GREN Annual Report 2011-2012

Membership

The total number of member groups currently stands at 25.

The number of Individual members grew to 134 - this represents an increase of 29% during the year.

The website continues to be well used for promoting member group events.  The events have been many and varied and as well as advertising regular conservation tasks have included talks on Red Kites and a visit to a wind farm.

Events

GREN Climate Change Strategy event – 9th June

Around 25 members attended the event, which was a good turnout. The event was planned and presented by John Booth and Paul Harper, both theme leads.  The aim of the event was to encourage GREN members to engage with the Climate Change forums on the RGBN website. In terms of actual outcomes neither John Booth or Paul were clear that anybody who wasn’t already engaged with the strategy forums had subsequently gone on to use the site to input into strategy development, which was the point of the meeting and therefore disappointing.

GREN Networking event – 10th July
Summreen Sheikh and John Hoggett planned and organised the event although John was unable to present the event on the day so Michele Atkins stepped in to help.  The event was held at the Friends Meeting House in conjunction with the Quaker Environmental Group.  Many thanks to the Quakers for providing the venue free of charge.  For a full report of the event please see the article in the News section on the website.

In summary, the event began with 4 members showcasing their current project or campaign.
Summreen then led the participants through a series of activities to discuss various questions such as what do you like about Reading/the environment/what you or your group has been doing or what your interests are.  
The group was asked to discuss what problems or concerns they have in achieving their aims as a group or individual. 

The main concerns were insurance requirements, publicity / recruitment of volunteers, lack of time, funding and the economic downturn. 

It was agreed that the issue of levels and cost of insurance for group members could be investigated to see if there was a solution.

It was agreed to invite the RVA Volunteer Centre to the next Networking event to talk about their Volunteer Recruitment service.

Following the event, in response to one of the suggestions to improve GREN’s profile, John went on to set up the GREN Facebook page – many thanks to John for organising this.

To address the issue of publicity, Rachel Miller of RVA will be running a ‘Raising Your Profile’ training session immediately following the AGM.  Many thanks to Rachel for providing this.

The event was well attended by 26 members.

When asked how often members thought a networking event should be run, the majority said about every six months. 

Engagement, Lobbying and Campaigning

Cycle Liaison Group

Michele Atkins and Paul Harper have attended these sessions between Reading Borough Council Transport Planning Officers and the local cycle campaign groups – Reading Cycle Campaign, Sustrans, CTC.  Initially these meetings were very confrontational with little progress made but the last couple of meetings seem more productive and positive since cycling issues have been looked into more comprehensively, area by area, in separate workshops.

At the Cycle Liaison Group meeting in April, officers from Thames Valley Police were invited to come along to discuss cycling safety and crime.  It was reassuring to discover that the Police had been taking cycle crime seriously with a major operation last year that resulted in a key person/group being caught which resulted in a big drop in thefts.  More disappointing was the response from the Traffic Officer present whose advice was that cyclists should learn to ride defensively on the roads instead of addressing speeding and careless drivers.

At the meeting in July a representative from First Great Western attended to discuss station changes.  Although there was good news with extensive new cycle parking to be made on the north side of Reading station and a new pedestrian and cycle bridge over the Thames linking the station to Christchurch Meadows (courtesy of funding through the Local Sustainable Transport Fund) it was reported that the new electric High Speed Trains would only have provision for 3 cycles per train, a retrograde step from the current 6 spaces.  A letter has been written to the local MPs, asking them to verify this figure with the Department of Transport who will be commissioning the trains.  The letter can be found in the Resources section of the website.  We are currently waiting for an answer.

Labour Party Policy Forum

GREN has been invited to participate in the Labour Party Policy Forum – Paul Harper has been attending and has provided the forum with a copy of the GREN members Vision for a Sustainable Reading statement. As a result, GREN were requested to highlight a priority issue from this that we wanted to pursue through the forum. As the Transport and Energy aspects were being addressed already it was agreed that the ‘localism’ aspects of the Vision were an overall priority for GREN.  Ornella Trevisan from Transition Town Reading attended the last Policy Forum meeting in response to the GREN request for somebody to take up the ‘Localism’ theme.

