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4.1

1—    Why our homes cost the earth
It’s hard to know where to start when 

it comes to the UK’s housing crisis. There are 
major supply shortages in London and the 
South East. There are houses standing empty 
due to under-investment in Scotland, North-
ern Ireland and the north of England[1] at the 
same time as these areas are also afflicted 
by shortages. Huge numbers of homes are 
in disrepair all over the UK. Poor mainte-
nance and insulation has led to UK homes 
being some of the most expensive to heat 

in Europe[2] – driving up fuel poverty. House 
prices in UK cities are outpacing wage growth 
by 11%, making homes unaffordable even with 
low interest rates.[3] Richer, older residents 
live alone in multiple-bedroomed proper-
ties, while less affluent inner-city residents 
face overcrowding. There are major barriers 
to accessing credit for purchasing houses 
in the first place. Several million properties 
are located in areas at risk of flooding. There 
are serious risks of overheating, especially 
in social housing. Oh, and over a third of the 

Rebecca Newsom, Doug Parr and 
Kate Blagojevic (Greenpeace UK)

 

UK’s carbon emissions come from buildings 
– so our homes are contributing massively to 
climate change too.

 
This is one issue where the overlap 

between environmental and social justice 
couldn’t be clearer. We all deserve to live in 
affordable, good quality homes that are warm 
in the winter, cool in the summer, and our heat-
ing bills don’t cost the earth. Yet the scale 
of government failure is epic. Here are just a 
few examples.

 
Despite relentless government chat 

about the great “Northern Powerhouse,” 
proper infrastructure and local economic 
investment in UK regions beyond the South 
East has failed to materialise. This has 
undoubtedly pushed more people moving 
away from regions to the London area and 
made the housing market more London-cen-
tric – exacerbating issues of distribution, avail-
ability and affordability of housing across the 
UK. There are too many examples of shoddy 
government policies to name all of them here, 
but just look at what they’re doing on trans-
port connectivity. They seem totally content 
to plough £56bn of public money into the HS2 
rail project – which will mostly help shave 30 
minutes off a London-Birmingham journey, 
and may or may not ultimately connect to 
Liverpool and Scotland. But when it comes 
to properly upgrading connections in other 
parts of the UK, that’s way too big a stretch! 
Many rail electrification projects have been 
cancelled on Chris Grayling’s watch, including 
the Leeds-Manchester route.[4] And there are 
still dozens of old rattling “Pacers” – disused 
bus frames – being used as carriages on the 
lines of South West England and South Wales.
[5]

 
As another example, back in 2015, 

there was a half-decent policy on the horizon 
to try and improve standards for new homes: 
the proposed Zero Carbon Home standard. 
It would have been instrumental in tackling 
emissions, improving insulation so people 
would be able to use their heating more effi-
ciently – and therefore help slash fuel bills. 
However, it was scrapped at the very last 

minute because George Osborne and David 
Cameron were intent on ‘cutting the green 
crap.’ Even the business community were on 
board with the policy at that point. It’s pretty 
hard to explain why the government did this – 
apart from pure stupidity. Perhaps there was 
a spot of behind-scenes lobbying by some 
nasty house-builders (see more below).

 
When it comes to existing, rather 

than new-build homes, the UK government 
has set some reasonable – though far from 
ambitious enough – targets to improve energy 
efficiency. It has committed to making all 
homes EPC band C or above by 2035. That 
means rolling out a national programme of 
double glazing, loft insulation, wall insula-
tion, boiler replacement and improved heat-
ing efficiency schemes for basically all our 
homes. Sounds good in principle, hey? Well 
yeah, apart from the fact that public spend-
ing on efficiency measures has been more 
than halved in recent years. It’s now roughly 
£700m a year. This won’t even be enough to 
meet the efficiency target for fuel poor homes 
– let alone helping others in social housing, 
rented and owner-occupied households too. 
Targets only mean something if they can actu-
ally be delivered on. 

 
And a final note on government - in this 

case, Westminster government - incompe-
tence, for now. As if the housing supply crisis 
and climate change weren’t enough to deal 
with on their own, the government decided 
to introduce a policy that neatly brought the 
two together for us! A Greenpeace investiga-
tion in 2015 found that nearly half the areas 
earmarked for fast-tracked housing develop-
ment on brownfield sites are at significant risk 
of flooding.[6] Key areas included zones along 
the River Ouse in Yorkshire, Hinkley in Somer-
set, and Wakefield – all of which have suffered 
severe flooding in recent years. Homes built in 
such areas are potentially uninsurable, exac-
erbating households’ precariousness.

 
But it would be a mistake to point all the 

blame at government without also acknowl-
edging the incredibly damaging role of big 
house-builders in all of this. Companies 
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like Persimmon, Taylor Wimpey and Barratt 
Homes are creaming off huge profits – largely 
siphoned from the Government’s Help to Buy 
programme – while building substandard 
homes for rip-off prices.

 
Many probably remember that cringe 

moment last October when former Persim-
mon CEO Jeff Fairburn walked off camera, 
with nothing to say, during an interview where 
he was asked about his £75 million bonus.[7] 
Yes, you read that correctly: £75 million. Even 
that was reduced from £110m after sharehold-
ers revolted. Fairburn said he’d give most of 
that sum to charity – but it was revealed last 
December that he has not done anything of 
the sort. Suffice to say, Fairburn was sacked 
pretty swiftly last year.[8]

 
Things have hardly improved with 

Persimmon since. Their new chief exec was 
still paid almost £25 million last year. Business 
Committee Chair Rachel Reeves has recently 
described Persimmon's executive rewards as 
"a tale of corporate greed and incompetent 
pay management, financed on the back of 
a taxpayer-funded housing scheme."[9] The 
company has now even admitted on record 
that it helped block the new zero carbon home 
building regulations in 2015, as mentioned 
above. It’s hard to think how much lower they 
could sink.[10]

 
Enough is enough. Rather than fairly 

and sustainably delivering the homes we 
need, these big house builders are controlling 
supply and simply acting as land speculators. 
It is time for their behaviour to be seriously 
regulated, and for government to take an 
active role in leading us out of this crisis.

