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The virus has frozen much of the economy, and nearly all our attention, since it hit the UK. 
But some things are clear as we tentatively, hopefully emerge over the next year:

- we still need urgent climate action
- parts of the economy are likely to have shrunk drastically
- many people will find themselves unemployed

So Rolls-Royce have just announced a possible 9000 job losses. Pubs and venues will struggle 
to survive, shops may not recover. For young people leaving school or college the crisis is 
drastic, and could mean tragic waste and poverty.

On the positive side, we have experienced a lot of cooperation, and community and 
workplace self-organisation, together with a desire not to go back to "business as usual".
                                       
So there have been many people calling for an enhanced "New Deal" that addresses both 
climate action and the post-corona world. This article hopes to show just one example of 
how that could work.
                                             
As pointed out in the Cable recently, upgrading older homes so they are comfortable and 
energy efficient is an important and worthwhile task. 

There have been attempts to tackle it. Labour governments up to 2010 introduced subsidised 
schemes for individual home owners to do the "easy" things - loft insulation, and cavity wall 
insulation where possible. These live on in a diluted form with a number of loan schemes 
with different criteria for certain categories of need.

On a larger scale Bristol City Council upgraded 24,000 of its homes between 2008 and 2016, 
but only 1790 between May 2016 and the end of 2018.  

But since the 2010 election there have been massive funding cuts to local authorities, and 
environmental standards have been frozen or removed.                                                        
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https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/may/07/world-cannot-return-to-business-as-usual-after-covid-19-say-mayors
https://greennewdealgroup.org/the-green-bridge-from-tackling-coronavirus-to-tackling-climate-change/
https://thebristolcable.org/2020/03/how-to-heat-your-home-save-cash-and-the-planet/
https://www.energyservicebristol.co.uk/funding/
../Bristol%20City%20Council%20insulation%20of%20council%20properties%20-%20a%20Freedom%20of%20Information%20request%20to%20Bristol%20City%20Council%20-%20WhatDoTheyKnow.html
https://www.localgovernmentlawyer.co.uk/planning/318-planning-features/25538-replacing-the-code-for-sustainable-homes
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WHAT COULD WE DO?

Technically it would be possible with current knowledge to upgrade (for 
example) Victorian terraced houses in groups of 5-10 at at time, with 
careful planning allowing the build to progress along the street while 
minimising or effectively avoiding the need for anyone to move out. 

EXAMPLE OF HOW TERRACES IN BS5 COULD BE REDEVELOPED 
IN PHASES WITH ONLY 3% APPROX BEING RENOVATED AT ANY 
ONE TIME, AND STILL FINISH CITYWIDE BY 2050

Bristol City Council reported last July an aspiration to retrofit 7000 homes each year, which gives a sense of the scale of the 
problem. What is actually planned or budgeted for currently is much smaller in scale, and there are over 200,000 homes in Bristol - 
most of them inadequate.                                                                    

Yet there remains a big skill and knowledge base, with hundreds of engineers designers and self-builders in Bristol who know exactly 
what is needed, given the opportunity. And there is evidence that building workers too would be interested in learning and 
implementing better standards, if they were not being encouraged to skimp or avoid.

Beyond that, redundant aircraft engineers could adapt their skills to producing heat pumps, solar panels, wind turbines. 

Green Councillor Martin Fodor’s policy for “upskilling/reskilling staff to be able to install heat pumps, solar panels, battery storage 
and smart systems...to develop the skill set we need to ensure progress towards carbon neutral housing stock”  was adopted by the 
council, and now a budget has been agreed to start retraining staff.

TERRACE IN BRISTOL 
WHICH RECEIVED HIGH 
PERFORMANCE EXTERNAL 
WALL INSULATION IN 
2013. THANKS TO LUCY 
PEDLAR AND BRISTOL 
GREEN DOORS. STILL ONE 
OF THE ONLY EXAMPLES 
OF SCALED UP RETROFIT 
IN PRIVATE HOUSING. 
LINK TO CASE STUDY 
HERE

https://democracy.bristol.gov.uk/documents/s34127/Climate%20Emergency%20-%20The%20Mayors%20Response.pdf
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/2870395/Bristol+Intergrated+Housing+Stock+Modelling+Database+Report.pdf/422e4bd6-56d1-ff8b-640c-6a0f6698873e
./%23Bookmark%201
https://www.futureproof.uk.net/builders
https://www.cse.org.uk/local-energy/download/whole-street-retrofit-bristol-green-doors-266
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And scaling up to be doing this for 10-15% of Bristol's older houses at any given time could see all our older houses (including the 
large numbers of 1930s homes) upgraded by 2050. 

