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Sheffield ï My Plans for a Thriving and Low Carbon City 
Andy Nolan, Director of Sustainable Development, Sheffield City Council  

 
Since 2009, Andy has led the Councilôs carbon reduction, 
climate change, energy policy and carbon reduction strategic 
framework. Following a successful academic career, in 2005 
Sheffield City Council appointed Andy as Head of 
Environmental Strategy. Andy is Chair of Core Cities Climate 
Change Group and sits on various Boards including 
Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment, 
Yorkshire Water and University of Sheffield.  
 
 
 
 

 
Some of you are familiar and itôs good to see new faces. I was 
one of those who asked Wendy who founded Action for 
Involvement to have a follow-up to October 2009 Climatewalk 
which was fun; it is a useful forum and a valuable exercise to 
meet many people from such diverse backgrounds to share 
ideas in an informal way.  
 
The point of finding out whatôs going on in Sheffield initiatives is 
interesting. People invariably look to the local authority for 
direction; we have a responsibility and influence which isnôt to 
say we have all the answers.  

 
Sheffield never fails to surprise me with everything going on. Weôre in the middle of a spring clean 
with Environment Week around the corner. Weôve had WWFôs Earth Hour; people like you are eager 
to get involved so itôs a joy to work in a City with people so keen to contribute.  
 
When Wendy invited me back, it was to explain my plans, which comes from who I am, what I do and 
my experiences. I claim to be a Northerner from the wrong county with Yorkshire roots, studied Earth 
Sciences and Geography at Bradford which determines my views. The question that sustainable 
development is not implemented is an issue of sustainable balance for decision-making on economic, 
social and environmental factors.  
 
My talk is about our Cityôs priorities; to give a flavour of things happening, future plans, Council role, 
my role and my team in that. Weôll touch on the approaches weôll take. Victorian authorities have long 
gone. Local authorities have increasing expectations with the public clamouring satisfaction with 
demands having changed even in the past 7 months. Since I started at the Council in 2005, the 
countryôs economic situation has changed radically so we need to take new approaches so it is useful 
to speak with a diverse range of stakeholders.  
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This is our planet  
In a formal context images arenôt often shown in a local authority. Weôre usually 
more interested in Sheffield than the planet and more interest in South 
Yorkshire but typically people write to Councillors and MPs on local issues. Our 
challenge is to recognise our role in a global context and face global 
challenges; we now have a far better understanding of and recognise our role. 
Climate change which has the highest profile is one of many competing issues 
which Iôll touch on.  
 
 

 
For the sustainability agenda we need to consider 
global resources and consumption patterns. We 
are starting to look at Peak Oil implications for 
Sheffield and its effect on rising energy prices. 
 
Government taxation of 1p more on a litre of petrol 
is the tip of iceberg on fuel prices. How do we 
survive in our changing economic and resource-
depleted world. Water and its changing patterns of 
distribution also pose challenges.  
 
A few years ago as part of the development of the 
Learning Skills Council sustainable development strategy I was asked: What does sustainable 
development mean to you?  
 
I donôt have the answer but my take is to balance challenging questions, understand the implications 
of decision-making and take decisions with best faith. In response to the question on whether 
sustainable development is happening, I can say it is being embedded into planning processes now. 
The challenge is whether weôve got the balance right between social, economic and environmental 
factors. Economically things may feel sustainable short term, but attitudes have changed to 
environment resources. Carbon is the currency for measuring sustainability - or one of its measures.  
 

 
www.bioregional.com/our-vision/one-planet-living  

 

The three corners of sustainability; the one finite element 
are planetary resources at our disposal, a rapidly 
increasing global population that has exceeded its 
capacity on the planet and the way we live is not 
sustainable. Weôre living in Sheffield and weôre 
consuming the equivalent, individually of 3 planets living 
yet our aspiration in the UK and Sheffield is to one planet 
living - a tough challenge to meet and where I think we 
focus our attention and thinking.  
 
 

 
 
Having spoken of global issues this is a more local view of Sheffieldôs life expectancy with the South 
East and Peak Park to the left; it shows living downhill, downwind or down river in Sheffield 
decreases life expectancy more significantly than upwind, uphill or upstream. It is typical of an 
industrial or post-industrial city like Sheffield.  

http://www.bioregional.com/our-vision/one-planet-living
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Our Council have to face and reconcile issues on how to redress this imbalance across the city: life 
expectancy, chances in life, education, equality more generally. A typical example would be air or 
water quality and contaminated land. Towards the east of Sheffield air quality is worse with more 
contaminated brownfield land with our old industrial areas, whilst the typically more affluent upwind 
areas are to the west and south.  
 
We have to look for the win-wins across the City. Where does tackling the solution like poor air quality 
in Tinsley give us the opportunity to make contributions to global challenges such as climate change 
and climate reduction.  
 
Sheffieldôs health 
A whole range of factors have been identified as important 
and my reason for dwelling on health for a moment is 
because we still have health and quality issues in the City; 
health is an important issue for people. 
 
