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Sustainable Reading Proposal

Aim

To create a broad based grouping of local voluntary groups and individuals with a shared agenda and programme of action, both campaigning and lobbying and practical projects/personal action, toward creating the conditions to enable, support and promote truly sustainable living and working in Reading. 

In addition to ‘natural’ GREN members this grouping could include International Development organisations and those on the periphery of GREN’s constituency such as the Reading Cycle Campaign, True Food, Tenant and Resident associations, Farmers Market, Women’s Institute, Trade Unions etc…….

An agenda or manifesto for a Sustainable Reading might cover issues such as: 

Energy (efficiency & generation), transport, food, local economy, housing, local procurement, culture, equality & social justice (both local and international), Biodiversity, Healthy Living.  

Such a ‘manifesto’ could provide a real alternative to the establishment vision for a sustainable community, which doesn’t embed real principles of sustainability and would for example embrace unsustainable technologic solutions to CC mitigation and an unsustainable economic model. 
I would anticipate that if such a community based shared agenda could be developed then networks or groups focused on these areas of interest could be stimulated and take action – facilitated through GREN, which might even try to get funding to coordinate and support this over time. I think we (in the community and outside of failed political systems) need to build a vision and take action on it for ourselves to: 

· Build the infrastructure, cooperation and support needed to enable people already interested in doing so to lead more sustainable lives locally

· Promote these ways of living and extend the opportunities for and the scale of people engaged in sustainable living locally

· Campaign around mainstream issues within established structures and around the mainstream for transformational change locally
For example we might: 

· Build on existing experience and expertise to develop a real local sustainable food market; production and consumption
· Work collectively to set out a vision, lobby and take action to secure a genuinely sustainable transport solution for the town where walking and cycling really could be the natural (and safe) choice 

· Add critical mass to the efforts to make sustainable energy choices available to local people, including those who can’t afford £ooo’s to pay for it themselves up front
· Set out an agenda, lobby and take action toward securing a local economy that is not based on multi-nationals in glass towers employing tens of thousands of commuters, whilst many people in Reading’s disadvantaged communities languish on the dole or Incapacity Benefit or are in precarious low paid Mcjobs because there are no jobs that match their skill sets or they haven’t had the opportunities to acquire them
These are just examples; it would be up to people to decide what priorities to set and how to work toward them

Context 

Local Statutory
RBC adopted a Climate Change strategy, which incorporates borough-wide emissions i.e. not just focused on RBC estate, but is nevertheless limited in its aims and is not intended to address broader issues of sustainability. In addition much else of what the Council does seems grounded in pursuit of unsustainable economic growth in pursuit of a chimera of Reading as a UK/European city. This has consequences that directly contradict its aims to mitigate CC in e.g. keeping Reading in the ‘top five national city economies’ giving us all the office blocks with associated commuting or pumping up Reading as ‘one of the top ten UK retail destinations’, promoting obscene levels of consumption and even more traffic. 

Whilst succeeding to a significant extent on their Reading 2020 economic targets, Reading has failed on others such as: 

Education:- ‘infrastructure for lifelong learning’ 
Housing:- ‘new homes will meet the needs of all in the community’ 
Sustainable Communities:- ‘growth is only acceptable if it improves the quality of life’ 
Local Communities:- ‘having a wider range of services’ 
Transport:- ‘priority access to the city centre will be secured for pedestrians, cyclists, public transport and necessary car journeys’ or ‘walking and cycling will be the natural choice for getting to local facilities’

These were all in the last Vision for Reading 2020 and the list goes on. 

The Local Strategic Partnership (LSP) (led by the Council, with other statutory agencies, Business and Voluntary Sector) are supposed to develop a Sustainable Community Strategy (SCS) that sets out a ‘place shaping’ vision for Reading – a key word being ‘sustainable’, and the statutory guidance is clear that this carries the formal meaning of sustainability. Our present SCS poorly reflects sustainability; other than the inclusion of National Indicators on emissions etc, sustainability is not reflected across its themes at all.

The new Reading Climate Change Partnership may be able to improve this and acknowledges that it needs to work with other LSP themed partnership groups to embed CC issues across the new SCS to be developed in 2010. However, it is very much focussed on CC mitigation, not sustainability, and is very likely to support the pursuit of unsustainable technological solutions to mitigate CC. Its focus and funding opportunities are also very likely to be economically driven.

