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NEW RESEARCH PROMPTS INITIATIVE TO ACCELERATE 
DIVERSITY OF ENVIRONMENTAL SECTOR  
 
UNDER EMBARGO 
Until 00.01am (BST) 
Tuesday 05 April 2022 

Data released today has revealed that just 4.8% of environment professionals 
identify as black, asian or minority ethnic, compared with a 12.6% average across 
all professions.  

Despite the efforts of a range of recent initiatives, people of colour remain 
significantly underrepresented across the environmental sector, according to new 
research from Students Organising for Sustainability UK (SOS-UK), co-sponsored by 
the Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment (IEMA) and The 
Natural Environment Research Council (NERC).  

Some areas within the environmental sector, such as ‘conservation professionals’ are 
classified as being 100% white in their makeup, based on the latest Office for 
National Statistics data. 

The researchers also looked at Higher Education Statistics Agency data and found 
that this issue prevails before people enter the workforce. Black, asian and minority 
ethnic individuals are underrepresented in the ‘feeder subjects’ for environmental 
careers. Only 6% of those studying biodiversity conservation, for example, identify as 
black, asian or minority ethnic, compared with a 26% average across all higher 
education subjects.  

Alison Robinson, Deputy Executive Chair, Natural Environment Research Council, 
said: 

“This report further impresses the need for collective action to improve racial 
diversity in the wider environment profession. At NERC, we know that this lack of 
diversity means we are missing the chance for a wide range of people to 
contribute their talent and skills to furthering the excellence of environmental 
science and to helping us understand, predict, and tackle many of society’s most 
pressing challenges. That’s why this summer we will be publishing our action 
plan for diversity and inclusion – setting out the steps we will take with the 

https://www.sos-uk.org/
https://www.iema.net/
https://nerc.ukri.org/
https://nerc.ukri.org/
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environmental science community and partner organisations to address 
underrepresentation” 

This new data has been the impetus for the creation of a brand new UK-wide racial 
reporting initiative, which launches today, which has been designed to encourage 
UK environmental charities, and their funders, to tackle the ongoing lack of racial 
diversity in their workforce and governing bodies.  

The campaign, called the RACE Report (which stands for Racial Action for the 
Climate Emergency), is being led by a diverse partnership comprising Nature Youth 
Connection and Education, Hindu Climate Action, South Asians for Sustainability 
and SOS-UK. The RACE Report seeks to replicate the success of Green 2.0, a seminal 
annual transparency report of staff diversity in the top 40 environmental not-for-
profits and environmental foundations in the USA.  

The RACE Report will establish a standardised data collection methodology for the 
UK’s environmental charities, and their funders, and they will be asked to assess and 
report on the racial diversity of their workforce and trustees each year. The 
organisers hope that it will bring more transparency to the sector, enable peer 
learning, and boost efforts to make the charities more inclusive and diverse. 

Manu Maunganidze, from the RACE Report team, said: 

“The latest evidence for representation in the environment sector is, at best, 
sobering. According to the new data the sector continues to have less than 5% of 
its workforce who come from minority backgrounds. This suggests there has 
been a very modest improvement since the last time we looked at this data in 
2017, but few would say it’s anywhere near good enough. At the current rate, it 
would take the sector over 20 years to get to a point of representation matching 
the reality of racial diversity of other professions.” 

Manu added “We urgently need transparency on the racial diversity of individual 
organisations’ trustee boards and staff teams, and we plan to deliver that 
through the RACE Report. Without comparative data and evidence, the 
improvements will continue to be incremental and the sector and its funders will 
continue to fall behind in their stated aims to fight for social and environmental 
justice.” 

Over 30 charities and funders have already pledged to take part, including 2050 
Climate Group, Action for Conservation, Ashden, British Trust for Ornithology, 
ClientEarth, Esmée Fairbairn Foundation, Feedback, Global Action Plan, Gower 
Street, Greenpeace, Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment, The 

https://www.race-report.uk/
https://www.nyce.org.uk/
https://www.nyce.org.uk/
https://www.hinduclimateaction.org/
https://www.hinduclimateaction.org/
https://www.nyce.org.uk/
https://southasiansforsustainability.com/
https://southasiansforsustainability.com/
https://www.sos-uk.org/
https://diversegreen.org/
https://diversegreen.org/
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Wildlife Trusts, Woodland Trust and The Zoological Society of London. The organisers 
hope that at least 100 charities and trusts will submit data in the first year.  

The RACE Report builds on the progress being made by the IEMA’s Diverse 
Sustainability Initiative (DSI), which launched in March 2021. The DSI seeks to 
diversify the profession by offering support to both existing and potential 
environment professionals through education, connection, and transparency. The 
initiative has already established partnerships with several key organisations, 
demonstrating the industry’s appetite for change. 

Sarah Mukherjee, CEO of IEMA, said: 

“These latest figures are really disappointing and reflect exactly why IEMA 
launched our own initiative, the Diverse Sustainability Initiative, to support 
people of colour and other marginalised communities, within the profession. As 
a British Asian I know how important it is to address systematic inequality and 
the real need to reflect the diversity of this country. We must continue to gather 
data and offer our support and encouragement to people who wish to join our 
sector but feel they don’t belong. You do belong, and we are here to support 
you.” 

These initiatives, and others like them, will work towards the shared goal of building 
a workforce that is more representative of modern Britain so that people of colour 
can thrive in this crucial sector.  