Feed in Tariff Campaign

In November 2011 a letter was sent to Alok Sharma and Rob Wilson to request a meeting to discuss the impacts of the Government’s proposed changes to the Feed-in-Tariffs for PV electricity generation, requesting that the proposed changes be rescheduled to the original review date of April 2012, pending a comprehensive and strategic review of the Feed-in-Tariff system, which takes into account the impact on community benefit schemes.

Several members of GREN met with Rob Wilson to discuss these items – the notes of the meeting can be found under the Resources section on the GREN website but in summary RW was very clear that the scheme had to be reviewed and that industry installers were content that a FiT rate of 21p was viable in the long-term. RW’s view was that it is essential that properties are properly insulated before PV comes. He did acknowledge that the consultation process had been unsatisfactory. 

Regarding a community energy enterprise proposal, Mr Wilson was keen to ensure that lower income households did benefit from the FiT for PV installations, not just better off households. He said he would support some sort of differential treatment for schemes where the community benefit was locked in.

Mr Wilson suggested that GREN write to him and ask what the government was thinking of doing to encourage groups with community benefit schemes to operate in the ‘space’ between individual householders and the ‘rent-a-roof’ operators, especially to ensure that the benefits of PV installations are extended to include those householders in fuel poverty.

A letter outlining GREN’s Community Energy Enterprise proposal was sent to Rob Wilson on 18 January 2012, a copy can be found in the Resources section.

A summary of the project as it currently stands is given below.

Reading Climate Change Partnership

Reading Energy Enterprise

GREN’s original proposal for creation of an Energy Enterprise for Reading, taken up by the Climate Change Partnership and RBC, was very substantially amended in the light of the government’s reduction in Feed-in-Tariff payments by over 50%. A final report produced by the consultants engaged to look at feasibility sets out how a community enterprise, acting as a Green Deal Provider with a Green Deal ‘Plus’ approach, could focus on improving energy efficiency and reducing fuel poverty in around 9,000 harder to treat homes, particularly in the private rented and low-income owner occupied sectors.

A Green Deal ‘Plus’ approach would mean that in addition to housing retrofit works, including replacement of older boilers and windows, draught proofing and high levels of insulation it could also include renewable generation e.g. solar panels. An average of £17,700 might be invested in each property with an aim of achieving a 60% reduction in carbon emissions. 

The organisation would also be able to invest in community power, including wind turbine or biomass district heating schemes, facilitating shared ownership of these projects. Other benefits would include local ‘green jobs’, community bond issues offering returns to local investors and more general promotion of sustainable lifestyles locally.

These final proposals need the support of Reading Borough Council as well as the Local Strategic Partnership and the Thames Valley Berkshire Local Enterprise Partnership to go ahead; it is anticipated that a decision will be reached in the next few months.

Climate Change Strategy 

Much of the focus of the RCCP this year has been on the development of a new climate change strategy for Reading; our representative on the partnership board and other GREN members have played active roles in that. 

The launch event in January resulted in hundreds of outputs from the workshops, which were distilled into seven main themes. The RCCP appointed a theme lead for each of these to lead the development of a strategic framework, based on the outputs and other interactive engagement of participants from across the community, business and public sectors. GREN members were involved in leading the development of theme chapters on the Built and Natural Environment, Purchasing, Consumption & Supply, Education & Influencing Behaviour and Localism & Community.

The draft strategy ‘Reading Means Business on Climate Change’, to run from 2013 – 2020 is currently out for formal consultation and will be finalised and published in April next year alongside a more detailed action plan, setting out the work required toward achieving the strategic aims. 

Funding

Various sources of funding have been investigated throughout the year but without success so far.  It is proving very difficult to find money to pay for ongoing running costs such as running the website. Money is usually more readily available for a specific event or project.  Donations at the AGM will be gratefully received as the remainder of the website hosting charge is now due!

Finances

A statement of GREN finances from the Treasurer is attached. With a balance of £18.90, less the cost of room hire for the AGM/training event, we urgently need to find funds to cover web site maintenance and other costs.

Many thanks to the Conservation Volunteers for providing meeting room space for GREN committee meetings.
Michele Atkins

Chair, Greater Reading Environmental Network

18 November 2012

