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Enhancing local authorities’ community engagement:

 co-designing and prototyping strategies for carbon emission reduction 

SCOPING STUDY EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Justin Kenrick, Rehema White, Hamid van Koten, Emilia Ferraro and Jennifer Franz

The purpose of the broader research project is to co-design and proto-type an integrated strategy for local authorities to engage with local communities for reduction of carbon emissions; a strategy that is based on sound academic footing, aligned with local authority structures, informed by external approaches and grounded in a network of existing initiatives and institutions. 

This scoping study aims to Contextualise the issues within academic studies from the broad areas of human motivation and society, participation, community development and mobilisation, and sustainable development; Outline the methodology to be used, including discussion of the process of designing participatory processes; Identify best practice examples from within Fife, Scotland and globally that can inform our strategy; Begin mapping community sustainability networks and Fife Council structures based on the initial interview findings and desk research; and Summarise key material for the seminars on energy, transport, food and community, with people from communities, universities and local authorities. It does this by establishing a theoretical basis for local authority engagement with communities, describing the participative methodology and providing local and international examples of community engagement.

Climate change is a massive challenge for all sectors of society, including national and local government, communities and individuals. This is recognised by, for example, the ambitious targets for carbon emission reduction that have been set by Scotland: 80% by 2050 and 42% by 2020; by the recent Climate Challenge Act (2009) and by the availability of £27.4 million for the Community Climate Challenge Fund. 

Fife Council is a leader in carbon management within Scotland and the Universities of St Andrews and Dundee offer academic expertise in this and relevant areas, so the region is an excellent case study area in which to explore models by which local authorities can engage with communities to reduce carbon emissions.

The action research approach adopted by the project is an innovative participatory methodology that focuses on co-design of the action strategy by building good relationships with those in relevant initiatives and authorities. A philosophy of respect mirrors the practice of successful community engagement. The research method draws on global ethnography and reflection and the academic context is informed by an interdisciplinary perspective including inputs from anthropology, biology, economics and design.

The project sits within the wider conceptual and methodological framework of sustainable development. This offers a paradigm built around a more equitable model of relations among people, between people and natural resources and between society and nature. It promotes different models of knowledge production, knowledge exchange, capacity building and education and explores the possibility of societies based on prosperity, wellbeing and living within environmental limits rather than formed around an economic growth construct.

Whilst some academics view people as inherently selfish and motivated only by having to work and compete, others believe that social processes are based on mutual relationships grounded in trust, in which people participate collectively in meeting their needs. Views of human motivation influence strategies to change behaviour, with some institutions persuading us to attain sustainable behaviour through financially saving actions, whilst others argue a need to appeal to intrinsic values for real change. 

Likewise local authorities can follow a ‘command and control’ approach, governed by targets and penalties, or a ‘systems thinking’ approach in which purposeful value is placed at the centre of an organisation, promoting self direction, motivation and ingenuity in workers (Seddon 2008).

Design offers a creative yet structured approach to exploring issues and focusing on problems and solutions and encouraging visioning and innovative responses. Co-design involves a collaboration of stakeholders co-creating the vision throughout the design process. The imminent cuts in public funding make it imperative to explore alternative models of action for local authorities. Partnership working and good service design may offer new opportunities.

Sharing and collaboration may also offer new mechanisms for resource efficiency within local authority regions. Collaborative, innovative communities can only develop when there are enabling conditions supporting building of social capital and leadership. 

Community engagement can be a form of participation that Informs, Consults, Involves or Empowers. The appropriate extent of participation will vary with the project stage, goals and scale. In order to reduce carbon emissions, local authorities will need to engage in a way that empowers communities to build resilience and co-design innovative responses to reduce reliance on fossil fuels. This philosophy will need to be expressed in local authority community engagement activities in other areas of practice. As such, the focus of community engagement may shift from a particular push for carbon emission reduction to a more general building of relationships and enabling support.

 There are many successful and unsuccessful examples of community reduction of carbon emissions and community engagement between local authorities and communities form which lessons can be learned. Some of these are discussed in this report.

A table of existing relevant initiatives in Fife is provided. Initiatives range from small and keen groups of people beginning to exchange ideas to well organised and funded groups with active events and website; from NGOs to projects; across a range of interests. Some explicitly include carbon emission reduction as a core aim but others have more immediate environmental concerns or social justice goals.

Several questions have emerged from the interviews with community members, NGO staff and government representatives and from attendance at relevant meetings and workshops. These include the issue of motivating and empowering marginalised communities; how useful initiatives can be scaled up without undermining the individual who started an idea; the enabling or inhibiting capacity of national policy. Practical issues also emerged, such as the need for effective contact points in local authorities, the best role for councillors and local authority officer and the need to establish trust.

Seminars were undertaken around the areas of energy, food, transport and community.

It was concluded that building community resilience may be the most effective strategy to reduce carbon emissions. Systems thinking on how to support this process could lead to capacity building of communities and government and a new era of partnership working in which co-design can create and implement effective and resource efficient policies for a more sustainable future.

For comment or discussion please contact:
Rehema White rehema.white@st-andrews.ac.uk or Justin Kenrick justin.kenrick@st-andrews.ac.uk 
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