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post-pandemic future
The climate crisis and future energy

In what was already a decisive decade for climate change, the
COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated calls for a more sustainable future,
with growing demand for a ‘green recovery’ and a ‘just transition’.
Overview
A year before lockdown, the UK government had declared a climate emergency and
committed to a legally binding net zero target by 2050. How to achieve this in policy and
deliver it practically felt very uncertain, particularly as it would require profound changes to
our systems and behaviours, as well as new technologies.
Yet during the pandemic we have seen unprecedented government intervention in our economy
and daily lives, as well as rapid individual behaviour change. Overnight, working practices
changed, air pollution dropped as road traffic declined, and people talked about how they
were ‘reconnecting with nature’. In tandem, the public felt the fragility of the UK food supply
chain and became further aware of the link between animal welfare and our health. Voices
across industry, government and the public quickly started to question whether we could keep
up this level of change, and #BuildBackBetter with a #GreenRecovery.
Fast forward to winter 2020, which saw a raft of policy emerge, with the Government’s
‘10-point plan for a Green Industrial Revolution’ and a new Energy white paper ‘Powering
our net zero future’. Just a few months later, as the UK seeks to lead and motivate ahead of
COP26, we see increased ambition, with a new target in law to slash emissions by 78% by
2035. To deliver this, the transition to net zero will need to reshape how we live our lives at
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pace: from how our transport system functions and our homes are built, to where our food and power
comes from.
In this context, public engagement (or lack thereof) must be seen as both a key risk and opportunity,
as the public and private sectors work out how to deliver net zero and address the climate and ecological
emergencies.
Moreover, as COVID-19 laid bare existing societal inequalities, there is growing recognition that
we cannot assume a greener future will be a
fairer future.

What we’re seeing now
Across environmental and future energy spaces we are seeing organisations driving forward policy
making and action planning. To a large extent, they are seeking public opinion as part of the evidence
base for their decisions. At Traverse we’ve been helping design and deliver local authority-commissioned
climate assemblies, energy network consumer panels, government-led public dialogues and transport body
consultations. By autumn 2020, most of these engagement activities had been taken online, recognising
the urgency of public involvement in these issues and the advantages of digital approaches for bringing
people together from different localities.
We’ve seen a growing appreciation of the value of deliberative engagement with the public on the
complex, future-oriented issues at stake. Deliberative engagement allows time and space for participants
to hear from and question experts, before discussing with other participants, often developing their views
as sessions progress. Certainly, methods like citizens’ assemblies or public dialogues provide rich and
nuanced, qualitative insight from a broadly representative cross-section of the public.
Across our engagement and social research work on environmental and future energy topics, Traverse is
seeing participants raise three issues consistently:
Low public awareness and engagement: on the one hand, over the course of 2020, public awareness
of the term ‘net zero’ has risen from around half, to three quarters of people polled in the Department for
Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy’s public attitudes tracker. On the other hand, every time we talk to
participants, the moment we start to discuss the changes net zero will bring, we see surprise that the public
is not being more widely engaged. From gas distribution customers, dismayed they have just installed a new
gas boiler without being aware of the impending need to decarbonise heat, to public dialogue participants
voicing the need for more widespread, meaningful discussion about how our power will be generated, and
citizens’ assembly members asking why those in power were not taking climate action sooner.
Cost and fairness: once the scale of change becomes apparent, questions and concerns over cost
immediately surface. Unsurprising, in a pandemic that has threatened the ability of many to cover basic
food and utility costs, participants want to understand both the upfront and long-term costs of new
technologies and changes to their lifestyles. Electricity network customers wonder how to afford both a
new vehicle and a heat pump; climate assembly members ask who will be expected to pay for making
their homes more energy efficient; and people naturally ask what will be done to ensure those already
struggling will not be left behind.

How we involve the public in
environment and future energy
decisions over this decade, will
arguably make or break our net
zero transition”.

Choice: next, as participants start to consider the future, we see their desire
for choice. Many accept the need for change, but they want a choice on what
it means for their homes, neighbourhoods and lives. We’ve seen scepticism
on whether flexible electricity tariffs will suit different lifestyles, a desire for
choice about whether people can still, for example, cook with gas, and concern
about how landlords will involve tenants in retrofitting. They want to know how
choices will be made about whether their homes are powered by hydrogen or
biomethane, renewables or nuclear.
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So, the question must now be, how can we address these concerns? Can better
engagement support a ‘green recovery’ and a ‘just transition’ that doesn’t
exacerbate existing inequalities and that gives people choice and brings everyone
on the journey?

What comes next?
At Traverse we think that it can, and this would be our approach in the short- and
medium-term:
Mixed methods will be needed to raise public awareness and support
widespread engagement. While we fully endorse deliberative engagement, we
recognise it only brings together a small sample of people. Where possible, on
these issues that will affect us all, they should be complemented with methods that:

Issues

• reach greater numbers of people e.g. digital platforms like Commonplace and
Engagement HQ, public consultations or surveys, and cross-channel communication
• reach offline and busy audiences e.g. undertaking surveys and information
campaigns via community groups, or in parks, shopping and business centres, or
where you know your audience spends time online.

Low public awareness
and engagement

Inclusive and diverse, to support a fair transition: on transition issues which
threaten to exacerbate existing inequalities, decision- and policy-makers must ask
themselves: who could be adversely impacted by this change? Which audiences
have we already heard from? For example, on questions of cost, more needs to
be done to specifically involve those already struggling to pay bills. Equally, the
intersectionality between climate and for example, racial and gender justice must be
recognised, and research practice developed to involve a diversity of views more
meaningfully. As organisations start to commit to a ‘just transition’, more inclusive
practice must underpin how it is planned and delivered.

Participants are surprised that
the public is not being more
widely engaged in the net zero
transition.

Cost and fairness
Questions and concerns over cost
immediately surface. Participants
ask what will be done to ensure
those already struggling will not
be left behind.

Choice
As participants start to
consider the future, we see
their desire for choice.

Cross-sector, breaking down silos to support choice: climate and decarbonisation
can no longer be a siloed area of engagement and research given it will impact
across our lives, nor should individual organisations engage with the public without
bringing in wider stakeholder views. Indeed, we’ll be recommending to our utility
and energy clients more and more ‘whole-house’ research, to support participants
in understanding the wider energy landscape, and different perspectives of how
we reach net zero. This feels increasingly urgent on the decarbonisation of domestic
heat, given the slow pace of progress to date, the different solutions being pursued
and significant individual change it will require. Similarly, local authorities clearly
recognise they cannot act alone on climate, and we’ll continue to design engagement
which helps them bring different stakeholders together with the public. This will be
particularly important as the need for local area energy planning develops and in
providing consumer choice, whether local authorities lead this process or not.
And in the longer-term? Climate change can no longer be handled as a problem
affecting the distant future, or an issue for the next generations to address. How we
involve the public in environment and future energy decisions over this decade,
will arguably make or break our net zero transition.

Amélie Treppass
Environment & Future Energy Lead
amelie.treppass@traverse.ltd

3

