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FOREWORDS 

 

Councillor Waseem Zaffar, Cabinet Member for Transport and Environment 

Climate change affects us all and we cannot afford to stand by and do nothing. In Birmingham, 
following the council’s unanimous, cross-party declaration of a climate emergency, we are now 
setting up a climate taskforce to draw up an action plan setting out how our city will tackle climate 
change and become carbon neutral by 2030. However, this will not just be a Birmingham City 
Council taskforce that sits in the Council House; this will be a multi-agency, cross-party taskforce 
that works in partnership across the city, engaging with our many different communities and 
covering all ages and backgrounds, so that we can educate and empower people to work together 
towards this common goal. 

Faith groups play a hugely important role in our communities and so I am extremely grateful to 
Footsteps for its invaluable work in bringing together faith groups across the city to respond to this 
challenge. Together we can tackle this climate emergency and I look forward to welcoming a faith 
group representative to the taskforce. 

 

Councillor John Cotton, Cabinet Member for Social Inclusion, Community Safety and Equalities 

I also welcome the Footsteps report and am very pleased at the way in which it highlights the 
opportunities for strengthening our communities and improving the health and well-being of all 
Birmingham residents.  This is essential for a just and equitable transition to a Net Zero Carbon city 
- one in which our city’s faith communities have a vital role to play. 

 

Ruth Tetlow, Chair, Footsteps – Faiths for a Low Carbon Future 

Birmingham is one of the most multi-faith cities in the UK and Europe, due to the wealth of 
experience and tradition brought by many migrants over several centuries. So Birmingham has a 
great opportunity to take a lead in tackling the very serious threats of climate change on a multi-
faith basis. This report outlines what has been achieved so far and points the way to the potential 
for progress towards a greener future. ‘Footsteps’ will be ready to make a distinctive contribution, 
working with like-minded partners, inspired by faith teachings and drawing on the experience of 
people of all faiths working together. 

 

Authors’ foreword 

The suggestion for writing this report originated when Climate Action Network West Midlands 
asked Footsteps to provide a ‘faith and values’ contribution to their climate community action 
workshops in the John Lewis community hub.  The authors then spent a period exploring what 
‘faith and values’ meant in the context of a ‘low carbon future’.  Birmingham Council’s Climate 
Emergency Declaration on 11 June 2019 and the clear overlap between ‘just transition’ and ‘faith 
values’ then gave the final impetus to focus on the role for faith communities in the emergency. 

We would like to thank everyone in Birmingham who has contributed and provided illustrative 
case studies and those who have reviewed and commented on the report at various stages.  We 
would also like to thanks those further afield who are creating rising levels of awareness of the 
urgent need for change, especially David Attenborough, Christiana Figueres and Greta Thunberg.  
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1 SUMMARY 

This report aims to help councillors, politicians, campaign groups, decision makers and civil society 
to engage more deeply and work more effectively with faith communities.  It is also intended to 
help Birmingham’s faith communities engage with the challenge of Birmingham becoming a Net 
Zero Carbon city. 

Faith values and action 

The report identifies how faith traditions share beliefs that we have a collective responsibility to 
care for the earth and to love and care for people.  Many people of faith believe that another 
world is possible and they can help to create that world on this earth.  When working with faith 
communities, understanding some of the values and moral imperatives that drive people to make 
certain choices is an important aspect, but just as important is listening.  

Faith communities are working and supporting initiatives that ‘care for the earth’ and help people 
live sustainably within the resources the Earth provides.  Faith communities and individuals are, 
though, at different points in their journeys and there are many opportunities to learn from each 
other.  The report contains examples of good practice and suggests new approaches that can be 
adapted to different situations.  Of great importance, though, is the way in which many individuals 
are inspired by their faith to take action both in their own lives and more broadly.   

Just transitions 

The ‘just transition’ to Net Zero Carbon in the Birmingham Climate Emergency Declaration calls 
not only for the decarbonisation of electricity and vehicular transport, but also for a better and 
healthier future for residents. The Declaration involves valuing and investing in green spaces, 
building a transport network that reduces air pollution and delivers health benefits, especially to 
the poorest communities.  It also involves changing the way the city deals with waste and 
encouraging and enabling people to have healthier lifestyles. 

The report finds that there is a considerable overlap between a ‘just transition’ and what faith 
communities are doing.  Places of worship are reducing waste, making their buildings more 
sustainable, caring for their grounds, and engaging with local communities.  Some local places of 
worship are involved with and support national environmental faith networks and campaigns.   

Community engagement and interfaith role 

The transition to a Net Zero Carbon Birmingham will not be achieved without the active 
participation and support of local communities attracted by the co-benefits of healthier life styles, 
cleaner air, a more equal society, warmer houses and improved health and well-being.  

Birmingham has a number of well-established interfaith structures and groups.  At the city level 
the Birmingham Council of Faiths was established in 1974, the Birmingham Faith Leaders Group in 
2001 and, more recently, Footsteps - Faiths for a Low Carbon Future in 2016.  There are, however, 
many examples of individual places of worship working together locally often addressing shared 
neighbourhood concerns.  