This would be useful employment and, depending on materials selected, could boost local industry generally. Where there is 
support, some groups of houses could be joined together to create new forms of community living which might work better for 
our post-covid, climate emergency needs.        

https://www.bristolclt.co.uk/fishponds-rd
https://thebristolcable.org/2020/03/a-home-in-surprising-places/
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WHAT ARE THE BARRIERS?
                                                                                                                      
Some are obvious. Most of the older houses are privately owned, many are rented out, owners have little individual incentive to 
upgrade, there is no meaningful funding. Even if all these problems can be resolved people will still need help to collaborate and 
plan such work.
                                                      
Some may not be so obvious. For example, solid brick walls - all our Victorian and Georgian houses, and most of our pre WW2 
homes - are best "wrapped" with insulation outside. But that could obscure historic features such as stone mouldings, and would 
not be allowed for many properties under current conservation rules. 

Funding

Local authority finance has not just been cut massively but also hemmed in by legal restrictions, however Bristol has built some 
superb newbuild council houses after campaigning reversed government restrictions , and has a past track record and budget for 
upgrading its own homes. I spoke to Cabinet member Paul Smith, who said that, now free to borrow more, the council is 
currently reviewing the condition of its 28,770 homes, with a view to starting some major improvement programmes. However, 
looking at the Cabinet report from 3rd March describing this, there seems no firm commitment yet. 

To tackle the full scale problem – ie including private homes - will require money from taxation, and this issue will be joining a 
long queue. But the council could in principle finance a pilot scheme, by a combination of grants, borrowing and using council 
tax income. The REPLICATE scheme for example could be used to bring home owners together to create street schemes, 
including community “boreholes” for heat pumps to heat – and cool – your home cheaply and efficiently.

And at the same time the Committee On Climate Change, tasked with advising the government says "the 29 million existing 
homes across the UK must be made lowcarbon, low-energy and resilient to a changing climate. This is a UK infrastructure priority 
and should be supported as such by HM Treasury" 

Private owners’ and renters’ issues

Better-off owners have lacked an incentive to upgrade their properties – fuel prices have been relatively low, there is disruption 
involved, landlords have found it easy to rent dilapidated cold and damp houses. Poorer owners have simply lacked the money, 
and renters lacked the power. There are minimum standards, and BCC has recently adopted a Green policy to get better 
enforcement, but any renter will appreciate the difficulties.
                                                                                                                                            
All these factors are magnified when it comes to "deep retrofit" - the stripping back and rebuilding of older homes so they they 
can easily be powered by renewables while being much more comfortable to live in. 

But a pilot scheme, with a volunteer section of street recruited, and the work done for free, could start to change this. 

http://www.defendcouncilhousing.org.uk/dch/resources/dch_Conference2007A4report.pdf
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/gordon-brown-orders-thousands-of-new-council-houses-llb58n6qpb8
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/gordon-brown-orders-thousands-of-new-council-houses-llb58n6qpb8
https://democracy.bristol.gov.uk/documents/g3693/Public%20reports%20pack%2003rd-Mar-2020%2016.00%20Cabinet.pdf?T=10
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/innovations-in-the-built-environment
https://www.connectingbristol.org/projects/replicate/
https://www.greenmatch.co.uk/heat-pump/ground-source-heat-pump/ground-source-heat-pump-borehole#:~:text=A%20ground%20source%20heat%20pump%20borehole%20represents%20a%20closed%20loop,15%20and%20122%20m%20deep.
https://government-grants.co.uk/ground-source-heat-pumps
https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/UK-housing-Fit-for-the-future-CCC-2019.pdf
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/0/Policy+for+Enforcement+of+the+Domestic+Minimum+level+of+Energy+Efficiency.pdf/86316f22-f3d5-8a6d-1a48-132ac59a7e70
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INTERACTIVE SECTION OF OLDER HOUSE SHOWING RANGE OF THINGS WHICH COULD BE IMPROVED -FROM FUTUREPROOF UK

https://www.futureproof.uk.net/homeowners
https://www.futureproof.uk.net/
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Collaboration & incentives
                                                                                                                                                                           
Having a row of willing guinea pigs is a good start, but the complications of ownership, regulations, designing and planning the build 
will need expert input. That knowledge exists here in Bristol. 

One promising example is Energiesprong, an organisation that is making retrofit at scale possible in Nottingham and Devon using 
expert knowledge combined with a finance model that works because it looks at long term savings.

And if the process is filmed, made into a case study (eg as in  Retrofit Scotland) and promoted, it can become a popular idea, people 
can rally round, and demand funding for.