 
Properly fund and implement a 

UK-wide green economic strategy – increas-
ing investment and development in every 
region beyond the South East

Redressing the imbalance in public 
transport infrastructure / regional connec-
tivity is just one example. This must extend to 
every sector and be aligned with the require-
ment to limit global warming to no more than 
1.5 degrees.[11]

 
This isn’t unicorn thinking; mainstream 

experts are increasingly in agreement. In May 
2019, Sir John Armitt, Chair of the National 
Infrastructure Commission, reiterated his call 
to Philip Hammond to significantly increase 
spending this autumn to transform the UK’s 
entire transport, energy and technology 
networks.[12] He placed particular emphasis 
on extending ultrafast broadband to every 
community – including the most rural and 
remote, dramatically ramping up renewable 
electricity generation (with the potential to 
create thousands of decent jobs if properly 
supported, unionised and regulated), and 
boosting powers and funding for city lead-
ers to improve local provisions – including 
housing.

 
Proponents of a transatlantic Green 

New Deal are calling for 5% of the EU’s GDP 
to be invested in green infrastructure, industry 
and agriculture, and redressing the resource 
extraction inequality between Europe and the 
global south.[13]

 
Fundamentally boosting good quality, 

secure jobs and incomes through investment 
and expansion in new green infrastructure 
and skills across the UK would go a long way 
in helping address regional housing supply 
and demand, quality and affordability issues.

 
2—    Build top quality new homes – at no 

extra cost to the public
The government’s advisory Climate 

Change Committee has made it clear that 
current building standards for new homes are 
not strong enough to equip us for a changing 
climate, future-proof homes for low-carbon 
heating and deliver high levels of energy effi-
ciency.[14] At the same time, the UK govern-
ment has set itself targets to build millions 
of new homes in the next few years. If the 
new homes are built to a rubbish standard, we 
will continue to lock in high carbon emissions 
and high bills, exacerbating fuel poverty and 
climate change. If we can’t get new houses 
right from the start, we are just making the 
problem bigger.
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Action needs to be taken now – and 
that means immediately introducing tight 
regulations for new homes that go beyond 
the zero carbon homes standard in 2015 
that never came to pass. Not only does that 
mean extensive insulation, upgrading of home 
heating and good ventilation systems; it also 
means installing solar power on every suit-
able rooftop.

 
A common objection to this idea comes 

from big house-builders, who say that it will 
cost them more money to construct the higher 
quality homes – and that these costs will be 
passed on to the buyers.

 
This is actually a myth. The estimated 

cost of implementing a zero carbon homes 
standard is below £5,000 for a semi-de-
tached house and under £3,000 for an apart-
ment block.[15] These costs would actually be 
reflected in reducing the land value where 
the properties are located, rather than being 
pushed onto the public. This is because house 
prices are determined by what the popula-
tion can pay, and land prices are flexible/ vari-
able according to what house-builders can 
afford. Thus, mandatory building standards 
would end up reducing land prices, since 
home builders would have less to pay for the 
land, once having accounted for additional 
construction costs required in relation to the 
regulations.[16]

 
3—    Extensively insulate and solarise 

existing homes – with financial 
support from the government
Going back to the government target 

mentioned earlier to increase the efficiency 
of all properties to EPC band C by 2035, it’s 
clear that much more cash is now required 
to actually make it happen. At least an extra 
£1bn of public money is required every year 
up to 2035 to meet the goal, on top of the 
£700m that is already committed.[17] This 
money must focus on delivering improve-
ments for fuel poor households and those in 
social housing first, and thereafter help lever-
age private funds (around £3.5bn) for homes 
that are privately owned or rented.

 

The EPC band C target also really is 
the bare minimum. The target itself should be 
strengthened as soon as possible to require 
delivery against band B or A where possible – 
particularly for the poorest households. Addi-
tional central government funding would also 
be needed for this.

 
On top of all of this, further capital 

funding is required from government, to the 
tune of around £300m, to support innovation 
in new technologies and materials to help 
improve standards of home retrofitting and 
reduce overall costs over time. Some exam-
ples of new technologies and approaches that 
should be supported include Energiesprong 
and Passivhaus.[18] Energiesprong uses a vari-
ety of measures such as external insulation 
and airtightness along with solar PV and heat 
pumps, taking a whole house approach, which 
maintains external aesthetics but slashes 
energy bills.[19]

 
All of these home retrofitting measures 

are self-evidently beneficial from a climate 
change and energy bills perspective – 
because they require less fossil fuel heating 
to be used in the first place. In fact, polling in 
2018 suggested that 76% of UK adults are in 
support of incentives being offered to home-
owners to insulate their properties.[20] Further-
more, these measures bring the potential for 
major job creation across the UK. The scale 
of home upgrades we’re talking about here is 
absolutely huge, and will require skilled work-
ers going door to door throughout commu-
nities, delivering improvements to every 
single house. Modest estimates suggest at 
least 70,000 new jobs could be created by 
2030, most of them in services and some in 
the construction sector and manufacturing 
supply chains, through delivering on the EPC 
C retrofit target alone.[21] However, this doesn’t 
factor in the UK’s specialism in design and 
architecture of green buildings, which will be 
increasingly in demand across the world as 
every country decarbonises on a deeper level. 

 
4—    Green our heating systems

Alongside home efficiency and insula-
tion measures, we need to make sure the fuel 

supplies for our heating systems are clean. At 
present, over 80% of home heating systems 
are dependent on gas, which obviously has 
to change as we need to keep fossil fuels in 
the ground.

 
This isn’t an easy job – but it’s been 

made harder by the fact that the government 
has dragged its feet in developing solutions, 
despite knowing for years that this is a chal-
lenge that needs addressing. We’ve seen 
one good policy so far, with the UK govern-
ment’s latest announcement that for new 
homes fossil fuel heating, including gas boil-
ers, needs to be banned from 2025. But this 
obviously doesn’t address the biggest hurdle, 
existing homes, and on that front almost noth-
ing has happened yet. 