Footsteps has demonstrated that, in Birmingham, there is value in creating ‘neutral’ spaces where 
people feel their faith perspective on the environment will be heard and valued, taking back ideas 
into their own places of worship.  A network of individuals has been created that support 
environmental work in each other’s faith communities.  Footsteps has also successfully partnered 
with climate action groups, community projects and individual places of worship to hold events 
and activities that bring people together and where a ‘faith and values’ perspective is needed.  
Footsteps can create opportunities for faith leaders and others to speak out together and 
coordinated the letter to the Council supporting the declaration of a climate emergency. 
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Key Conclusions  

 It will be a complex challenge for Birmingham to achieve a truly just transition to net 
zero carbon by 2030.  Achieving this goal, however, will be putting Birmingham in the 
global league of major cities that are taking the climate challenge into their own hands.   

 The climate emergency motion calls of a ‘just transition’, taking communities with the 
change and not leaving anyone behind. There is a considerable overlap between a ‘just’ 
transition, faith values and the action faith communities are already taking.   

 The values of love and justice, care for the earth and hope for a better future shared by 
Birmingham’s faith communities provide a powerful moral compass and source of 
inspiration for individuals and communities to act.   

 Its faith communities have an important part to play in Birmingham becoming a Net Zero 
Carbon city by 2030.  By speaking out individually and collectively faith communities and 
their leaders can have a powerful influence on the course Birmingham chooses to take to 
tackle the climate emergency.  Through their actions faith communities are providing 
examples of how to achieve a Net Zero Carbon Birmingham.   

 

The world’s major cities can provide powerful examples to national governments and international 
institutions on how to achieve the goals in the Paris Climate agreement.  Birmingham needs to be 
among these leaders. 
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2 INTRODUCTION 

2.1 Aims  

This report aims to help councillors, politicians, community leaders, campaign groups and civil 
society to engage more deeply and work more effectively with faith communities.  The report is 
also intended to help Birmingham’s faith leaders and community to engage with the challenges of 
Birmingham becoming a Net Zero Carbon city and demonstrate that faith communities have an 
important role to play.  

The report identifies important faith based ‘Care for our Earth’ values and describes how 
Birmingham’s faith communities are taking action themselves.  

Birmingham, as a vibrant, diverse multi faith city, has the potential to lead the way in showing how 
faith communities can work with others as part of the transition to a Net Zero Carbon future. 

2.2 Climate Emergency Declaration 

On 11 June 2019 Birmingham City Council unanimously passed a cross party resolution declaring a 
Climate Emergency (see Appendix 1).  The Declaration begins by recognising that:  

“The Climate Crisis is an existential threat that requires us to change the way we 
invest in, grow and sustain our cities and regions. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC , 2018) report published in 
October 2018 set out the devastating consequences for the planet if it warmed more 
than 1.5°C - with increased extreme weather with heatwaves and floods driving mass 
migration and global insecurity; the catastrophic social and ecological impacts 
worsening for every degree of warming. 

The impact of climate change will not just be felt in far-away lands or coastal areas, 
the impact on Birmingham residents of increased extreme weather events, including 
flooding, droughts and heatwave is likely to be profound, with increasing risks to both 
life and property. Given our global footprint and the diversity of the city the climate 
crisis will hit at the heart of families and communities within the city.”   

In introducing the motion, Councillor Robert Alden began by specifically thanking all the residents, 
adults, teenagers and children, who had “peacefully done so much to raise the issue of climate 
change in Birmingham”.  

The Declaration included the aspiration that the City achieved a just transition to Net Zero Carbon 
by 2030.  It committed the Council to leading by example, taking communities with it, protecting 
employment and without impoverishing already deprived communities.  Achieving a just transition 
involves a system change that drives decarbonisation whilst delivering justice and jobs. It provides 
the opportunity for Birmingham to be a global player in the development of green technology and 
lead a new Green Industrial Revolution that delivers clean and inclusive growth. 

2.3 Pivotal moment in time 

September 2019 is a pivotal moment in time.  Public awareness and concern about climate change 
is growing.  The breakdown of ecosystems and damage to the natural environment is being widely 
recognised. Young people are organising school strikes.  Highly motivated climate activists are 
taking increasingly disruptive action to highlight the need for change.  All of the world’s major faith 
traditions recognise the urgency of the climate crisis and the need for change. These global issues 
need to be addressed alongside the pressing short term challenges of homelessness, knife crime, 
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tensions within society, attacks on places of worship and rising levels of poverty.  Unfortunately, 
science cannot be put on hold whilst these shorter term problems are sorted out.   

Birmingham’s faith communities have a critical role to play in transforming Birmingham into a 
sustainable, low carbon city.  Of a population of over 1.1 million, 796,138 stated a religion in the 
2011 census. 

2.4 Powerful drivers  

The Birmingham climate emergency declaration must be seen in the context of three powerful 
drivers at work in the wider world.  

Climate Change 

There is now a scientific consensus that the world will continue heating if carbon dioxide 
emissions, which are still rising, are not rapidly reduced.  The increasing level of global carbon 
dioxide and other ‘greenhouse’ gases in the atmosphere is resulting in more energy being trapped 
and rising air and water temperatures.  Since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution in the mid 
nineteenth century, the average global temperature has risen by 1°C.  Around half of this rise has 
been since 1960.  Global carbon dioxide emissions are still rising and global temperatures are on 
track to increase by over 3°C by the end of the century.         

