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2021 was a huge year for the climate change agenda and debate around the
transition to net zero. With COP26 and rising energy costs hitting the headlines
(and consumers’ pockets), it is vital that momentum on public engagement in
climate and net zero decision-making continues to grow.
Last year, we were proud to involve more members of the public in climate
and net zero projects than ever before. We’ve drawn upon insights from our
work to share with you the top five things the public said mattered to them
about climate change and net zero and predict what this means for 2022.

1.

Cost & financial responsibility

The public was clear about how important addressing climate change is to them,
but they also raised concerns about cost and responsibility.
Interestingly, this was not just about the impact on their own personal finances. First
and foremost, participants wanted to make sure any actions have the right impact
regardless of who is paying.
People understood that the transition to net zero would incur costs and were
generally happy to share responsibility for this. Most believed the financial
responsibility of meeting targets should be shared fairly, not to say equally, across
government, business, and individuals.
For example, electricity network customers were keen to see a shared burden of
costs between them and their electricity network, as well as clear improvements to
the network’s environmental impact from any extra cost.
“Again, I’m not worried (about costs) I’m fortunate. But I want to see
something for that if everyone gets charged that. Everyone will want to see
what they are going to do and see it happen.” Deliberative workshop
participant
“They said they’ll invest one million pounds, they need to invest it wisely to
really help with climate change. It’s such a big issue, companies need to step
up and make serious changes and focus on the planet, not the money they’ll
gain.” Deliberative workshop participant
Electricity customers in Ireland told us the financial burden of installing heat pumps
and other energy efficiency measures should not be on the individual alone. There
was a clear desire for shared responsibility and financial support that enables
everyone to do their bit.
“The cost of converting homes to more efficient heating systems is something
we have to be ahead of and ensure that the incentives are there for people to
change in the near future and not when 2030 is on our doorstep.” Deliberative
dialogue participant
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Furthermore, the public want big polluters to pay their dues and contribute more
financially and take more responsibility for the net zero transition.

Prediction
In 2022 as energy bills escalate, we see a need for more conversations across the
public, government, and business about how to fairly share the responsibility and
costs for transitioning to net zero and adapting to climate change. Deliberative
engagement will remain valuable in facilitating stakeholders to reflect on each
other’s perspectives.

2.

Fairness & inclusivity

People felt strongly that vulnerable groups should be at the heart of net zero
planning and decision making. Through our customer engagement with electricity
and gas distribution networks, we heard concern that those in fuel poverty will be
unable to cope with higher bills and installing new technologies at home. They felt
strongly that there should be more support for people struggling financially.
“Vulnerable people must still be prioritised. Breaking it (the bill implications of
net zero transition) into smaller bits makes it more palatable, but customers
might be less open to it on seeing an ‘all in’ increase across different areas.”
Deliberative workshop participant
“I help manage council housing and we aren’t preparing for this at all. My
customer base has people with lots of socioeconomic problems or elderly,
and anyone of them if I asked wouldn’t think they could get any help…These
are the most vulnerable people and they don’t know what help is out there.
We should already be preparing but we have no information.” Consumer
panel participant
Similarly, we heard participants in Ireland worry that rural populations would be
disproportionately affected by changes to energy systems through the transition.
“The key point is winning hearts and minds and engaging more with the
farming community and landowners. Bring them with you.” Civil Society forum
participant
Across all our projects a desire for fairness and equity over equality, to ensure a just
transition to net zero, not just for those around today but for future generations, has
been loud and clear.
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Prediction
As a cost-of-living crisis grows, we expect to see greater focus on a just transition to
net zero. The net zero transition will reshape how we live our lives; yet we cannot
assume it will deliver a fairer society.
We’ll be championing more inclusive practice in climate and net zero decisionmaking. We believe a just transition must involve people with diverse lived
experiences, including those who are typically underrepresented or marginalised.
Given the pace, scale, and complexity of change, not engaging inclusively could
pose a key risk to achieving net zero by 2050.

3.