 
We need to support the development, 

trials and cost-reduction of new technolo-
gies on a large scale across the UK. We need 
to scale up known solutions (such as heat 
pumps for buildings that are off the gas grid 
and district heating), trial at scale promising 
technologies (hydrogen and hybrid systems), 
and support research and development for 
new alternatives. That means overseeing a 
large programme of ‘action research’ to deter-
mine the best solutions. Local authorities and 
other public bodies must have the powers 
and capacities to be able to evaluate which 
solutions work and which don’t for different 
local areas, particularly given technological 
uncertainties and changes, and the impor-
tance of local consent for different solutions. 

 
District heating is an option in denser 

urban areas (e.g. geothermal heat). It is 
currently often deployed using gas, but will 
need to transition to zero carbon fuels in the 
next two decades.

 
All of this is probably going to cost at 

least £2.3bn in additional public money, along-
side the £1bn from the Renewable Heat Incen-
tive (RHI) programme. Estimates suggest this 
would leverage an additional £2.5bn of private 
contributions, delivering an annual investment 
of £5.8bn into low carbon heating. The govern-
ment should also make adequate investments 

into large scale hydrogen heat trials, produced 
from sustainable sources, from 2021.

 
5—    Give local authorities more powers 

and teeth
A transition to a low carbon future that 

doesn’t have fairness embedded in it is far 
less likely to succeed, and will have much less 
legitimacy. It is also undesirable in and of itself. 
Yet it is not a given that a rapid climate transi-
tion will lead to the creation of high volumes 
of decent, secure new work here in the UK. A 
proactive and well-funded strategy is required, 
led by central Government, working in collab-
oration with empowered local authorities, 
unions and other relevant stakeholders, so 
that the green transformation is one in which 
UK communities feel engaged and can flour-
ish.

 
When it comes to the home building, 

efficiency and heating sectors, well-funded 
and sufficiently empowered local authorities 
are crucial – both because so many of the 
solutions are particular to local areas, their 
geography and demographics, and because 
the transition away from fossil fuel heating 
systems will need to be managed carefully, 
including retraining and reskilling of work-
ers where needed. Support needs to be 
provided for local authorities to be able to 
effectively determine how street and area 
based solutions to home retrofitting and 
heating upgrades can be delivered with local 
consent, and local benefit.

 
Increased capacity for local enforce-

ment of standards and evaluation of proposed 
solutions and trials is also vital. One way to 
do this could be through establishing a Deliv-
ery Agency for each of the Westminster and 
devolved governments to oversee, coordi-
nate and support delivery of a fully decar-
bonised building stock as soon as possible. 
A Delivery Agency would establish an inclu-
sive, comprehensive process to involve and 
orient stakeholders as a national plan is devel-
oped, which identifies strategies for different 
locations and building types, as well as skills 
development focused on those whose exist-
ing skills in fossil fuel heating will be rendered 
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redundant. It would also act as a centralised 
compliance and enforcement body to ensure 
delivery against building efficiency standards 
in new-build, and projects in existing build-
ings such as enforcement of regulations in 
the rental sector. Construction below exist-
ing standards is already costing new home 
owners £70-£260 per year extra on their fuel 
bills.

 
Finally, funding urgently needs to be 

increased and maintained for other govern-
ment bodies, such as the Environment 
Agency, which has undergone severe cuts 
over a sustained period now.[22] The Agency 
plays a crucial role in advising councils on 
flood risks – so with increased capacity, plan-
ning for new housing can be improved and 
building in areas at risk of flooding can be 
avoided.

 
6—    Conclusion

Delivering homes that are fit for people 
and a changing climate presents huge chal-
lenges for the UK, politically and economically. 
But done well, the potential benefits are also 
huge, in terms of our quality of life, reduced 
household costs, job creation and contain-
ing global warming. Devolving power to local 
government, and local consent for a range of 
solutions is vital. This needs to happen on a 
scale even greater than that required for the 
transformation needed in our transport sector. 
The poor state of our existing building stock 
and our reliance on gas for heating makes 
this transition unique to the UK. A starting 
point is to recognise that the state of hous-
ing is a collective issue, as well as a private 
one, and that the government needs to take 
a much more vigorous role in managing both 
the supply and the condition of the places in 
which we live.
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4.2

"Things all got too much for author 
Kudno Mojesic. He was arrested in the 
street outside his Belgrade home attack-
ing cars with an axe, yelling 'Away with 
all cars, they are the devil's work!'"[1] 

Sunday Mirror, London, 11th January 1976
 
The privatisation of public transport in 

the UK has had widespread negative impacts 
on human welfare and social justice. But these 
are dwarfed by what may prove to have been 
the most profoundly damaging privatisation 

project of all time: the relentless subjugation 
of the public realm to the exigencies of the 
private motor car. Four out of five journeys 
in Britain are now made by car, van or taxi[2], 
and there are 39.4 million licensed vehicles 
on the UK’s roads – more than one car for 
every two human beings in the country.[3] The 
number of cars in the UK has grown in every 
year since the end of the Second World War[4] 
alongside a continual increase in the distance 
travelled by car.[5]

 

Leo Murray
 

Consequently, transport is now the 
UK’s largest sectoral source of carbon emis-
sions, accounting for a full third of our total 
carbon output.[6] It is the only sector to have 
made no meaningful contribution to emis-
sion reductions to date.[7] Almost two thirds 
of road transport emissions are from cars.
[8] Breathing motor traffic pollution leads to 
the premature deaths of around 8,400 people 
every year in the UK[9], and causes one in five 
childhood asthma cases.[10] Electric vehicles 
(EVs) are now being promoted by the motor-
ing lobby and the Conservative government 
as the solution to both the air quality crisis 
and to decarbonising transport. 2% of all new 
vehicles sold in the UK in 2018 were EVs, most 
of which were petrol hybrids.[11] Vehicle stock 
and flow analysis shows that from the point 
at which 100% of new vehicles sold are EVs, 
natural market turnover will take 20 years for 
EVs to make up 90% of the cars in service.
[12] Electrification of transport is a wonderful 
thing. The problem is the cars.[13]

 
Manufacturing a battery powered 

electric passenger car emits 6-16 tonnes of 
CO2e.[14]  As one and a half metric tonnes of 
metal, plastic and glass[15] carrying an average 
human payload of little more than 100kg[16], 
privately owned cars are in use for just 4% 
of the time, spending the other 96% of their 
time parked.[17] Each car parked on the street 
turns twelve square metres of the public realm 
private.

