth 
and London more widely (intermediaries) as well as directly working with local groups 
(local actors). Communities are an important source of ideas and experience that can 
help ensure that policies are better targeted and more effective. 

 
Sue has also been active in both the London and National Low Carbon Communities Network, and 
she said that community food groups in particular have been successful in Lambeth. Sue was made a 
London leader by Sustainable Development Commission and set up the London Low Carbon 
Communities Network to bring people together across London. However, even though the London 
Low Carbon Communities Network still exists, Sue has been unable to sustain it as she has not had 
the time to network further and has instead focused on action in Lambeth, especially with the local 
food growing groups.  
 

 
 

“There has just been such an 
opportunity to go really deep in 
Lambeth. So we have food growing 
projects on lots of estates, we have the 
Brixton Energy community energy 
project on one of the most deprived 
estates in the Borough. When I was first 
doing the networking, it was really about 
quite middle class communities, 
networking with one another, Transition 
Belsize, people from Richmond and 
Kew, quite well-off people, and in 
Lambeth we have really been able to 
take it to less well-off people.” Sue 

“The biggest success has been around 
food growing. We have 150 community 
food growing projects across the borough. 
Having said that, a lot of those people 
have then gone onto invest in some of our 
community energy projects.” Sue 
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Hugo and Elizabeth too have been actively involved in various community energy networks, including 
Project Dirt and Balham Green Drinks. Furthermore, Hugo and Elizabeth have also provided a space 
for learning for other community groups. In 2008 the National Low Carbon Communities Network was 
having a large conference in Wales, and which Hugo and Elizabeth thought looked really interesting. 
However, they were not keen to go there in person due to time and costs involved in travelling to 
Wales. Elizabeth thought that other groups must be in the same position and they decided to hold 
their own event at Hyde Farm parallel to the one in Wales. They organised a videolink from Hyde 
Farm to the Welsh conference and also had a programme of their own speakers. They invited other 
community groups from London to attend and around 20 of them came to the day. 
 
Sue and Hugo have also been active in setting up Repowering South London, which is an umbrella 
organisation for groups wanting to generate their own renewable energy in South London and 
involves for instance Brixton Energy co-operative. Sue championed the project with Lambeth Borough 
Council while Hugo is Treasurer. Brixton Energy had their first two share issues in 2012, which each 
raised £65,000 to have solar panels installed on Loughborough Estate, a social housing building. 
They published their third share issue in 2012 and have four other projects planned. Sue and Hugo 
had considered setting up a similar project in Hyde Farm, but realised that teaming up with people in 
Brixton and from across Lambeth would help them overcome many barriers to the project. It would be 
easier to start a project in Hyde Farm with the support of Repowering South London and all its 
collective expertise and experience. 
 
For the time being, draught-proofing activities in Hyde Farm are completed and Sue is focusing on 
her Green Champions Network via her job at Lambeth Borough Council. Hugo is still actively involved 
at Hyde Farm CAN, as well as in Repowering South London, and they are considering further 
community energy action in the Hyde Farm area. This includes for instance a feasibility study to 
establish the potential of a community-owned district-heating network in the Hyde Farm estate and 
further renewable energy projects through Brixton Energy.  
  

 
 
 
 

	  

	  

“There was a conference in Wales from 
the Low Carbon Communities Network 
and we were hesitant to go to Wales 
because of the time and costs involved. 
It was Elizabeth’s idea to organise a 
similar event in Hyde farm at the same 
time with a video link to the Low Carbon 
Communities Network event in Wales 
and have our own programme and 
speakers as well, occasionally linking up 
with the one in Wales, which we did. So 
we had a lot of groups coming to that 
event in London.” Hugo 
 

“We have had support in Brixton from an 
organisation called Share Energy and 
Carbon Leapfrog to kick start everything 
and not reinvent the wheel and learn how 
to do things right and we are now offering 
what we have learnt as Repowering South 
London to other groups.” Hugo 
 


