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Turn to the news, and a good proportion of the stories are about energy: rising gas and electricity bills; climate change and a warming planet; renewable energy targets; new nuclear power stations. The list is long. And whether your concern is the cost of energy, or the security of its supply or the environmental impact of its use, reducing our dependence on gas, oil and electricity is the order of the day.
To meet this challenge, a string of high-profile initiatives has emerged to promote energy efficiency, and this includes a very successful scheme that works on the community level.

Community Action for Energy 

Community Action for Energy (CAfE) is a programme from the Energy Saving Trust. It was launched in 2001 to promote sustainable energy projects in the community. Today, CAfE acts as co-ordinator of a network of some 3,000 people, projects and organisations. Membership of the network, and the services it delivers, are completely free. 

The services provided by CAfE to members include training, an expert advice panel, a national conference, travel bursaries, publications and a website. Verity Saunders is the co-ordinator of the CAfE programme. "I am truly inspired by the work that so many of our network members are doing to build their communities and to look after each other and the environment. It is a privilege to support them," she says.

So who are these members of 'CAfE society'? Let's look at three examples ...

Catch the wind

The three turbines of the Moel Moelogan community wind farm in Wales generate enough energy to supply 1,600 homes. Built with £2.5m of EU funds and bank loans, the wind farm has breathed life into a farming community that has been hit hard by Chernobyl fall-out, BSE and foot-and-mouth disease. As Geraint Davis, an active member of the group, put it "The future of many Welsh farming families looked bleak, with rising suicide rates and the exodus of many youngsters seeking work elsewhere". Throughout the development of the wind farm, the co-op worked hard to involve local people at every stage. And the community responded well: 200 visitors were expected to attend an open day in 2002 to mark the raising of the first turbine; 1,500 turned up! 

Fighting fuel poverty

REECH (realising energy efficient communities and homes) is a rapidly expanding programme that helps people in low-income groups improve their homes, save money on fuel and reduce carbon emissions. "Cold, damp homes cause misery and illness for many communities, but they don't have to," says Mansoora Shah, a 

REECH project officer. "Simple energy efficiency improvements can make the difference between a warm, healthy home and a cold and miserable one". REECH focuses particularly on overcoming the hurdles that ethnic minority groups face when accessing energy advice and information, e.g. cultural or language barriers. 

Warming the heart of the community

Successful energy projects can be the key to bringing a community together. In Gamblesby, Cumbria, local people were keen to revive the village's only shared facility, a 150-year-old village hall that was run-down, cold, draughty and damp and had fallen into disuse. Together, they raised £42,000 through government funds, grant-making trusts and local initiatives such as garden open days and carol singing. This was used to improve the building's energy efficiency and install a ground-source heat pump, and the renovated village hall is now enjoying a new lease of life. The community itself has been invigorated and warmed by the project as well, and, as James Watson, a trustee of the village hall says, "We now have a warm and welcoming venue that will save us money and is good for the environment too". 

Like many community projects, the ones described above tend not to receive the attention they deserve. But for CAfE's members they are nothing less than inspirational. They act as a beacon for the many new community-based energy projects that with CAfE's help, are delivering energy efficiency and renewable energy schemes that contribute to the fight against climate change. 

To find out more about Community Action for Energy, or to become a member, visit www.est.org.uk/cafe or call  08701 261 444.

Every Action Counts

'Save energy' is one of the five themes of the Every Action Counts (EAC) project, in which NAVCA is a partner. The project aims to engage national and local voluntary and community sector organisations in work to protect and improve our environment, and to deliver sustainable development solutions. Look out for articles on the other themes: Save Our Resources, Shop Ethically, Travel Wisely, and Care For Your Area, in future issues of Circulation.

Taking part in EAC

EAC's message is that any group, however small, and whether urban or rural, can make a difference. EAC aims to involve some 14,000 community groups over the lifetime of the project and NAVCA has undertaken to recruit groups via our network. Please encourage your member organisations to register via: www.navca.org.uk/eac, and to log their group as being affiliated to NAVCA. 

 

Community champions

EAC is also looking for over 1,000 local community activists to lead change in their neighbourhoods. NAVCA is looking for help from our members in recruiting potential champions. Please encourage suitable volunteers to sign up via: www.navca.org.uk/eac and ask them to say they were encouraged to become a champion by a NAVCA member.

For information and resources on how to make your group more sustainable, see www.navca.org.uk/eac and www.everyactioncounts.org.uk.
Fighting climate change starts at local level





Energy is one of the big issues of the day, and community-level energy projects abound says Tim Weisselberg from Community Action for Energy.
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