 
To get onto an emissions pathway 

consistent with our commitments under the 
Paris Agreement, it is estimated that the UK 
will need to see a reduction in overall traffic 
volumes of between 20% and 60% by 2030, 
depending on how fast we can switch to EVs.
[18] That is a lot of traffic to lose. Yet the DfT’s 
Road to Zero strategy[19] for decarbonising 
transport contains no measures to reduce 
traffic growth. Instead, the government proj-
ects that traffic will increase by up to 50% by 
2050[20], and plans to spend £30bn of public 
money between 2020-2025 on road build-
ing to facilitate this[21] Car traffic is known to 
expand to fill whatever space is given to it[22]; 
the DfT’s own assessments show that these 

schemes ultimately worsen traffic jams, rather 
than alleviating them.[23]

 
Reductions in traffic volume of the 

magnitude demanded by the rapid decarboni-
sation horizon appear, on the face of it, to be 
a major headache for politicians. But a shift 
away from car travel is also the single low-car-
bon measure with the greatest socio-eco-
nomic co-benefits.[24] Done right, this will 
change people’s lives for the better in a very 
material way. The imperative to abandon our 
cars is a golden opportunity to reclaim some 
of the most important parts of the public realm 
for people.

 
Almost half of low income households 

have no access to a car[25], while those in 
the wealthiest households travel more than 
twice as far by car each year. [26] Arranging 
our geography for the convenience of the 
motorist inscribes a structural bias against 
the poor into the landscape itself, and locks 
households into car dependency[27] at the 
macro level whether they can afford it or 
not.[28] Car dominance is so debilitating that 
lack of access to a car in Western society is 
a key measure of social deprivation.[29] Cars 
isolate and atomise society, cutting us off 
from one another inside armoured shells that 
protect those inside by endangering everyone 
else. Falling child road fatality figures[30] are 
mirrored by growing childhood obesity and 
depression, as children grow up in confine-
ment because motor traffic has made the 
streets unsafe.[31]

 
The best place to start the search for 

steep reductions in motor traffic is obvious: 
cities. The automobile has profoundly transfig-
ured the face of the British landscape and built 
environment over the past 70 years. Subur-
ban sprawl, out of town shopping centres 
and commuter satellite towns with no railway 
stations all conspire to a reliance on private 
cars for basic mobility. But many UK city road 
layouts predate the automobile by hundreds 
of years. They were never designed to accom-
modate motor traffic, yet we have funneled 
unimaginable numbers of private cars into 
these cramped urban spaces, to the detriment 
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of all concerned – including those behind the 
wheel.

 
In the metropolis, the promise of 

private car ownership is frustrated: speed 
and control, freedom and convenience – all 
as illusory as the open road in the advert. Take 
London. There are 6.8 million trips by private 
car in London every day. Some estimates 
suggest that on average eight minutes of each 
trip is spent looking for a parking place[32], even 
though over 50 square kilometres of London’s 
public realm – some of the most contested 
and expensive space in the entire world[33] – 
is given over to car parking.[34] Despite cars 
that are capable of over 120mph, London’s 
drivers travel at an average speed of 7mph 
and waste 227 hours a year stuck in traffic.[35] 
Air quality inside a car stuck in traffic is 140% 
worse than it is outside.[36]

 
Meanwhile children at 400 schools 

in the capital are breathing illegally toxic 
air, preventing their lungs from developing 
normally[37], and a child is hospitalised by 
traffic pollution-induced asthma every day.
[38] 83 people were violently killed by motor 
vehicles while walking or cycling on London’s 
streets in 2017.[39] The motor vehicle is like a 
cuckoo in the nest of the urban environment; 
it cannot share the space without murdering 
its companions.

 
Yet London is also the only region of 

the UK with a long term trend of declining 
traffic. There are two underlying reasons for 
this. First, London receives far higher per 
capita spending on transport infrastructure 
than any other region.[40] Second, London’s 
public transport system remains under demo-
cratic ownership and control via its transport 
authority, Transport for London (TfL).

 
When bus services were deregulated 

in the rest of England in the 1980s, London 
was unique in retaining its ability to strategi-
cally plan and manage bus routes and fares, 
deciding when, where and how frequently to 
run the services.[41] Since then, bus use in the 
capital has risen by 52% while it has declined 
in other English cities by 40%.[42] TfL mandates 

that a single bus fare in London today costs 
£1.50. In Manchester, there are 47 compet-
ing private bus companies, and a single fare 
in some of the most disadvantaged areas 
can cost £4.40[43]; the Scottish Parliament 
has recently voted to allow local authorities 
to run their own bus services recent vote to 
allow councils to run public bus services.[44]

 
Since TfL took control of the Over-

ground from private operators in 2007, passen-
ger numbers have increased by five times.[45] 
Over the same period, tube, DLR and cycling 
journeys all rose sharply, while driving fell.[46] 
Londoners now make 40% fewer trips by car 
than those living in other cities in England[47] 
and car ownership levels are the lowest in 
Britain.[48] London is consistently ranked in 
the top ten cities worldwide for high quality 
public transport.[49] The most publicly owned 
and heavily planned transport economy in the 
UK is also by far the most successful.

 
Despite all this, London is still the most 

congested city in the UK[50], and one of the 
most polluted.[51] It is not possible to opti-
mise this high pressure system while work-
ing around the coagulating presence of huge 
numbers of private cars. Most Londoners 
won’t dare cycle because of a legitimate fear 
of being killed or maimed by a motor vehi-
cle[52], while bus journey times in London are 
increasing remorselessly because the buses 
are stuck in car traffic.[53] Leaving the bulk of 
urban transport arrangements to the invisible 
hand of the market in a crowded world that is 
designed around the automobile is a recipe 
for carnage and gridlock. Half measures that 
nibble away at the edges of traffic’s domin-
ion are no good. The city must eliminate the 
private car from the public realm altogether.