Conservation

Pre 20th century houses have proved adaptable and popular, but they don't work thermally without constant fossil fuel input.

Neighbours and conservation officers need to agree compromises that work to balance different kinds of needs, and maybe a vision 
of what a renewed street could look like.

Local Democracy and Citizens' Assemblies

This proposal relies heavily on a democratically elected council as the "instrument" of planning and change. But this kind of change 
and effort can't be imposed. It will only work if it's supported, and work best if people who are involved - builders, experts residents 
and owners, are actively involved in planning it. The council can promote existing and new local forums, and facilitate those that 
are formed at grassroots level.

BEFORE DURING & AFTER – PHOTOS FROM  BRISTOL SUSTAINABLE BUILDING COMPANY & WHITE DESIGN

https://www.energiesprong.uk/about
http://www.retrofitscotland.org/case-studies/
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WHAT NEXT?                                                

If these ideas – already out there in documents like the Campaign against Climate Change’s “1 Million Climate Jobs” (backed by 8 
major unions) and "Labour for a Green New Deal" - can be popularised, and gain support from politicians, they could be spread, 
and no doubt improved in lots of ways.

Doing that means having a clear message explaining the advantages of street retrofit, including:

- providing jobs for people displaced by post viral recession (a "National Climate Service")
- providing investment and income opportunities for local suppliers & construction firms
- making life better for people, levelling up housing standards
- achieving our carbon reduction goals and helping to avert climate catastrophe

Here and now the council could:

- set up and plan the pilot project (there is a £100k engagement budget in the council’s climate plan)
- collect more detailed information about the state of Bristol's homes
- advertise for volunteers
- promote the arguments far and wide

History seems to show that if enough people think something should be done, and if they are actually talking about it, change can 
happen. Not without conflict perhaps, but a conflict where most people can be won over, and nearly everyone stands to gain.        
                                             

                                                                                                                                                         Wolfgang is an architect and housing activist   
  

1100 COUNCIL AND 
PRIVATE HOMES GOT 
EXTERNAL WALL 
INSULATION IN 
NOTTINGHAM

https://www.campaigncc.org/climatejobs
https://www.labourgnd.uk/
https://www.campaigncc.org/sites/data/files/Docs/one_million_climate_jobs_2014.pdf
https://julesbirch.com/2012/11/27/10-things-you-may-not-know-about-the-beveridge-report/
https://www.sustainablebuildinguk.com/portfolio/external-wall-insulation-1100-social-private-homes-nottingham


Just some examples of retrofit technical expertise in Bristol:

Futureproof – with Bristol based Centre for Sustainable Energy 
White Design - Craig White
Ecomotive - Jackson Moulding
Fit for the Future
The Future Economy Network
Bristol Green Capital
Bristol Solid Wall Insulation Guide  - sponsored by BCC in 2015                                                                                
Green Register (Lucy Pedler)
Bristol Sustainable Building - Dan Duckworth

For individual householder advice see also: 
   
Energy Service Bristol, REPLICATE, Bristol Energy Network, Renewable Heat Incentive, Energy Saving Trust

I would like to thank the following people for helping me write this article:

Adam Cantwell-Corn at The Bristol Cable
The Green Register & Futureproof - Lucy Pedler, Malcolm McMahon & Charlotte Surrey
The Campaign Against Climate Change - Suzanne Jeffery & Claire James
Bristol City Council - Cllr Paul Smith (Labour) & Cllr Martin Fodor (Green)
Labour for a Green New Deal - Aileen McLoughlin
Green New Deal UK & Build Back Better - Darran Mclaughlin
Bristol Labour Party - Shona Jemphrey
University of West of England - Kara de los Reyes
Nigel Coates – Bristol architectural technologist and conservator
Brandon Wipperfurth from Darren Evans Consulting
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https://www.futureproof.uk.net/
https://www.cse.org.uk/
https://www.white-design.com/architecture/all-projects/tsb-retrofit/
https://www.ecomotive.org/
https://www.fftf.org.uk/about
https://www.thefutureeconomynetwork.co.uk/our-story
https://bristolgreencapital.org/list-of-members/
http://files.site-fusion.co.uk/webfusion58199/file/2015_bristolsolidwallinsulationguidance.pdf
https://www.greenregister.org.uk/about
http://www.bristolsustainablebuilding.co.uk/about/
https://www.energyservicebristol.co.uk/
https://www.connectingbristol.org/projects/replicate/
https://bristolenergynetwork.org/
https://www.gov.uk/domestic-renewable-heat-incentive
https://energysavingtrust.org.uk/

	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8

