Another interesting report via Kit Strange at the Resource Recovery Forum (www.resourcesnotwaste.org): 

UK public interest in low carbon living shows signs of growth 

New research by Icaro Consulting, testing reactions to a range of low carbon propositions, shows the British public is interested but looking for support. The research, marking a shift away from the focus on general attitudes, looks at 12 options including technologies like solar panels, financial support packages like 'green' loans, in-home smart meters, and real time variable electricity pricing. A representative sample of 1,000 British adults aged 18-64 were interviewed online by Ipsos MORI.

What is the role of the public in helping to create and shape this low carbon future? On this issue the jury tends to fall somewhere in between two main schools of thought. On the one hand there are the optimists who draw great encouragement from news of things like the UK transition town movement, rising sales of environmentally sound stuff, and the advent of "Carrot Mobbing" (where social networks leverage green commitments from companies in exchange for turning up en masse and spending lots of cash).

In contrast, there are the pessimists or misanthropes who - seeing the hordes of people in shopping centres, traffic jams, airport lounges or in line at KFC - reach an altogether different conclusion: that people are in fact only as green as the system allows them to be and, therefore, hope can only lie in the tools of the state.

The research, testing reactions to 12 low carbon propositions, marks a shift away from the focus on general attitudes and explores instead interest in specific packages of support and incentives. It finds a high level of interest across a range of ideas, and suggests some low carbon policy ideas may be capable of generating significant public interest.

Three tiers of interest emerge in relation to the propositions:

· Over three quarters (78%) are interested in a free household collection of unwanted electrical and electronics products, including 41% who say they are 'very intere sted'. And, chiming with the Conservative's recent proposition for a new 'smart' electricity network, a strong majority are interested in 'smart' electricity meters if they are installed free of charge (73%), as well as 'real time' electricity pricing (79%) where prices vary throughout the day according to demand. 

· Other low carbon propositions that engage the public include green loyalty card schemes where points can be collected and redeemed on environmentally friendly purchases (61%), a 'traffic light' label on products to indicate environmental impact (60%), and communities agreeing to a local wind turbine - installed by the council or energy provider - in return for a 'renewable energy development fund' to spend on local environmental improvements (58%). The idea of a zero interest energy efficiency home loan - spreading out the cost of 10 improvements across energy bills over 10 years - interests more than two in five (45%). 

· In contrast, some of the low carbon propositions evidently have a more selective appeal. A minority of around one in four (26%) say they are interested in a home energy audit, carried out by a certified expert and costing £50 (including only 5% who are 'very interested'), while only 29% are interested in joining a local energy community group. Two in five (40%) also express interest in installing PV solar panels at an overall cost of £10,000 (spread out over 10 years using a zero interest green loan with nothing to pay upfront) and then selling excess energy back to the grid via a feed in tariff. These options - particularly the latter - still attract the interest of a significant minority, but nonetheless begin to point to the realities of who pays.


A number of different themes appear to underpin the way in which consumers respond to these ideas:

The main findings in summary, suggest that the public respond well to many of the propositions put to them. The questions admittedly only tested headline interest in a range of potential ideas, and there is of course plenty of 'devil in the detail' associated with each of the options that could sway opinions. Nonetheless, and accepting the caveats, large swathes of consumers seem interested in some ideas such as in-home 'smart' metering (if provided free of charge) and real time electricity pricing, giving an interesting edge to the Conservative's proposal for a smart electricity 'internet'.

There is also significant interest in environmental loyalty cards and 'traffic light' labelling of products according to their environmental impact. Several issues appear to underpin consumers' reactions to low carbon propositions:

· Cost, as already highlighted above, is a significant barrier. Those options involving the consumer having to pay something - whether a £50 discounted home energy audit or a £10,000 Photovoltaic system - attract less interest than those that are free 

· Tailored and specific information is in demand, for example 'smart' meters and labelling schemes 

· Community engagement is not easy, or even desirable for many, with the idea of individuals coming together to form a local energy saving club appealing to some but not others 

· There appears something fundamentally important about responsibility & leadership - propositions rate highly, surprisingly so in some cases (eg agreeing to local wind turbines in return for a local renewable energy development fund), where there is leadership from a retailer, local authority or energy company to initiate and drive the idea.


What potential, then, does the survey suggest for low carbon lifestyles moving forward? Overall, the "winning formula" appears to be where consumers are supported by government or by business, where upfront costs are significantly reduced, and where there are clear personal savings (whether in terms of money, time or just convenience).

Copies of the 20-page summary document “Low Carbon Lifestyles: Still Searching for Gladwell's Tipping Point” (2.7 MB) can be downloaded from:
                                       http://www.icaro-consulting.co.uk