 
It’s hard to imagine, so let’s try a thought 

experiment. It is 2030. Privately owned cars 
have disappeared from Greater London. As 
you leave work to go and meet a friend across 
town, you open the TfL app on your phone. 
The app shows every journey option available, 
including time and price.
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1—    Walk
You could take a stroll on the strategic 

walking network that now spans the whole of 
the city, connecting up London’s town centres 
via its green spaces, with wide pavements 
lined with trees and benches and water foun-
tains. Shops and cafes bustle with customers.
[54] Along these walking routes, pedestrians 
have right of way; wherever they are crossed 
by roads and tracks, the lights default to green 
for pedestrians, and other transport modes 
must wait for them to change.[55]

 
2—    Bus

These days nearly all Londoners live 
within 200m of a bus stop with a regular sched-
uled service. All buses are electric; the diesel 
buses have been cascaded out to the coun-
tryside to reopen rural routes. With the cars 
gone, congestion has been almost completely 
eradicated, halving bus journey times in the 
busiest parts of town.[56] Bus routes are owned 
and operated by local municipal bus compa-
nies and TfL directly, and all buses in the city 
are free for those who live there.

 
3—    Tram and Tube

Without cars, so much space has been 
freed up on London’s strategic road network 
– also managed by TfL – that tram lanes now 
run down every major road, and are often the 
fastest way to cross town where there’s no 
good tube route. Tram and tube tickets both 
cost a little but it’s worth it for the speed. 
Like the tube, the tram system is owned and 
operated by TfL. From 7pm to 7am, the tram 
network is shared with bi-mode electric HGVs 
carrying pantographs that allow them to tap 
into the overhead power to make large scale 
deliveries.[57]

 
4—    Cycle

Dockless bikes are now ubiquitous, 
booked and unlocked with the TfL app. TfL 
planners ensure minimum comprehensive 
coverage across the city, and cycle hire is free 
to annual subscribers, pensioners and under 
18s. Segregated cycle lanes are everywhere, 
even down to quiet residential streets, which 
are no longer crowded with parked cars.

 

5—    E-bike
You could cruise to your destination at 

an even 15mph without breaking a sweat, on a 
London e-bike designed, built and maintained 
by a workers cooperative here in the capital. 
Members pay an annual subscription to ride 
free, while non members pay a small hire fee.

 
6—    E-scooter

You’re a member of London’s indepen-
dent e-scooter coop as you love how fun they 
are, and how frictionless it is to stop and start 
on one. Scooter journeys have a tiny environ-
mental footprint[58], plus they don’t mess with 
your outfit.

 
7—    Car-share

There are still a few cars on London’s 
roads in 2030, though they’re all electric. Most 
streets have a charging bay or two for the car 
share scheme, run by a coop that is regulated 
by TfL to manage overall numbers.

 
8—    Taxis and Private Hire Vehicles

There’s still plenty of appetite for 
private, door to door ride-hailing services 
amongst wealthier Londoners, so no taxi or 
minicab drivers lost their jobs in the transi-
tion. Instead, the number of licensed hire 
drivers more than doubled when private cars 
were expunged from the city. Without traffic 
congestion, all car trips are much faster than 
they used to be, so drivers are able to turn jobs 
around quicker and earn more too.

 
The experience for service users 

works just like Uber, but drivers and riders 
are members of a regulated platform cooper-
ative that pays sick pay, pensions and annual 
leave. The ride-hailing platform is far more 
efficiently run by TfL as a monopoly service 
with blanket coverage of the entire capital, 
while the cab cooperative, with the help of City 
Hall, provides access to low cost finance for 
driver members to choose and operate their 
own electric vehicles. Dynamic road user pric-
ing[59] makes private car travel an expensive 
way to get around during rush hour, helping 
to keep streets moving freely 24/7.

 

9—    Ride-sharing
You could summon an on-demand 

minibus - one of the purpose built red 8-seater, 
wheelchair accessible ride-shares that oper-
ate like a bespoke shuttle service, and have 
become the most popular option for door to 
door travel amongst Londoners. They’re not 
quite as fast or direct as a completely private 
journey, but they’re a lot more affordable – 
and they’re free to the 3% of Londoners with 
a blue badge.

 
10—    Auto-rickshaw

More expensive than the tube or tram, 
but far cheaper than a private car ride, jour-
neys by electric three wheelers are also four 
times more energy efficient.[60] The locally built 
black, London taxi-styled e-rickshaws have 
picked up a sizeable share of the journeys 
formerly made by car. Unlike a ride in a petrol 
tuk-tuk, an e-rickshaw journey is almost silent.

 
11—    School bus

In the outer London boroughs, free, 
dedicated school buses are returning from 
their daily drop offs in the suburbs[61], where 
urban sprawl has made it a little harder to 
meet mobility needs without private cars.[62] 
Digital route planning means it is simple for 
these local authority run services to deliver 
bespoke, responsive routes based on need.[63]

 
12—    Vans

Most of the other vehicles on London’s 
roads are electric light goods vehicles (LGVs). 
Although nearly three quarters of the deliver-
ies that used to be made by van were small 
and light enough to now made by e-cargo 
bike[64], vans are still needed for tens of thou-
sands of tradespeople, services and utilities 
going about their business every day.[65]

 
The disappearance of congestion[66] 

has made life less stressful for London’s 
professional drivers, and radically improved 
productivity for businesses and public utili-
ties that rely on LGVs – helping to contribute 
to moves to a shorter working week. Overall, 
London’s economy is billions of pounds better 
off each year now it is free from private car traf-
fic[67], and the biggest direct beneficiaries are 

the taxi drivers and van based businesses who 
had historically been amongst the biggest 
barriers to measures to control traffic. Much 
safer streets means there are far fewer road 
casualties, and ambulance response times 
have shrunk by precious, life saving minutes 
too.[68] Parks and allotments grow where car 
parks once stood, and local shops and new 
homes have taken over the sites of former 
petrol stations.

 
Rapid build out of the walking and 

cycling networks and free, ubiquitous bus 
transport were the early measures that 
unlocked the city’s successful transition away 
from car domination. An e-bike swappage 
scheme helped many households give up 
their cars too.[69] Reclaiming parking spaces 
for more beneficial uses was hard at first 
but began to gain popularity as people saw 
the results. Most of the cars that had been 
choking the streets of places like Hackney 
and Tower Hamlets belonged to people from 
outside the area.