A process of developing a new long-term Vision for Reading and associated SCS has been commenced by Reading Borough Council, with its LSP partners. Whilst there was some initial discussion of this at the LSP’s annual Forum in November, the Council in particular has shown some reluctance to open up this process to engage the communities of Reading in developing a new Vision. The voluntary sector agencies are trying to do this, in a way that is constrained by resources, and are staging a 1-day conference on 22 March for voluntary, community and faith sector groups as well as developing a toolkit for use by community based groups and networks, such as GREN or constituent groups, that will enable them to discover and communicate their own Vision. 
In the meantime the Council are yet again seeking ‘City status’ for Reading. 
Local Voluntary Sector   
There is a plethora of local groups with an interest in CC and broader sustainability, but as events have shown in the past, little coordination between them until, and even since, the advent of GREN e.g. FoE, Greenpeace or Rising Tide work to their own agenda and generally don’t cooperate on local issues.  
A Transition Reading group was established in February 2009, some might consider this the ‘natural home’ for such an initiative. However TT Reading does not appear to have achieved anything concrete to date; when I asked for information about what they were doing in September I was told they could not agree on what to do. Furthermore, the TT agenda is primarily driven by CC and Peak Oil considerations and as such it is not grounded in broader sustainability issues – although TT initiatives obviously pursue activities broadly consistent with this. 

There is a valuable resource in Reading, RISC – the UK’s largest development education centre, whose ethos is grounded in issues of sustainable development, linking local with global issues as any real notion of sustainability must. Connected to this is the Reading International Development Forum, which brings together a large group of voluntary and community organisations with similar aims that extend into CC and sustainability. However, there is not a great deal of cooperation between those International Development groups outside of Reading International Festival (and previously WOMAD), or between them and environmental groups generally – especially on the local dimensions of sustainability.  

Reading also has very significant related voluntary groups e.g. Reading Cycle Campaign and Social Enterprises e.g. True Food Coop and Farmers Market. For some, creating a sustainable local community is explicit in their aims and objectives, for others this aspiration is closely aligned if not explicit.
There is an increasingly well connected and organised Faith sector in Reading, with a real and developing interest in CC issues grounded in a broader moral imperative of social justice. Faith based groups and networks are increasingly taking action to raise awareness on CC mitigation and make their own individual contributions to this. The understanding of broader issues of sustainability within this sector is however probably more limited, but growing and receptive.  

There are many more, whose aims would be consistent with this but for the most part we don’t work together or share any explicitly agreed agenda. We should also be aware however, that there are many other voluntary sector groups who have little or no understanding, or even interest in, CC issues or broader sustainability. The experience of local Every Action Counts ‘community champions’ in trying to engage Voluntary and Faith sector organisations on issues around energy, resource use, transport, environment and procurement was that there was almost no interest.  
Local Business and Trades Unions
There are some notable businesses with a local presence that are taking real action to make their operations more sustainable in their terms e.g. Kyocera Mita, but these are a handful at most. It is unlikely that even the most ‘enlightened’ would understand sustainability that might involve an end to economic growth as we currently define it or that we might not want any more national/ international companies locating in Reading, but instead some local jobs for local people doing things that meet local needs for goods and services. 
It is unlikely that major retailers, who dominate the town, would understand that we might want a strategy to promote local independent shops that provide real choice and service, promotion of repair and reuse and a big reduction in purchase of new stuff from China etc. 
Alongside the business entities themselves there are their employees’ Trades Unions, some of which have significant memberships in Reading. Some of the Trades Unions are very active in the area of Climate Change at a national level. COIN (Climate Outreach Information Network), based in Oxford, are leading a project – Climate Solidarity – which involves the CWU, PCS, NUT, UCU and other Unions’ members in forming Climate Action groups to take action together on energy, transport, food etc. We could tap into and promote this locally.  
National/International

Copenhagen failed abysmally, even on its own terms. Those terms were not our terms anyway; the UK government is pursuing a market led ‘solution’ to CC mitigation from which the past polluters will profit and which doesn’t require action to be taken domestically. We could go on listing the failures and irrelevance of their approach, but the lesson to be learnt from this is surely that communities are going to have to do it for themselves; taking the lead on real local action on sustainability and on (radical) campaign action to raise awareness and create political space for effective policy development.  

Proposition

In very outline terms – to devise and convene a conference, aimed at the groups outlined above, perhaps for around 100 people who are active in such community based groups in and around Reading. This would be for engaged activists rather than the general public and for people who do stuff rather than talk about it. This could take place on a weekend day in May/June 2010. 
The aims for the day could be to:

· Develop a shared vision/manifesto/agenda for a Sustainable Reading, across the main social, economic and cultural themes

· Establish if there were areas of common interest around which participants could form ‘action groups’ – perhaps a bit like the COIN Climate Action Groups, but with a longer term life

· Establish a longer term steering group to develop the initiative over time 

I guess we could aim get a fairly high profile speaker on some aspects of this, but focused on the need and means to building a new sort of society. We might also be able to use the community vision toolkit that is being developed through RVA for the LSP Vision & Sustainable Community Strategy process. 
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