
Urban Sustainability and 
Resilience – research in practice 

Caroline Bird , University of Bristol 



The challenges for urban sustainability 

Population growth, density, health and ageing 

Climate change effects 

Consumption, waste and resource depletion 

Cultural diversity and social cohesion - community 

Local economic development, employment and poverty 

 



Research informing local sustainability 

Approaches: 

• Flexible approaches across disciplines and between academia and practice 
– and beyond centres of power to reach marginalised groups and 
communities 

• Action research – sharing and learning together 

• Knowledge exchange – translating research into local action 

 

 

Two research areas: 

1. Bristol community energy 

2. Healthy urban environments 

 



1. Maintaining Momentum in 
Bristol Community Energy 

Knowledge Exchange project funded by the University. 

In response to burst of Government funding to local groups and high level of 
activity generally in Bristol local energy 

Exploring what happens after funding 

…the role of brokers or intermediaries 

…what is needed to maintain momentum 

…Regulation v activism 

 

 

 

 



Key issues for energy 

• Use less  

• Generate from more sustainable sources 
 

 

Also, local issues relating to  

• community support, resilience and empowerment 

• local economy 

• local control 



Uniqueness of Bristol energy 

Distinguishing features: 

• wide range of energy groups spread across different areas of the city 

• overarching Bristol Energy Network (BEN) which connects them and 
encourages the sharing of knowledge and experience 

• Centre for Sustainable Energy based in Bristol 

• successes in bids to Local Energy Assessment Fund (LEAF)  

+ BCC initiatives: 

• Bristol Home Energy Upgrade (BHEU) £2m project  

• ELENA funded BRITE (Bristol Retrofitting Innovative Technologies for 
Everyone) project - £2.5m to generate investment 

Government policy: 

• Green Deal / ECO 



The local Bristol energy groups 

Bedminster Energy 
Group  

Bristol Energy 
Co‐operative  

Bristol Friends of the 
Earth 
   
 

Easton 
Energy Group
  

FloW Community 
Energy  

Future Fit Bristol  

Green Community 
Warmth  

AVAG  MakeyourhomeEco  

Re:workltd  

St Monica Trust 
Sunshine Community 
Fund  

Sustainable 
Bishopston
  

Sustainable 
Redland  

Sustainable 
Southville  

Saxon road   

Transition Montpelier  

Low Carbon 
Gordano  

Sustainable 
Blackwell  

Demand Energy 
Equality  
 

Bristol Power 
Co‐operative 

Bristol Green 
Doors 



Maintaining Momentum 

What did we do? 

• Carried out through brief lit review, survey, 
analysis of grant feedback 

• Potential of new Govt schemes for local groups 
(eg Green Deal) 

• Analogies with other sectors (esp co-operative 
housing) 

• Process shared through bi-monthly open BEN 
meetings 

• Fed into development of Bristol Community 
Strategy for Energy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Local Energy Assessment Fund 

Issues and outcomes 

• Short timescale: ‘LEAF was a great opportunity that we could have made 
so much more of if we had had more time.’  

• Value of intermediary support: ‘essential’, ‘critical’, ‘vital’ ‘their experience 
and expertise was invaluable’ 

• improved ‘understanding of the housing stock condition and barriers 
people face’ and  ‘the LEAF trial clearly showed that some of the issues 
affecting people in lower income groups regarding energy use and saving 
are different to people in higher income groups’ 

• New networks: we ‘have been able to link with local housing associations 
and other community bodies in identifying those in fuel poverty’  

• More engaged communities generating ‘enthusiasm for learning and 
change in relation to energy use in the home’.  



Learning from other sectors – lessons 
from the history of housing co-ops 

Primary and secondary housing co-operatives of the 1970s and 1980s show 
some interesting parallels. 

 

Secondary housing co-ops provide to the primaries: 

• Promotional support – community awareness, information 

• Development and legal support  (compare with support for successful 
LEAF bids) 

• Financial and management support 

 

So: 

Is this what an energy intermediary could / should do? 

Is this what the community groups would find most useful? 



Working with BEN 

 

 



Mapping the Links 

 

 



The opportunities for community 
groups and ‘brokers’ 

Community groups and ‘brokers’ ‘managing up’ – to local and national 
government and business:   

• identifying opportunities and using their knowledge of local issues, 
priorities, housing types and networks of individuals and local business to 
help translate policy into relevant local action 

...and ‘managing down’ – to local communities to provide support and 
promote action on new initiatives that is of real value for the local area 

• Broker (eg BEN, CSE) roles ‘managing down’ to community groups: 

– Promotional support- central portal for information 

– Developmental (and legal) support to help new and existing groups  

– Financial and management support  

 



And the challenges for community 
groups and ‘brokers’ 

But, key issues arising repeatedly: 

• Resources – people and funding 

• Access to information and expertise 

• Co-ordination of activities 

• Low levels of energy awareness in the population 

• Understanding and overcoming barriers to action 

 

ALSO 

• Demonstrating benefits of bottom-up activity to improve engagement 
with top-down policy 

• Improve connections with business and other local groups 

 



The Bristol Community Strategy for 
Energy 

bristolenergynetwork.org/strategy  

Our vision is for  
 
"a city where everyone has access to sufficient 
affordable low-carbon energy for their needs; 
where wise and innovative use of energy 
empowers citizens and enhances the economy, 
with active communities across the city 
generating and managing a significant amount of 
their energy need." 

 
5 themes with: 

o Broad goals,  
o Steps to achieve goals,  
o Principles and approaches,  
o Measures of success  

Putting communities at the heart of Bristol's 
energy system 
 

http://www.bristolenergynetwork.org/strategy


Some questions… 

• Issues of equity and social justice: 

– of relationships eg CG–BCC, CG/BEN-business 

– ...about community empowerment and value for big 
organisations 

– of spread of resource to where it is of most value / need 

– ...and working in new areas of greater need, eg helping to set 
up new groups 

• legal models for community groups - their possibilities/problems 

• Clarify intermediary role – benefits and funding 

 

 



2. Sustainability, health and the urban 
environment  

 

Based on work with the ‘WHO Collaborating Centre for Healthy Urban 
Environments’ at UWE, Bristol. 

 

• A healthy city is also a sustainable one 

 

• We consider health in the sense of overall (physical, mental and social) 
wellbeing not just the absence of sickness 

 

• 21st century urban health problems: stress, obesity, asthma, respiratory 
and heart disease, mental health issues, type 2 diabetes 

 

 

 

 



The urban environment 

 

  

The form of the urban environment can facilitate healthy, sustainable lifestyles: 

• Ease and pleasure of surroundings for walking and cycling 

• Greenspace to gather, relax and recharge 

• Local informal social spaces to meet neighbours 

• Access to good food and growing opportunities 

 

Or not: 

• Ugly, hard surroundings discourage use 

• Social exclusion and segregation 

• Lack of jobs or ease of access to opportunities 

• Car dominated / polluted – lack of exercise and social contact, respiratory 
disease, accidents 

 

 

 

 



Healthy Cities approaches 

 

 
1. Regular seminars to bring together practitioners and academics + built 

environment and public health – sharing research and practice and 
promoting better working together 

 

2. Health Impact Assessment of new developments – new approaches and 
sharing experiences 

 

3. Networks of academics and practitioners  

 

4. Working with UK and European WHO Healthy Cities Networks – research 
into understanding and needs, supporting meetings with facilitation and 
training, gathering case studies 

 

 

 

 

 


