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Climate change is one of the most urgent political issues 
of our time, and it is now broadly acknowledged that 
radical change is needed to the way we live. The built 
environment sector must play an important role in 
addressing climate change, being responsible for circa 
40% of the UK’s total carbon footprint. But change is 
underway and the public sector is leading the way, with 
over half of local authorities in the UK having declared a 
climate emergency. 

Such political declarations are ambitious and timely, but 
they now must be translated into effective policy and on-
the-ground change. At an event held at the Design 
Museum, Public Practice brought together a panel of 
experts to discuss the climate emergency and explore 
proactive strategies to help tackle it. The discussion was 
introduced by Public Practice Associates Tara Gbolade 
and Laetitia Pancrazi, chaired by Julie Hirigoyen (Chief 
Executive UK Green Building Council), and included Cllr 
Bridget Smith (Leader of South Cambridgeshire District 
Council), Sarah Cary (Executive Director of Place London 
Borough of Enfield and Public Practice Board Member), 
and Sunand Prasad (Senior Partner Penoyre & Prasad 
and Mayor’s Design Advocate).
 
Panellists discussed the important actions already being 
taken by the public sector in instigating a step-change 
towards a more sustainable built environment. However, 
they also argued that more concrete climate actions are 
needed and that such actions will be contingent on 
proactive collaboration with local communities and across 
sectors. 

In her introduction, Julie Hirigoyen argued that councils are 
uniquely placed to foster local action and empower 
communities to lead sustainable lives. This sentiment was 
echoed by Sarah Cary, who spoke about councils’ duty to 
care for communities and how this can be achieved through 
strategic, forward-looking planning. She mentioned the 
Meridian Water development - a council-led regeneration 
project that aims to develop the most sustainable zero-
carbon housing development in the UK - as an example of 
proactive planning.

Cllr Smith discussed how accounting for natural capital in 
rural communities can be used to draw attention to existing 
biological and ecological assets, and how this in turn can  
help safeguard local biodiversity. As an example, she 
mentioned the Cambridge-Oxford Arc development which 
integrates proactive housing and transport planning with low 
carbon residential neighbourhoods. 

Sunand Prasad discussed the opportunities offered by 
circular economy models. Designing a world with no waste 
is imperative, he argued, whether it is through better 
procurement models, constructions methods, or supply 
chains. He added that local authorities can have the biggest 
impact through retrofitting and that they should adopt a 
long-term stewardship model. 

While the event identified strategies to help address the 
climate crisis, it is clear that the conversation has only just 
begun. Public Practice will continue to promote cross-
cutting conversations and will assist local authorities in 
recruiting built environment experts to help deliver on their 
climate emergency declarations.



The summary of this event is authored by 
Laetitia Pancrazi and Tara Gbolade. 

The full recording of this event is available online. 
You can listen to it here.

For more information, visit www.publicpractice.org,uk,
email info@publicpractice.org.uk, or call 020 3858 7447.

https://soundcloud.com/public-practice/councils-x-climate-crisis