 
Bringing all private hire vehicles city-

wide under the same unified platform allowed 
TfL to begin to consolidate all transport modes 
into a single, incredibly powerful app, dramat-
ically streamlining all journey planning. This in 
turn gave TfL near-total visibility over move-
ments in the capital, allowing strategic plan-
ning to deliver seamless journeys integrating 
all transport modes. Planning efficient jour-
neys for millions of people every day is not 
easy, but incomplete information is the least of 
our worries in the age of big data and machine 
learning.[70] In the 21st century, the more care-
fully planned an urban transport system is, the 
better it works for everyone using it[71]

 
As the TfL model is rolled out to every 

metropolitan region, alongside extra powers 
over local taxation and revenue raising, direct 
control over commuter rail into cities, and 
boosted borrowing and negotiating author-
ity[72], private car ownership is fast becom-
ing obsolete in the UK’s cities. Democratic 
control via Mayors means these bodies can 
also integrate transport planning with other 
public interest goals around housing, health, 
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education, crime and economic development. 
Led by municipalities, the modal shift to new 
forms of urban transit is being driven through 
procurement and commissioning rules that 
privilege local businesses, democratic owner-
ship models and social enterprise. In 2030 
over nine out of ten of us are living in cities.[73] 
So removing private cars from cities means 
actually owning a car has become, quite 
suddenly, a niche pursuit – profoundly chang-
ing the shape of mobility nationwide.

 
This rapid and fundamental re-engi-

neering simply mirrors the process by which 
British society was systematically motorised 
in the 50s and 60s, when the government 
forced the closure of thousands of miles of 
railway lines while constructing a thousand 
miles of new motorways. Deliberate choices 
by governments gave us the transport system 
we have, and they can give us the transport 
system we need to prosper in the 21st century 
too. But first we need the courage to imagine 
better – and then to demand it.

“ The most 
publicly owned 
and heavily 
planned transport 
economy in 
the UK is also 
by far the most 
successful.”
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4.3

Whether it’s 11 years or 18 months, we 
haven’t got long to make the big, bold changes 
needed to prevent global climate catastrophe.

If we’re going to have a chance of 
preventing widespread disaster, we can’t 
keep waiting for the private sector to deliver 
our clean, green energy future. Public owner-
ship is the way to transition quickly to zero 
carbon, hand in hand with workers, citizens 
and communities.

1—    Privatisation failed – if you see Sid, 
tell him
In 1986, when Thatcher sold off Brit-

ish Gas, the company was floated on the 
stock market, accompanied by the famous 
“Tell Sid” advertising campaign. In 1990, the 
UK’s regional electricity boards were priva-
tised. But a shareholder democracy owned 
by people like “Sid” never materialised.

We don’t own much of our energy, 
individually or collectively. The UK is rich in 

Cat Hobbs (We Own It)
 

offshore wind, but only 7% is owned by UK 
entities and only 0.07% is in UK public owner-
ship.[1] We’ve flogged off our nuclear to China 
and France – for ‘£17 billion of risk and not 
much benefit’ as Aditya Chakrabortty points 
out.[2] Our energy infrastructure is owned by 
National Grid and other private companies 
owned by investors from Qatar to China, to 
US to Hong Kong. The Big Six supply compa-
nies (British Gas, E.ON, EDF Energy, nPower, 
Scottish Energy and SSE) are owned by UK, 
French, German and Spanish investors.

These investors aren’t interested in 
clean, green, affordable energy. They’re inter-
ested in their profits. That’s why since energy 
was privatised we’ve seen rip off prices, burn-
ing of fossil fuels and a lack of investment in 
the infrastructure we need. Bringing energy 
into public ownership would save us around 
£3.2 billion[3] in dividends and lower cost of 
borrowing – money that could be reinvested 
in getting us to our carbon targets quicker.

 
As a working paper by Trade 

Unions for Energy Democracy stated: 
 
The transition to a low-carbon, sustainable 
future cannot be left to the investor class, 
CEOs of multinational companies, or govern-
ments that refuse to break with the current 
paradigm of endless growth, the imperative 
of profit, and the enforced chaos of compe-
tition in strategic sectors. Acting alongside 
other social movements, unions can begin 
by explaining the challenge in clear terms. 
Unions must then develop transformational 
strategies that are anchored in a paradigm 
of sharing, solidarity, and sufficiency. This is 
perhaps the only way to ensure a Just Transi-
tion for workers, and survival for human soci-
ety as a whole.[4]

2—    Across the world, people are taking 
energy back
The Transnational Institute (TNI) has 

tracked cities around the world that are taking 
back control of their local energy supply, 
sometimes backed by popular votes.[5]

 

The city of Munich in Germany is 
particularly inspiring. It has committed itself 
to developing an electricity supply that is 
100% municipal and 100% from renewable 
energy.[6] The council did this because they 
were tired of waiting for the private companies 
to make the necessary investments, and they 
were confident that the city council could do 
the job better – putting sustainability before 
profit. By 2025, the utility company aims to 
produce so much green energy that the entire 
demand of the city can be met.

 
3—    What would public ownership mean 

in practice?
77% of us believe energy should be in 

public ownership.[7] A recent report from We 
Own It aims to outline what energy democracy 
means in practice, proposing that you would 
have easy access to data and information, and 
could give your feedback and ideas online, 
on the phone or in a shopfront on every high 
street.[8] You’d be a member of “Participate: 
Energy” – the new, democratically account-
able organisation that represents everyone 
who uses energy. Energy reps will sit on 
supervisory boards, alongside trade union 
reps and civil society reps – like environmen-
tal NGOs, fuel poverty groups, renters unions 
and local community groups.

 
Public planning processes would 

include large scale meetings every five years, 
annual reporting back, open board meetings 
and citizens assemblies for difficult or contro-
versial issues.