The 2015 Paris Agreement aimed to strengthen the global response to the threat of climate 
change by “holding the increase in the global average temperature to well below 2°C above 
preindustrial levels and pursuing efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C above pre-
industrial levels.” 

In October 2018 the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) published a special 
scientific report (IPCC , 2018) that identified the impacts of climate change that could be avoided 
by limiting global warming to 1.5°C as compared to 2°C.   The report identifies the likely impacts of 
different levels of warming.  It shows that achieving the 1.5°C goal will avoid the worst effects of 
climate change.  The different pathways towards limiting global warming to 1.5°C are identified, all 
of which involve moving rapidly towards plant based diets, obtaining electricity from renewable 
sources and reduced dependence on fossil fuel powered transport.  The need for life style changes 
in industrialised countries is emphasised. 

Biodiversity Loss  

The recently published United Nations Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services (IPBES, 2019) report highlights the importance of how both species and ecosystem 
biodiversity underpin nature and the health of the planet that humans depend upon.   
Unprecedented biodiversity and ecosystem change is being caused by changes in land and sea use; 
the direct human exploitation of animals and plants, climate change, pollution, and non-native 
species invading habitats.  UNESCO Director-General Audrey Azoulay commented “We can no 
longer continue to destroy the diversity of life. This is our responsibility towards future 
generations.”  Human activities are threatening more species than ever before and the world’s 
leading scientists are warning that the planet’s life-support systems are approaching a danger 
zone for humanity.  

It is beyond the scope of this report, which focuses on Birmingham City Council’s climate 
emergency declaration, to investigate how the changes being triggered by biodiversity loss will 
specifically impact in Birmingham.  There is, however, no question (IPBES, 2019) that biodiversity is 
being lost at an unsustainable rate and that this will affect human wellbeing both for current and 
future generations.  Taking action will both protect nature and meet human goals for health and 
development. 
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Social demographic change   

The Birmingham climate emergency declaration has been made at a time of political, cultural and 
identity change at city, national and international levels.  In Birmingham there is currently an 
understandable political and societal preoccupation with short term and immediate factors, such 
as Brexit, knife crime, job security and, in the faith communities, attacks on places of worship and 
tensions in communities.  

This report recognises that there are powerful demographic and social forces at work, but does 
not attempt to analyse these forces.  The report concentrates on faith communities’ role in 
enabling Birmingham to become Net Zero Carbon city and how the faith communities can work 
with local government and civil society to achieve this goal.  

World faith leader recognition 

Across the world, faith leaders recognise that we face a crisis and are speaking out. This is 
reflected at a local level by the initiatives and campaigns happening in Birmingham’s diverse faith 
communities, and the willingness of faith leaders to speak with one voice on this issue. 

Need for fundamental change   

“Climate change is one of the defining challenges of the modern world, and it has become a 
major moral imperative for the world’s religious communities. If we stay on current trends, the 
results will be disastrous, even catastrophic, for human wellbeing and flourishing. We would 
expect to witness more severe droughts, flooding, forest fires, heat waves, and storms. Climate 
change will also have a magnifier effect on other grave threats such as poverty, social exclusion, 
refugee flows, political instability, and war.”   (RfP , 2016)  

"If we continue abusing the earth this way, there is no doubt that our civilization will be 
destroyed. This turnaround takes enlightenment, awakening. The Buddha attained individual 
awakening. Now we need a collective enlightenment to stop this course of destruction”. 

 Thich Nhat Hanh   

The effects of climate change will disproportionally affect the lives, livelihoods and rights of 
poorer, marginalized and therefore most vulnerable populations, including indigenous peoples. 
When those who have done the least to cause climate change are the ones hardest hit, it becomes 
an issue of injustice.     

Impact on poor and vulnerable 

“We have caused a climate emergency that gravely threatens nature and life itself, including 
our own”  

 Pope Francis   

“The moral crisis of climate change is an opportunity to find purpose and joy, and to respond to 
our creator’s charge. Reducing the causes of climate change is essential to the life of faith. It is a 
way to love our neighbour and to steward the gift of creation.”  

  Justin Welby, Archbishop of Canterbury   
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2.5 Social justice issues involved 

During the Birmingham City Council debate on the Climate Emergency, there were repeated 
references to issues of justice, the importance of achieving a low carbon city but at the same time 
not adversely affecting already disadvantaged communities.  Justice is a concept embedded in 
many faith traditions - both in terms of the equality of all people, and intergenerational justice in 
the context of an issue that will have catastrophic consequences for future generations.  During 
the debate councillors said:   

Social and inter-generational justice (BCC, 2019) 

“We must all continue to work together if we are to deliver the environment that our children 
and our children's children deserve. So that this generation here in Birmingham, the birthplace of 
the Industrial Revolution, can truly say we are the first generation to make the changes needed 
today to deliver a better tomorrow.”   

 Cllr Robert Alden 

“Low Carbon shouldn't be a lifestyle choice for those who can afford it. Low Carbon should be 
the default for everybody that's convenient, cheap and quick.” 

 Cllr Julien Pritchard  
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3 FAITH VALUES 

3.1 Introduction 

This section explores values that are shared by the world’s major faith traditions and how they 
underpin faith community action on climate change.  

The section draws heavily on Religions for Peace’s publication ‘Resource Guide on Climate Change 
for Religious Communities’ (RfP , 2016) that summarises what the major religious and spiritual 
traditions teach about care for the environment and focuses on the role religious believers and 
religious communities can play.   