Transparency, accountability & responsibility

We heard time and time again how much participants want organisations to take
their responsibilities seriously, and that this starts with practical steps towards well
thought out and realistic targets.
Furthermore, participants want clear accountability for sticking to targets and
transparency around decision-making processes.
For participants deliberating Advanced Nuclear Technology and carbon capture,
usage and storage this was expressed through the desire for independent regulatory
bodies with the power to hold businesses to account.
“With a project this size it needs transparent independent governance…It
needs governing by world class experts from all different disciplines, with
representation from all in a transparent manner.” Public dialogue participant
For energy distribution networks, customers want to see leadership on the transition
to net zero. They feel that there should be more support for the public, particularly
through education about the choices and safety of future energy options.
“I hope they encourage and educate their customers about their role to play
in net zero.” Deliberative workshop participant
“They have a duty as an instrumental part of the energy infrastructure to help
make the public aware and to make informed choices.” Survey respondent
While participants across the board wanted to do their bit, some also felt
disempowered to act. Climate assembly participants told us if they are to make
better choices for the environment, they need the infrastructure to do so, such as
better public transport and cycle lanes.
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“It’s not just up to us and there is a much bigger picture (industry, transport) so
we need to make sure everybody is involved.” Climate assembly participant

Prediction
We expect to see continued pressure from the public on government and industry to
be transparent and accountable in decision-making.
In terms of engagement practice, we hope this will translate into better practice. For
example, greater clarity about how engagement is feeding into decision-making,
more effort to close the loop with participants about how the insight has been used,
and reconvened engagement to discuss progress. We’ll also encourage our clients
to share data and insights from our work so that other organisations can benefit.

4.

Ambition & urgency

There is no doubt that participants over the last year felt a keen sense of urgency.
This stemmed from concern about the effects of climate change but also a
perceived lack of ambitious and urgent action at various levels of society.
Realistic targets are important, but participants told us that they also need to see
ambition and a sense of urgency from organisations perceived as being able to
effect real change. These organisations include local councils, government
departments, energy network operators and large businesses.
“Cutting their footprint by 35% doesn’t sound like a lot. It’s just a bit pathetic.
Looking at the grand scheme of things it’s just a nod to doing the right thing,
which is not enough in this day and age compared to other companies who
are actually making big changes.” Deliberative workshop participant
Many told us that they see a more joined up effort, with different organisations
working together, as key to accelerating change.

Prediction
We believe people’s desire for urgent action will continue to increase as the effects
of climate change and biodiversity crises are felt. Equally, more people will start to
think about changes they need to make, such as replacing gas boilers, installing new
technologies, insulation, and double glazing.
We predict this will drive demand for information and engagement. Some
momentum has been built up in 2021 by both government and industry around
COP26, so to maintain this, meaningful engagement with the public is crucial.
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5.

Local & place-based engagement

From participants deliberating on advanced nuclear technologies or carbon
capture and storage, to gas and electricity network customers discussing
decarbonisation, participants were surprised at the lack of public awareness about
the changes needed to our lives, infrastructure, and systems.
“Had I not been part of this I would be oblivious to this huge change in
infrastructure.” Consumer panel participant
They saw an urgent need for national public awareness raising, but more specifically
engagement at community level about what changes would mean for their homes
and the area they live in.
“This [is] the first time like I have really been consulted in making a difference
beyond mere purchasing decisions. It has given me a bit more hope than I
did have that change can be made.” Climate assembly participant
They didn’t see a sole actor as being responsible for engagement, but often placed
more trust in local authorities and wanted balanced and clear information.
Assembly members said that ongoing engagement and communication at the local
level is key to ensuring recommendations are powerful, that the community feels
involved and that organisations are held to account.
“Ordinary people like myself hear about climate change on the news and
read about it in the newspaper -you change the channel or turn the page and
feel ‘well there are people who deal with that so I won't have to worry about
it’. But how wrong are we if we all think like this?” Climate assembly
participant

Prediction
Organisations across sectors will need to come together to collaborate on public
engagement with place-based approaches.
It’s increasingly clear that central government is looking to local to lead the delivery
of decarbonisation, but no single actor can tackle these issues.
Equally there won’t be a one-size fits all answer to things like future energy choices,
so local engagement will be ever-more important.
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Stay in touch
As a social-purpose consultancy, we support better decision-making through the
power of inclusion. We do this by providing evidence, insight, and strategic advice
through our research, evaluation, engagement, and consultation services.

If you want to discuss ideas and opportunities for
collaboration on any of the above, connect with
Amélie Treppass our Head of Environment & Future
Energy:

 amelie.treppass@traverse.ltd
 @byAmelieT
 Connect with Amelie on LinkedIn

Authors and contributors: Katie Spittle and Amélie Treppass; Olivier Boelman, Serife
Gunal, Annie Milburn and Coco Tas.
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