 
We need local, regional and national 

conversations about our energy future. 
Andrew Cumbers explains how in Norway, 
the publicly owned company Statoil was set 
up in 1972 in order to control the use of oil 
in the interests of the “whole of society”.[9] 

Although Norway now needs to transition 
beyond oil, we can still learn from this exam-
ple. The company was subject to a lot of 
democratic scrutiny and debate in parliament 
and a new, independent “Petroleum Direc-
torate” was created, with responsibility for 
regulating and controlling North Sea oil and 
gas resources, which led to better health and 
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https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/oct/20/george-osborne-renationalisation-britain-nuclear-power-china-france-privatisation
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https://www.tni.org/en/publication/reclaiming-public-services
https://www.swm.de/dam/swm/dokumente/english/swm-annual-report.pdf
https://www.swm.de/dam/swm/dokumente/english/swm-annual-report.pdf
https://www.swm.de/dam/swm/dokumente/english/swm-annual-report.pdf
https://www.swm.de/dam/swm/dokumente/english/swm-annual-report.pdf
https://weownit.org.uk/public-solutions/support-public-ownership
https://www.zedbooks.net/shop/book/reclaiming-public-ownership/
https://www.zedbooks.net/shop/book/reclaiming-public-ownership/
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safety for workers.
 
The conversations should involve 

organisations and groups who understand 
the challenges in the energy supply chain. 
Controversial, extremely damaging extraction 
techniques like fracking should be outlawed 
altogether. Asad Rehman has argued the 
Green New Deal will be dirtier than we think as 
the technology often depends on extracting 
rare minerals from countries like the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo and Chile.[10]

 
We need the right to vote against any 

proposals to privatise or outsource energy. In 
2013 the citizens of Hamburg voted to reverse 
the privatisation of the city’s electricity, gas 
and heating networks.[11]

 
These accountability mechanisms 

and democratic processes would go hand in 
hand with a bold plan for a Green New Deal – 
delivered through public ownership at every 
stage: generation of renewable energy, trans-
mission and distribution across the country, 
and supply to our homes.

 
4—    Generating green energy and green 

jobs
Government has a duty to decarbonise 

– and that means leaving the oil and gas in 
the ground. Platform points out that extract-
ing 20 billion barrels of oil and gas will make it 
totally impossible to meet our carbon targets.
[12] The UK and Scottish governments need 
to switch subsidies to renewables and work 
with trade unions and communities on a plan 
for just transition.

 
The Public and Commercial Services 

Union (PCS) report “Just Transition and Energy 
Democracy” explains that over 250,000 
mining jobs were lost in the 1980’s and 90’s 
– we need to “address the legitimate fears of 
workers that they will again be left to pay a 
disproportionate price”.[13]

 
To answer this, government, councils 

and unions need to work together to introduce 
new green, permanent, unionised, skilled jobs 
and revitalise communities across the UK. We 

need a new Lucas Plan,[14] with workers at the 
heart of the process – looking at how technol-
ogy can be best deployed for social benefit.

 
As the Campaign against Climate 

Change has called for, we need to create a 
million good green jobs in the public renew-
able energy sector.[15] Growing our public 
transit systems, retrofitting for low-carbon 
homes and buildings, as well as changes 
to our logistics sector are all necessary and 
achievable through solid education and train-
ing programs.

 
Public ownership can create hundreds 

of thousands of jobs in generating energy and 
in new industry supply chains. There are very 
few places in the UK where renewable energy 
can’t happen – wind and solar can be deliv-
ered almost everywhere. This creates a huge 
opportunity to reverse decades of underin-
vestment in ex-mining communities deci-
mated by Thatcher.

 
Platform estimates that 40,000 exist-

ing oil workers (direct and supply chain) may 
need to be in a different job by 2030. But their 
research shows that with ambitious govern-
ment policies we can create three to four 
times as many jobs in clean energy indus-
tries.[16]

 
Right now, government is undermining 

renewable energy with regressive policies, 
failing to give vital support to onshore wind 
and solar – and renewable energy jobs have 
plunged by a third.[17] This is a disaster. The 
government needs to reinstate subsidies for 
solar and deliver an onshore wind boom.

 
Workers and climate change protes-

tors joined together in an 11 day occupa-
tion against the closure of the Vestas wind 
turbine factory in 2009.[18] (The company has 
now created some new jobs but not as many 
as it axed). We could take control over deci-
sions like this – with a publicly owned British 
company with a long term strategy for turbine 
manufacture, with workers, citizens and the 
public on the board.

 

Offshore wind is touted as a success 
– but the real story here is that the public is 
missing out by leaving it to non UK companies 
(public and private) to pick up the benefits. 
Instead we should be following the exam-
ple of countries like Denmark and Sweden – 
their publicly owned companies DONG and 
Vattenfall own 32% and 6% of UK offshore 
wind capacity, respectively.[19] We need our 
own “Waterfall”.

 
The Labour Energy Forum report “Who 

owns the wind?”[20] proposes the creation of 
four major publicly owned offshore wind 
companies: Scottish Wind, Energy for London-
ers, Wind of the North and Floating Cornwall. 
These would lead the way in investing in and 
directly operating publicly owned offshore 
wind capacity. Effectively they would also 
act as anchor institutions, boosting local and 
regional economies.[21]

 
The public sector can build its renew-

ables capacity and expertise and ultimately 
deliver far more efficiently than the private 
sector. Modelling work by Frontier Econom-
ics for IPPR [22]shows how full public owner-
ship through construction and operation can 
generate substantial savings for consumers 
because of the lower cost of capital. In addi-
tion, there are the profits coming back to the 
public purse – Swindon Borough Council has 
a solar bond that generates £1 million every 
year.

 
5—    Connecting communities to the grid

The National Grid – which transmits 
electricity and gas across the country – and 
the regional distribution companies which 
distribute energy – were built for an age of 
coal, oil and nuclear. The future of energy is 
decentralised and renewable. We need to own 
this vital infrastructure so we can upgrade it.

 
The National Grid and regional distri-

bution companies don’t answer to you and me 
– they answer to often very distant investors. 
If you’re based in London, your electricity is 
distributed by UK Power Networks, owned 
by a Hong Kong company led by one of the 
richest men in the world. Your gas might well 

be distributed by Cadent Gas – recently found 
guilty of leaving residents without gas for up 
to five months, and putting 775 blocks of flats 
in danger by keeping no inspection record[23]– 
owned by a consortium including Macquarie 
(an Australian investment bank), CIC Capital 
(owned by China Investment Corporation) and 
the Qatar Investment Authority. 