3.2 Moral compass 

Many people of faith have a strong sense of moral duty, drawn from their religious teachings and 
traditions, and from the wider faith community.  Through prayer, meditation and other forms of 
spiritual practice people of faith try to discern their particular calling or vocation. Some feel they 
have a calling to a particular way of life, or to take action on a particular issue close to their heart.  

Moral compass 

“Each in its own unique way, the world’s religions can all draw from their deep roots to marshal a 
moral call to action on climate change.” 

 (RfP , 2016, p. 6) 

“Faith permeates our world, providing a moral and ethical compass for the vast majority of 
people. Evidence shows that –beyond individual religious practice - faith is increasingly moving 
into the public sphere and may affect various aspects of economic and social life.  More and 
more often, people of faith are becoming key partners in organizations aimed at tackling a varied 
set of global challenges – a sign of the important role of faith leaders and communities in 
bringing about social change” 

 (World Economic Forum, 2014) 

“The role of faith groups is to hold politicians’ feet to the fire.” 

 Andrew Mitchell, MP, at Eco Sutton meeting 

Many faith traditions emphasise the importance of caring for each other and the earth and valuing 
friendship and community. In a society where consumerism and materialism often guide people’s 
action, faith communities offer a different set of values.  Tackling the climate crisis will require a 
total change of lifestyle and the values shared by many faith communities, as well as others, will 
be critical to realising this change. 

3.3 Care for the Earth  

Many faith traditions share the belief that we have a collective responsibility to care for the earth 
and its people.   

For Muslims the whole of Earth, which has been entrusted to humans by God to protect and 
preserve (Qur’an 2:30; 6:165; 35:39), is seen as a divine gift and blessing from God. (Woolaston 
2015).  Muslims’ responsibility to the environment is underpinned by fitrah, the harmony between 
humankind and nature.  Human caused climate change is disrupting the balance of nature and the 
earth’s atmosphere and thus humans have disobeyed Allah’s will and violated fitrah (RfP , 2016, p. 
20). 
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The Jewish tradition looks to the first two chapters of Genesis which teach a creation theology 
grounded in environmental responsibility, and calls on human beings to act as divine partners by 
actively sustaining and conserving life on earth (RfP , 2016). 

Moral and Spiritual Crisis  

“The environmental crisis is not simply a technological problem to be resolved through better 
science. It is a moral and spiritual crisis in our relationship with the earth. Judaism understands 
us not as masters, but as trustees, of God’s creation. We have a primary responsibility to care 
for the earth and leave it to our children in a state of wholeness and health.”  

 (Eco Synagogue website, 2019) 

In many traditions God is understood to be present in the whole of creation and, therefore, these 
traditions hold that the entire natural world has intrinsic value, not just in its relation to human 
beings. In Judaism the medieval commentator Rashi interprets the precept of bal tashchit, that 
prohibits wasteful consumption, to mean that trees have a purpose outside of human affairs and 
should not be wasted. In Islam all of creation manifests the glory and mercy of the Creator.  In 
Christianity Pope Francis says that ‘The universe unfolds in God, who fills it completely .. hence, 
there is mystical meaning to be found in a leaf, in a mountain trail, in a dewdrop, in a poor 
person’s face.’ (RfP , 2016) 

Buddhism teaches that our lives are fully interconnected and that the web of all living things 
sustains us. This has profound implications for how we approach climate change. As Venerable 
Tep Vong the Supreme Patriarch of Cambodian Buddhism and Co-President of Religions for Peace 
put it: “Buddhism calls all people to respect that all beings are profoundly interconnected. Injuring 
the earth hurts each of us.” (RfP , 2016) 

Care for the Earth  

“For thousands of years, our traditions have taught us to care for Earth.  This responsibility has 
become urgent in recent decades.  Our misuse of Earth’s generosity, while improving conditions 
for many, is not improving them for all and is fraying the web of life.  The most vulnerable 
among us, those least responsible for this global threat, suffer the impacts of a warming climate 
unfairly and unjustly.” 

 (GreenFaith, 2017) 

3.4 Love and justice 

From the Christian call to ‘love your neighbour as yourself’ to the instruction in Sikhism not to 
‘create enmity with anyone as God is within everyone’ (Scottish Interfaith Council, 2009, p. 6) love 
and care for people is central to many faith traditions and values systems.  

Love for close friends and family can be extended to love for the whole human family and indeed 
all life on earth. Hindus hold all life in reverence, whether it is human or non-human, animal or 
plant and all life is interconnected. Causing harm to any living being goes against dharma, the 
fundamental truth of Hinduism.  

Climate change will have a disproportionate effect on the poorest in society.   



 
 BIRMINGHAM CLIMATE EMERGENCY 

12 
 

Love and justice  

“The sanskrit for family is parivara, and environment is paryavarana.  If we think of the 
environment as our home and all of its members as our family it is clear that the key to 
conserving nature is devotion, love - giving and serving” 

  Shrivatsa Goswami (RfP , 2016, p. 23) 

“Developing countries and poor and marginalised people are disproportionately affected by 
climate change - even though they have contributed less to the problem. Climate change is a 
moral issue of social justice” 

 (Islamic Relief, 2019) 

In Laudato Si, (Francis, 2015) Pope Francis writes about integral ecology and there being an 
intimate relationship between the poor and the fragility of the planet.   