ENDS 
 
  

https://www.diversesustainability.net/about
https://www.diversesustainability.net/about
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Notes to editors: 
 
For more information, imagery or to arrange an interview, please contact Rhiannon 
on 07815 325148, or email rhiannon@crestcomms.com 

Our research methods 

The research provides a snapshot of current racial diversity within environmental 
sustainability professions and within the career pipeline. It also explores student 
perspectives on the barriers that exist in the environmental sustainability sector, and 
the sector’s relative attractiveness. To read the full report visit: www.sos-
uk.org/research/racial-diversity-in-environment-professions. 

The research, and the subsequent report, includes three elements: racial and ethnic 
diversity in UK professions; diversity in the environment sector career pipeline; and 
student career perspectives on the environment sector. 

1) Racial and ethnic diversity in UK professions 

This includes an interrogation of publicly available datasets from the Office of 
National Statistics (ONS) and the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) to 
assess diversity across environment professions in comparison with the UK average 
across all professions.  

The ONS’ Annual Population Survey (which has a sample size of approximately 
320,000) from June 2020-July 2021 was used, with ethnicity data provided under 3-
digit Standard Occupational Classification codes.  Data was provided according to 
the percentage of White and percentage of all Black, Asian and other minority 
ethnic groups. Further granularity was requested but could not be provided due to 
small sample sizes.  Mirroring a methodology used by Policy Exchange in its 2017 
research report The Two Sides of Diversity, diversity has been measured using an 
index of pluralism, designed to identify the extent to which an occupation is 
monopolised by a single ethnic group.  The index was applied to averaged quarterly 
data from the 2015 Labour Force Survey.  Scores range from 0 to 1, with higher scores 
representing greater diversity. Whilst the same mechanism for assessing diversity 
has been followed, this data is not directly comparable with Policy Exchange’s work 
due to differences in the datasets used.   

HESA cost centre data was also interrogated to identify staff working under cost 
centres most commonly funded by the Natural Environment Research Council. 

We intend to re-run this aspect of the research every five years to review sector-level 
progress.  

The original racial and ethnic diversity in UK professions report was published in 2017 
and was run by Policy Exchange (https://policyexchange.org.uk/publication/the-two-

http://www.sos-uk.org/research/racial-diversity-in-environment-professions
http://www.sos-uk.org/research/racial-diversity-in-environment-professions
https://policyexchange.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/The-two-sides-of-diversity-2.pdf
https://policyexchange.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/The-two-sides-of-diversity-2.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/surveys/informationforhouseholdsandindividuals/householdandindividualsurveys/labourforcesurvey
https://www.ons.gov.uk/surveys/informationforhouseholdsandindividuals/householdandindividualsurveys/labourforcesurvey
https://policyexchange.org.uk/publication/the-two-sides-of-diversity/
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sides-of-diversity/). It concluded that, in terms of ethnic diversity, environmental 
professionals were the second least diverse occupation, after farmers. Since then the 
ONS has changed some of the way it collects data, so it is not possible to directly 
compare the data sets with a high level of confidence.  

2) Diversity in the environment sector career pipeline 

This includes analysis of data from the Higher Education Statistics Agency for 2020-
21 on students taking courses closely associated with environment professions. 

3) Student career perspectives on the environment sector 

This includes findings from a student-facing survey which looked broadly into course 
and career aspirations, and then specifically into how these translate to the 
environment sector.  The survey secured 758 respondents from students studying in 
higher and further education across the UK via the TOTUM student discount 
cardholder database.  169 responses were received from students who reported as 
Black, Asian, Mixed, Latin/South/Central American and Arab; this is not large enough 
to meet the same requirements of 95% confidence level and 5% margin of error and 
so the results should be read as indicative only. Responses have been weighted 
according to gender to reflect the proportions gathered nationally by HESA.  No 
equivalent statistics exist for further education and, therefore, higher education 
figures have been applied. 

All three parts of the research were jointly funded by IEMA and NERC and SOS-UK. 

How the RACE Report will work 

The data collected will relate to all staff, ranging from those who are non-permanent 
to those who sit on the governance board. The inaugural RACE Report will then be 
published in late 2022 and will act as a robust benchmark for the sector, providing 
informative insight into where attention should be focused to address this long-
standing issue within the sector.  

The first annual report will anonymise individual organisations, giving participants 
time to learn from each other, introduce policies and take action to improve. From 
2023 onwards, the data collection will be repeated and findings published annually, 
including the names of organisations, with the aim of increasing transparency across 
the sector. From 2023 there will be a league table element for the largest 15 charities, 
the top 10 funders and the biggest five representative groups.  

Also from 2023, an anonymised staff survey will be introduced in order to collect data 
around the lived experiences of staff members related to various workplace 
concerns. An aggregated report of this data will be published as a supplement to the 
RACE Report, and individual organisations will be able to request their summary 
data. 

https://policyexchange.org.uk/publication/the-two-sides-of-diversity/
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RACE Report is being funded by the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation. 

Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment 

IEMA is the largest body for environmental professionals in the UK. IEMA represents 
those working, studying, or interested in sustainability, and provides its members 
with resources, research, formal training and qualifications to further their 
development.  

For more information on IEMA, please visit www.iema.net/  

Natural Environment Research Council  

NERC is the UK’s leading public funder of environmental science, commissioning 
new research, infrastructure and training. NERC invests public money into projects 
that further our understanding of climate change and works closely with 
policymakers to enable societies to predict, and respond to, environmental changes.  

For more information on NERC, please visit https://nerc.ukri.org/  

Students Organising for Sustainability UK  

SOS-UK is a student-led education charity, created by the National Union of 
Students in 2019 in response to the climate emergency and ecological crisis. SOS-UK 
is a registered charity and operates across the UK.  

For more information on SOS-UK, please visit www.sos-uk.org/  

https://www.iema.net/
https://nerc.ukri.org/
https://www.sos-uk.org/