 
These private energy monopolies 

often make it difficult for community groups 
who want to develop new renewable energy 
projects, so the process is slower and more 
expensive than it should be. Communities in 
Harris and Lewis have been slowed down by 
National Grid in their effort to develop a wind 
farm. Communities in Cornwall were told by 
Western Power Networks (owned by share-
holders in New York) that new solar farms 
would require ‘quite expensive’ investment 
in infrastructure.[24]

 
Under public ownership, National Grid 

and the regional distribution companies would 
have a duty to work closely with community 
groups to develop new renewable energy, and 
to steward public assets and land. In Germany, 
renewable energy producers have a guaran-
teed right of access to the electricity grid.[25]

 
“Public-Common partnerships” Wcan 

be developed[26] – this means councils create 
shared institutions with cooperatives or 
community interest companies to manage 
common resources in a democratic way. In 
Wolfhagen in Germany, the town’s energy util-
ity is jointly owned by the municipality and 
a new cooperative. Community energy proj-
ects can also be rolled out to power a solar 
railway (the “Riding Sunbeams” project[27]) to 
help decarbonise transport.

 
As Andrew Cumbers points out, the 

Danish government has encouraged local, 
decentralised wind power on a huge scale, 
through funding and support for local, collec-
tive ownership of turbines.[28] The Danish Wind 
Turbine Owners Association is an indepen-
dent, democratically elected membership 
association set up to represent these small 
scale, private and cooperative owners. With 

https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/green-new-deal-alexandria-ocasio-cortez-corbyn-colonialism-climate-change-a8899876.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/green-new-deal-alexandria-ocasio-cortez-corbyn-colonialism-climate-change-a8899876.html
https://platformlondon.org/p-publications/sea-change-climate-emergency-jobs-north-sea-oil/
https://platformlondon.org/p-publications/sea-change-climate-emergency-jobs-north-sea-oil/
https://www.pcs.org.uk/resources/green-workplaces/new-pamphlet-just-transition-and-energy-democracy-a-civil-service-trade
https://www.pcs.org.uk/resources/green-workplaces/new-pamphlet-just-transition-and-energy-democracy-a-civil-service-trade
https://lucasplan.org.uk/story-of-the-lucas-plan/
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5000 members, it provides a strong voice for 
local communities on energy policy.

 
6—    Supply companies that work for all 

of us
Customer satisfaction with the Big Six 

companies is low.[29] Only 32% of the public 
trust the energy industry.[30] Tying ourselves 
in knots to create markets and choice in every 
sector doesn’t make sense. Energy customers 
don’t want to switch – 61% of us have never 
switched company[31] or only switched once 
– so we pay a loyalty penalty.[32]

 
Citizens Advice has also shown how 

we overpay because of the way energy is regu-
lated – this amounts to £11 billion over the past 
15 years.[33] The poor are hit hardest, spend-
ing 14% of their income on energy and water.

 
It doesn’t have to be this way. Corpo-

rate Watch research suggests each UK house-
hold could save £158 a year if energy was 
publicly owned.[34] Across Europe, bills are 
around 30% lower when energy companies 
are in public ownership.[35]

 
Publicly owned energy supply compa-

nies would have a duty to make sure every-
one has access to affordable energy. This 
could include progressive tariffs to tackle over 
consumption and fuel poverty at the same 
time by charging high use households more 
while giving everyone some free energy – 
alongside a ‘no cut off’ policy.

Forward thinking councils are already 
created new, inspiring, publicly owned supply 
companies – with Nottingham-based Robin 
Hood Energy boldly leading the way and 
setting up 10 white label partnership agree-
ments with local authorities around the coun-
try. Bristol Energy and The People's Energy 
Company are also breaking new ground. We 
need to sign up to get our energy from these 
companies – then build on these exciting 
options across the country. Ultimately when 
we get the privatised energy companies out, 
regional distribution companies could offer 
supply to people in the area, but with local 
companies taking over wherever they exist.

 
The Green New Deal should also mean 

we are energy citizens not energy consum-
ers. We’re all part of the war effort against 
climate change.

 
Most of the UK’s 27 million homes were 

built during the Victorian era, as Ann Petti-
for points out.[36] We have some of the least 
efficient housing in Europe, and the highest 
proportion of fuel poverty – 11% of English 
households.[37] The Green New Deal is an 
opportunity to change all that. Every house 
can become a power station, with double 
glazing, insulation and solar panels (unless 
it’s about to be rebuilt).

 
Trusted, publicly owned companies 

can create new jobs for advisors to go door 
to door. Pettifor proposes a ‘carbon army’ of 
workers, highly qualified, skilled and unskilled 
workers to retrofit and reconstruct our homes 
and buildings, advise on cutting energy use 
and bills and roll out smart meters. This would 
pay for itself, boosting employment and tax 
revenue in every region of the UK.

 
PCS describes the situation perfectly: 

“There is no bailout for the publicly owned 
climate bank as we’ve already been doing 
insolvency with the planet for far too long”.
[38] Our task now is to “remove capital from 
the driving seat of energy transition”.[39]

 
Renewable, zero carbon energy. 

Upgraded infrastructure. Affordable energy 
for all. And all of it creating new, green, perma-
nent jobs. Let’s do it. Whether you’re a citizen, 
a worker, part of a community group – or all 
three – your country needs you.

http://switch.which.co.uk/energy-suppliers/energy-companies-rated.html
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications-and-updates/state-energy-market-2018
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications-and-updates/state-energy-market-2018
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/our-campaigns/all-our-current-campaigns/citizens-advice-super-complaint-on-the-loyalty-penalty/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/our-campaigns/all-our-current-campaigns/citizens-advice-super-complaint-on-the-loyalty-penalty/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/policy/policy-research-topics/consumer-policy-research/consumer-policy-research/monopoly-money-how-consumers-overpaid-by-billions/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/policy/policy-research-topics/consumer-policy-research/consumer-policy-research/monopoly-money-how-consumers-overpaid-by-billions/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/policy/policy-research-topics/consumer-policy-research/consumer-policy-research/monopoly-money-how-consumers-overpaid-by-billions/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/719106/Fuel_Poverty_Statistics_Report_2018.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/719106/Fuel_Poverty_Statistics_Report_2018.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/719106/Fuel_Poverty_Statistics_Report_2018.pdf
https://platformlondon.org/p-publications/sea-change-climate-emergency-jobs-north-sea-oil/
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