Along with many others, people of faith share a concern for future generations. In the Qur’an 
there is a story of someone planting a tree.  A passer-by asks why they are planting it when they 
won't live to see it grow. The person replies that it will be of use to future generations just as 
those planted by our grandparents are of use to us. 

3.5 Hope for a better future 

Many people of faith share the belief that another world is possible and that we can help to create 
that world. Hope is not the same as optimism. It is not a naive belief that everything will turn out 
alright, or that what happens in this life doesn’t matter. Religious faith is underpinned by hope.  

Buddhism teaches that the more desperate our situation is, the more profound the potential for 
transformation (RfP , 2016, p. 22).   Sikh scripture talks about the spirit of chardi kala - courageous 
optimism - in the face of adversity.  

In the Christian tradition hope is founded in God’s love for humanity, made present by the Holy 
Spirit; ‘Hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through 
the Holy Spirit that has been given to us’ (Romans 5:5).  

Christian hope 

“Biblical and Christian hope does not mean living in the clouds, dreaming of a better life. It is 
not merely a projection of what we would like to be or do. It leads us to discover seeds of a new 
world already present today, because of the identity of our God, because of the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. This hope is, in addition, a source of energy to live differently, not 
according to the values of a society based on the thirst for possession and competition.” 

 (Taize, 2004) 

3.6 Working with Faith Communities 

Engaging through shared values 

People have different motivations and sensitive and nuanced approaches are needed. Fear is not a 
good motivator and not everybody is attracted to highly specific single agenda campaigns.  In 
working with faith communities, two underlying principles need to be borne in mind.  First, the 
importance of aligning values and engaging with faith communities through shared values and 
moral imperatives.  Second, the importance of listening to what faith communities and individuals 
are already doing, and building on that work.  
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Complex motivations 

“Don’t assume that only cost matters.  People have complex motivations, and are not driven 
solely by cost. They favour strategies to cut carbon and material use if they align with their 
values.  Carefully testing future propositions by engaging with people early, and addressing 
their concerns and motivations, will expand the range of policies the government can use to 
achieve much greater resource efficiency right across the economy.”   

 (Green Alliance, 2018) 

Empathy and listening 

So how can faith communities and others work together on these issues?  Understanding some of 
the values and moral imperatives that drive people of faith to make certain choices is one 
important aspect, but just as important is listening.  

People who are a part of a faith community are obviously not all the same, and do not all share 
the same values or motivations. Even within one faith tradition there will be a huge diversity of 
belief and values. A good place to start is by asking people what motivates them. It might be partly 
their faith; it might also be their family, friends or community.  Try and find out, and remember 
that people have lives and identities outside of their faith community too.  Many people live out 
their faith values through their work, or other aspects of their lives. 

Opportunities for new ways of working and reaching different audiences 

Faith communities provide opportunities to work in new ways and reach different audiences.  All 
the major faiths share a concern for caring for the earth. Faith leaders and groups of people of all 
faiths in Birmingham are already taking personal and collective action on climate change. Most of 
Birmingham’s faith communities are also part of global communities with direct links to parts of 
the world already directly affected by climate change and suffering great poverty.    

Within Birmingham’s faith communities there are both people who can advocate for change and 
people who are likely to already be impacted locally by high levels of pollution, flooding, etc and 
through connections around the world by food insecurity, drought, resource wars and forced 
migration.   
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4 JUST TRANSITION TO NET ZERO CARBON 

4.1 Introduction  

This section outlines Birmingham City Council’s climate emergency declaration and then explores 
what a just transition involves.  It provides a framework for identifying how a just transition and 
the faith values identified earlier in Section 3, overlap.   

4.2 Birmingham Climate Emergency Declaration 

On 11 June 2019 Birmingham City Council declared a climate emergency (see Appendix 1).  This 
recognises that national, regional and local governments all have a duty to limit the negative 
impacts of Climate Breakdown.  The Declaration states that local government should not wait for 
national government to change its policies and that it is important for Birmingham residents that 
all cities commit to zero carbon as quickly as possible.  

The Declaration highlights how Birmingham and the West Midlands, as the birthplace of the 
Industrial Revolution, are ideally placed, and have a moral responsibility, to lead a new Green 
Industrial Revolution that delivers clean and inclusive growth.  Birmingham’s current plans and 
actions are not enough.  A system change is required that drives decarbonisation at the same time 
as delivering justice and jobs. 

Birmingham City Council resolved that the City should aspire to be net zero carbon by 2030, or as 
soon after as a just transition permits, and at the same time protect employment and avoid 
impoverishing deprived communities.  This will necessitate working with the West Midlands 
Combined Authority (WMCA) and seeking from the UK Government the powers and resources to 
help Birmingham achieve a just transition to its 2030 net zero carbon.  

The Council also resolved to lead by example and seek to be net zero carbon by 2030, to constitute 
a Climate Emergency Task Force that drew in cross sector expertise, capacity and capability to 
capture the investment and economic opportunity arising from a low carbon future and to bring 
forward to Full Council in January 2020 a plan that sets out how the aspiration for the City and the 
ambition of the Council to be net zero carbon by 2030 can be achieved.  

