What the city council is doing

Oxford City Council over the last two or three years has made what we think is a good start in responding to the threat of climate change. We believe that we should give a lead to the community on this issue. This means that first of all we must put our own house in order. The city council must reduce its own ecological footprint and its own carbon emissions - from its own buildings and its housing stock. More than that, the city council should take a lead in persuading the whole community in Oxford to act, to act effectively, and to produce practical results. We believe that energy management and environmental resource management generally have to become, not an optional add-on, not a political fashion accessory, but an essential part of our way of life as we move to a low carbon economy.

So what has the city council done? I’ll talk about buildings and homes and,  crucially,  our policies, both internal for the council and external as the Local Planning Authority. Also, and all importantly, what we are doing to engage the community in tackling the challenge of climate change.

First, policies. As the Local Planning Authority the City Council has within the last year adopted a stringent and ground-breaking Natural Resource Impact Analysis Supplementary Planning Document.  Just to give some of the highlights from this document it requires 20% on site generation of energy from renewable and low carbon technologies for new build projects for 10 or more residential units or 2000m2 for non-domestic  buildings. This NRIA goes way beyond the requirements of other similar SPDs from other local authorities. The NRIA forces attention to energy efficiency achieved by good design and layout. It promotes combined heat and power projects in appropriate situations. It encourages maximising controlled natural ventilation. It encourages the use of recycled materials; it requires the efficient use of water. This NRIA is starting to have a profound effect on the sustainability of new building in the city.

Next, internal policies. The council has adopted a Climate Change Action Plan to be implemented over the next 4 years and beyond. Last year the Executive Board agreed a target to reduce council CO2 emissions by 25% by 2010 from the 2005 baseline.  In February this year the council successfully bid to take part in the Carbon Trust’s Local Authority Carbon Management Programme which provides consultancy and advice on carbon management within the council’s own buildings. This will help the council to draw up a robust emissions baseline and implement effectively the carbon management plan. At some of our largest buildings – the Town Hall, the Ferry sports centre, the ice rink and Blackbird Leys leisure centre – we have in place pilot monitoring  arrangements to help us reduce energy and water consumption. We are now recruiting an Energy Manager, a senior technical officer with building services and engineering experience to extend active energy management across all the city council’s buildings. 

The council also has a green travel plan for its staff to encourage non-car use. As a novel feature, earlier this year, the Executive Board approved a scheme which loans staff money at zero interest to buy a bicycle: this scheme will come into operation I am told at the end of this week. So we can look forward to more and healthier staff cycling about the town!
Looking ahead, the city council is working with the UK Climate Impacts Programme so that with their help we can plan now how to adapt council operations and use council resources more effectively in an age of hotter, drier summers and warmer, wetter winters.

Now, residential buildings. Nearly all 8000 council housing stock now has cavity wall and loft insulation installed where possible. This improves energy efficiency, reduces carbon footprint and reduces energy bills for the tenants and makes the homes healthier place to live.

In financial 06/07 the council successfully rolled out a government sponsored programme of free insulation for over-60s: again, producing lower fuel bills, healthier homes as well as a lower carbon footprint. Over 800 households benefited. We were so successful that the council has won another tranche of money for 07/08 for similar energy improvements in disadvantaged areas of the city.

For households just above benefits level but struggling with energy bills the city council made grants amounting to £50k in 06/07. This is increased to £85 in 07/08 and £100k in 08/09.

For households more able to pay, the city council has in partnership with British Gas, rolled out a one-off £50 reduction in council tax if they insulate their homes using the already heavily discounted loft and cavity wall insulation schemes.

Finally, what is the city council doing to raise awareness of climate change issues and promote practical action across the whole city? Well, this conference is a part of our programme. And today we are launching our guide to saving the planet. Here it is! [WAVE IT] And it is available on-line, too. The guide gives simple, practical advice on what you, as ordinary citizens can do, now, to reduce your impact on the environment. We are very grateful to all those who have contributed to the Guide and especially to our co-founding members in the Oxford in the “Oxford is My World” partnership, the Midcounties Co-operative.

Other guides are planned or available: there is one for council tenants and one on the Oxford Solar Initiative which has already been successful in encouraging the uptake of solar energy technologies in the city. 

This is the moment when I ask you all to make your commitment, your pledge, to do your bit to manage climate change. Please sign here and now and then over the coming year take as many of the listed actions as you can. And remember, those who sign will have a chance to win a very useful 0Climate Change Action Pack.

Overall, I hope you can see that the City Council is committed to an active and effective role in managing climate change in the city. But the success of our efforts lies in your hands. It is only by acting together, the whole community, that we can by your innovations and creativity make Oxford an exemplar of how to become a thriving city in the new, low carbon, international economy Let’s do it together!