 It is often difficult to engage with people on the broader 
environmental agenda. Yourselves aside, thereôs a massive 
community of 500,000 people out there in Sheffield with 
entirely different motivations and we need to find ways of 
understanding and triggering those motivations. Typically 
this comes down to local issues so we need to find 
opportunities to promote win-win between the global and 
local 
 
 
 
 

Letter in The Star, 2007 Letter to the 
The Star (Sheffield) 4th July 2007 ñMan-
made carbon emissions have not been 
Ăclearly shown to have a major effect on 

climate change  ͍they in fact form a tiny 

proportion of worldwide greenhouse gas 
emissionsò  
 
This letter exemplifies the thinking in 
2007 when it was published about the 
time when Channel 4 documentary 
which disputed climate change when we 
were doing a City-wide consultation on 
many areas including climatechange. 
People were still questioning whether it 
was happening but things have moved 
on regardless of Norwich and the IPCC 

climatechange data projections. As there are still people who will challenge this, we have a new role 
in the local authority and our City to help educate people to understand the challenges; more 
importantly the action they can take.  
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What difference can I make?  
We are often asked What difference can I make? 
Pictures like this pose questions such as:  

¶ what is the value of things I might be able to do?  

¶ What is within my control?  

¶ What can I do as an individual?  

¶ What can we do as a business?  

¶ What might we do as a City?  
 
An important Council role is finding the right scale. We 
often work at different scales so I have a unique 
perspective on the Cityôs carbon reduction challenge, 
the globe suggests we look at climate change or carbon 

emissions globally whereas planners look at reducing new-build carbon emissions.  
 
The Council is tasked to find ways of reducing the Cityôs net overall contribution which also entails 
taking account of broader sustainability, economic and social factors.  
 
Our role is to help people contribute. Sheffield is My Planet http://sheffieldismyplanet.co.uk/ is a 
rapidly developing programme to signpost, shape and direct people City resources by reducing 
carbon emissions and a healthier, more sustainable, vibrant City. It also includes the Community 
Champion Network. It is central to the sustainable development and climate change agenda. 
Everyone needs to understand that we will be taking hard, unpalatable decisions. I anticipate more 
such decisions particularly on difficult issues such as transport. 
 
 
 
 .  
What does a sustainable city look like?  
When asked people say: competitive, thriving, healthy, 
democractic accountable, self-sufficient and empowering ï 
highly aspirational - many think weôre doing well and others 
less so; it is not definitive and I am keen to hear your thoughts 
on what this City should be.  
 
Key questions to ask ourselves are:  

¶ What makes Sheffield more or less sustainable  

¶ than elsewhere in the UK or western world  

¶ What should we do more of?  
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It has often been hardest to achieve some of the 
Cityôs best assets. Looking through a book of 
pictures of old Sheffield and City trams, I realised 
it was not that long ago when we ripped out a fine 
tram system across the entire city. Today the few 
tram lines in the City are looked at with envy yet it 
is a thumbprint of the old network. When other 
cities and people are asked what they envy about 
Sheffield, they mention:  

¶ Supertram ï it is sustainable.  

¶ Bernard Road waste plant ï is seen as the 
Cityôs sustainable energy kit.  

¶ Parkland ï we have so much that it sets us 
apart from other cities and managing the 
infrastructure took hundreds of years.  

 
 
Taking a waste plant development and supertram through planning and public consultation caused 
big pain yet today we have fondness and pride for these assets.  
 
 
I wanted to talk to you about the local authority role action plan to create conditions for people to 
make lifestyle choices, behaviours, attitudes and culture to encourage people to think sustainably to 
be the next Malmo in Sweden praised as one of the worldôs most sustainable cities. Interestingly it 
imports a lot of its waste into the city to heat and power everything it does.  
 
 
Behaviour change and helping people make lifestyle choices 
by education and learning need infra-structure. Although we 
cant do everything we need to put things in place to get things 
moving. In an early response to climate change ï some of the 
early movers particularly local authorities were like headless 
chickens - not a very palatable picture ï apologies. A Typical 
Response to Climate Change? 

¶ How do we demonstrate a commitment to this ethos and  

¶ ensure weôve made the right decisions.  

¶ How much risk are you prepared to take without testing 
out?  

¶ How much are we going to do that is untried?  

¶ How much of a pioneer do we want to be?  

¶ Do we want to be a first mover or a second mover?  

¶ Are there things we can do where we have experience or are there things weôve seen that we can 
borrow and copy?  
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A long term approach to climate change and to 
sustainability reflects planning and design which is 
a democratic, inclusive process. It is a function of 
economic activity which has a small role; we have 
a turnover of 1% of new build the City cannot 
change overnight. It may take centuries to change 
how we function. Sheffield is the first major UK 
city with a core strategy for our planning 
framework and this year we will be introducing 
policies which will embed many of the principles of 
sustainable development with greater recognition 
for carbon reduction, renewable energy, resource 
use and climate change adaptation.  
 

 
 
Transport changes will not happen overnight. Our legacy of 
an excellent public transport network and other facilities 
always impresses Sheffieldôs visitors. Bus and tram link 
into the planning process and system generate thriving 
district centres. Weôve put a lot of effort into the new City 
Centre. We now have a clear mandate for our districts to 
ensure suburban areas receive investment in the same 
way. Although challenging, we can reduce t travel 
significantly and restore services such as schools, doctors 
and shops to reduce travel needs. 
 
 
  
An interesting development for us is work on alternative fuel vehicles, with gas and electric infra-
structure for vehicle refuelling and recharging across the City. I have been working on strategy and 
funding bids to Government to create infra-structure support for people moving away from petrol and 
diesel engine vehicles. Changing how we develop our Transport Systems 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
An infra-structure sea-change is a vehicle the 
Council has been trialling around the City. 
Weôve also brought on board 10 bio-methane 
powered gas vehicles to roll out in the next 
year or so. It is a big challenge with it being 
driven by oil is running out.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 