4.3 Just transition 

In the Climate Emergency debate in the Council Chamber on 11 June 2019, councillors referred to 
how a just transition involved the city shifting from fossil fuels to renewable energy, valuing and 
investing in green spaces and building a sustainable transport system that would reduce air 
pollution and deliver health benefits, especially to the poorest communities.  The city also needed, 
Councillors said, to change the way the city deals with waste and to encourage and enable people 
to have healthier lifestyles.  

Need for a just, fair transition (BCC, 2019) 

“We are the sixth most deprived local authority in Britain. We need to be implementing these 
measures in a way that doesn't disadvantage people already incredibly disadvantaged.” 

 Cllr Bridget Jones 

“We won't achieve a greener planet by creating a society split in half …… those wealthy enough 
to enjoy a cleaner world and those forced into financial ruin in delivering it.  So the path we 
choose must be the path that continues to lift people out of deprivation. Many people try to 
claim that protecting the environment is a choice between choosing to tackle climate change, or 
to deliver economic growth. This is a false dichotomy.”  Cllr Robert Alden 
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4.4 Sustainability measures  

Reaching net zero carbon involves developing a ‘green’ low carbon local economy, decarbonising 
electricity and transport, reducing waste, caring for the natural environment, strengthening 
community and improving health and well-being.  These are all part of living sustainably and 
reducing the City’s impact upon the Earth’s resources.  

Sustainability West Midlands (SWM) monitors sustainability on behalf of the West Midlands 
Combined Authority.  Their Annual Benchmarking Report (Sustainability West Midlands, 2019) 
measures a number of key sustainability indicators for the West Midlands Region as a whole and 
include Birmingham.  These measures include carbon emissions, air pollution, renewable energy 
generated, waste recycling, green space management, water quality, flood risk, and households in 
fuel poverty.  The benchmarking reports measure progress towards Birmingham becoming a 
‘green, low carbon’ economy and illustrate the connections to improved health and well-being.  

4.5 Green, low carbon, local economy 

In the Climate Emergency Debate, Councillors recognised that achieving Net Zero Carbon and 
transitioning to a green, low carbon economy required radical transitions and that there was no 
longer any place for ‘business as usual’. 

Challenge of transitions needed (BCC, 2019) 

“We actually have to change the way we grow, think, invest, and sustain our city.  As from 
today, there is no business as usual”. 

 Cllr Lisa Trickett 

“I've spoken in this chamber and in scrutiny meetings, about the need to protect our climate, 
and the need to refocus our economy locally to deliver green technologies. Our skill set here in 
a region leaves us perfectly placed to take advantage of the advanced manufacturing jobs that 
can be created for delivering green technologies. This would protect employment, delivering 
wage growth.” 

 Cllr Robert Alden  

Achieving Net Zero Carbon involves moving to a ‘circular economy’ that breaks away from current 
economic models that depend upon exploiting and depleting the Earth’s resources, polluting and 
damaging the natural environment in the process.  

There are already many small examples of the circular local economies in Birmingham, including 
allotments, local farmers markets, sharing cars and re-use websites. 

The Tyseley Energy Park biomass power station is a larger example of a circular economy.  
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4.6 Decarbonisation of electricity and transport 

The decarbonisation of electricity and transport are two direct ways in which Birmingham will 
become a Net Zero Carbon city by 2035.  Birmingham’s renewable electricity generation in 2017 
was 96.4 MWh (2017), an increase of +31.3% over 2014. (SWM 2, 2019).  This is still though only a 
small proportion of total electricity consumption from both fossil fuel and renewable energy 
sources.   Combined heat and power units are producing electricity more efficiently and closer to 
where it is being used.  

The decarbonisation of transport will involve both a transition to electric and hydrogen powered 
vehicles but also developing the infrastructure to support refuelling vehicles running on energy 
from renewable sources.  

In the Climate Emergency debate, councillors highlighted work that is already taking place in 
Birmingham to decarbonise electricity and provide the infrastructure for a sustainable transport 
system and how much more work there is to be done.   

Generating renewable electricity (BCC, 2019)  

“There are three combined heat and power units, one at the ICC, one at the Children's Hospital, 
and one at Aston University. I drove those through. They're making a major contribution to 
eliminating greenhouse gases.”  
 Cllr Paul Tilsley 

“My ward is home to Tyseley Energy Park, the largest energy park built outside of London.  The 
park will shortly become home to the UK’s first low and zero carbon refuelling station and 
include a range of fuels to reduce emissions, including hydrogen, compressed natural gas, 
commercial scale electric chargers and bio diesel. The University of Birmingham will build an 
Innovation Hub at the park and will provide businesses with the chance to develop the 
technologies in collaboration with the university.” 

 Cllr Zaffar Iqbal 
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Decarbonised and inclusive transport system (BCC, 2019)  

“The Council needs to get serious about installing electric charging points, changing our 
development policies to hardwire charging points, green infrastructure and other eco benefits 
into new developments not leaving them as an afterthought or effectively banned.”  

 Cllr Robert Alden 

“We need …. a plan to prioritise people in communities to connect this city by first tram, train, 
bike and foot.  A clean air city that is easy, safe and fun to travel over by wheelchair, pushchair, 
foot, bike for all ages, all abilities for those with sight and mobility impairments. We should seek 
to re-wild this city’s spaces wherever we can.” 

 Cllr Olly Armstrong 

Birmingham’s places of worship are already playing their part in producing electricity from solar 
energy.   Birmingham’s mosques, gurdwaras, churches, meeting houses and other places of 
worship have installed solar panels to produce electricity.  Some also take steps to buy their 
electricity from renewable suppliers, like Ecotricity.   Some places of worship are at the forefront 
of providing role models for ‘greening’ buildings and aiming to achieve Net Zero Carbon.   

 

Some places of worship are already providing electric car charging points, providing bicycle racks 
and encouraging walking to worship.  
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4.7 Reducing waste  

Birmingham needs to both reduce the amount of commercial and household waste it produces 
and, in circular economy terms, extract the maximum utility and value from the waste that is 
generated.  In order to sort and segregate their waste, residents need to have confidence in the 
Council recycling services.  Confidence is dented if residents see their carefully segregated waste 
being put into the same refuse collection vehicle, as has been happening at times in the recent 
past.  

Birmingham only recycles 21% of its household waste, one of the poorest performers in England.  
Just 20.7% of household waste collected by the Birmingham in 2017/18 was recycled (SWM 2, 
2019).   

In the Climate Emergency debate Councillor Locke linked reducing waste with the need to move 
away from single use plastic - bought and thrown away, sometimes on the streets.  Councillor 
Locke described how, the council, in partnership with RHS ambassador Baroness Floella Benjamin 
and with backing from Veolia, had created from waste a piece of art that highlighted the 
challenges facing our environment.   

Chelsea display as inspiration to reduce waste  (BCC, 2019) 

“There is much all of us can do. Young people are taking to the streets protesting about their 
future. It is the future of the whole planet that is at stake, a crisis of unimaginable proportions.”
 Cllr Mary Locke 

 

 

4.8 Care for the local and natural environment 

Care for the natural environment in an urban area like Birmingham involves both protecting and 
managing existing green spaces and putting nature at the centre of town and city planning.  A 
combined approach is needed to achieve the benefits that a green infrastructure can bring.   

Biodiversity is in decline (SWM 2, 2019) and it is increasingly well known that the benefits of 
improving ecologically rich areas have far reaching benefits to the local economic (e.g. through 
higher tourism levels) environmental (e.g. flood alleviation) and social (e.g. more pleasant, safer 
spaces to walk and cycle) priorities. 

Currently, 61% of Birmingham’s ecologically important sites are in positive conservation 
management and are an example of local good practice (SWM 2, 2019). 
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In the Climate Emergency debate, councillors highlighted how achieving a net zero carbon  
Birmingham by 2035 will deliver major associated benefits in terms of having  cleaner air, being a 
pedestrian and cycle friendly city which began with the need to protect green spaces and trees.       

Protecting green spaces and trees (BCC, 2019) 

“The City Council needs to get serious about the quantity of green infrastructure needs to be 
built across our city not ridicule a mere suggestion of it.  It needs to start by protecting the 
green spaces we have and protecting the trees that form part of the urban forest.  These form a 
small part of the global carbon sink, helping clean the atmosphere.” 

 Cllr Robert Alden 

 

 

4.9 Strengthening community  

Birmingham is the second largest city in England.  It is a diverse, vibrant and young city with more 
than 22% of its residents aged under 15 and 46% of residents under the age of 30. Over 4 in 10 
residents are from an ethnic group other than White British. (Children's Society).  The city is made 
up of interlocking and overlapping inner city and suburban communities, people of different faiths 
and none, different cultures.  To a certain extent Birmingham is becoming split between areas of 
ageing population in the south of the City and a younger population in the north and east.   

The City Council in its community cohesion statement (Birmingham City Council 2, 2018) explains 
that community cohesion is about how all people of different social backgrounds, ethnicities, 
faiths, and generations can interact with and relate to each other in a positive way.  What is 
needed is to foster trust and good relationships between and within diverse communities building 
a fair and inclusive city for everyone who lives in, works in, and visits Birmingham.  The City’s 
Community Cohesion strategy sets out a collaborative approach; one in which communities, faith 
organisations, public sector agencies, businesses, and individuals work alongside one another.  
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The Rt Rev David Urquhart, the Bishop of Birmingham, who was involved in developing the City’s 
community cohesion strategy, commented at the time: 

Living together in diversity and difference  (Birmingham City Council, 2017) 

“Birmingham has a wonderful history of welcome and hospitality. As Bishop of Birmingham I 
believe that our city of over a million people can be an example for the world in living together in 
diversity and difference. 

With youthful creativity and opportunities for every age and background we have the talents and 
resources for global success. 

The Community Cohesion Green Paper provides an opportunity for as many people as possible in 
Birmingham to be involved in shaping a new way forward for a dynamic international 21st 
Century city.” 

 Rt Rev David Urquhart, the Bishop of Birmingham 

In the Climate Emergency debate, the City’s diversity and global reach was emphasised.   

Diversity and global reach  (BCC, 2019) 

“We can be proud as a city of our diversity – our diversity is what we as Brummies have come to 
celebrate and understand.  That gives us a global footprint. It gives us a family, a community 
network that spreads across the globe. Climate change will be hitting our families, if it has not 
already hit them now.      

We absolutely owe it – to our global footprint, to our family reach and to our diverse community 
in this city -  to act now. We have to act now, and actually push and show the way for global 
action so we can support and protect all of our communities, and all of our families.” 

 Cllr Lisa Trickett 

The transition to a Net Zero Carbon city will not be achieved without the active participation and 
support of local communities.  Faith communities are a key to this – they are embedded in local 
communities, including in the most deprived areas of the city. Faith communities can draw on 
deep reserves of wisdom and religious teaching and traditions to encourage and support people 
on journeys to a greener and healthier way of life and a sustainable low carbon city.   

Working together on local, and wider, environmental and climate challenges help strengthen 
communities and build relationships.   

4.10 Health and well-being 

Health inequality, air pollution related mortality and fuel poverty are three specific health and 
well-being indicators that are reported on in the annual Sustainability West Midlands sustainability 
benchmarking report (Sustainability West Midlands, 2019) for the West Midlands Combined 
Authority.  In 2017, for example 5.6% of people died as a consequence of poor air quality in 
Birmingham and in 2016, 16.8% of people lived in fuel poverty.    

The public health success of reducing smoking rates shows that changing regulations and 
incentives, along with support from health practitioners, can lead to major shifts in culture and 
people's behaviour.  Research has shown that changes to people’s diets and food production could 
likewise achieve large-scale reductions in carbon dioxide emissions as well as significant health 
benefits, particularly through reducing consumption of meat and dairy. But while there are signs 
of change in people’s choices around meat-eating, it will take sustained and intelligent approaches 



   
  JUST TRANSITION TO NET ZERO CARBON    

21 
 

to move forwards in ways that are not dismissed by the wider public or seen as unrealistic by 
policymakers.  (Whitmarsh, 2019) 

Healthier life styles, cleaner air, more equal society, warmer houses and other health and well-
being co-benefits of achieving a Net Zero Carbon Birmingham were recognised by several 
councillors in the Climate Emergency Debate. 

Health and well-being benefits  (BCC, 2019) 

“Moving to a net zero carbon city poses big and complex policy changes. But the benefits to our 
citizens, especially those currently stuck in fuel poverty or breathing the poor air quality of 
much of our city, will be vast.”  

 Cllr Roger Harmer 

“Improving air quality is something we have pledged to do as a city as poor air quality is the 
largest environmental risk to public health in the UK, long term exposure to air pollution can 
cause conditions, such as cardiovascular and respiratory disease and lung cancer, reducing life 
expectancy. Children in high pollution areas are four more times likely to have reduced lung 
function when they reach adulthood. Older people, pregnant women and people with heart and 
lung disease are also at risk. There is lots we can pledge to do from increasing physical activity, 
through walking, cycling, and use of public transport for commuting, walking to school, short 
shopping trips, ensuring we have access to high quality parks and open spaces to encourage and 
support physical activity for all.”  

 Cllr Paula Hamilton 

Faith communities are active in encouraging and supporting the changes in daily living involved in 
moving to a low carbon future, many of which have direct health and well-being spin-offs.   
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5 FAITH COMMUNITIES in ACTION 

5.1 Introduction 

This section identifies actions taken by Birmingham’s faith communities that relate to a ‘just 
transition’ to Birmingham becoming a Net Zero Carbon city.  Individuals, local worshipping groups, 
faith community leaders, interfaith initiatives, and Birmingham’s faith leaders are all working and 
supporting initiatives that ‘Care for the Earth’ and help people live within the Earth’s resources.  

5.2 Faith as inspiration  

Many individuals are inspired by their faith to take action both in their own lives, their places of 
worship and in the wider communities and world in which they live and work.  Below are 
examples, listed in the order of how old the faith is, of how six people from Birmingham are 
inspired and guided by faith.  

Hindu 

The need to love and respect all things in nature 

“The foundation of Hindu faith is known as DHARMA, meaning ‘living in harmony with nature 
and the force that sustains the world.’ We are to respect all things in nature we are part of and 
which we depend on. Caring for our environment is an essential part of Hindu faith and its 
teachings. 

In Balaji Temple, we are aware of the current and impending crisis with our environment, partly 
brought about by man’s greed and his contempt to nature. With this in mind, we only use 
vegetarian food and organic milk, minimise the use of plastic, avoid waste and adopt energy 
conservation measures.  

As a Hindu I was brought up from childhood to love and respect my Mother, Father and my 
Teacher and other people and everything in nature. According to my faith, the entire creation is 
the manifestation of the creator which, in the end, is destined to be one with the creator. My 
faith teaches me not to be selfish and to renounce lust, anger, greed, desire, arrogance and 
envy.”         

                                               Ram Aithal - Trustee & Faith guide. Balaji temple, Tividale   

Buddhist 

Our planet is our house 

“The Dalai Lama says our planet is our house, and we must keep it in order and take care of it if 
we are genuinely concerned about happiness for ourselves, our children, our friends, and other 
sentient beings who share this great house with us. If we think of the planet as our house or as 
our mother - Mother Earth - we automatically feel concern for our environment. Today we 
understand that the future of humanity very much depends on our planet, and that the future 
of the planet very much depends on humanity. But this has not always been so clear to us. Until 
now Mother Earth has somehow tolerated sloppy house habits. But now human use, 
population, and technology have reached that certain stage where ‘Mother Earth no longer 
accepts our presence with silence’. In many ways she is now telling us, ‘My children are 
behaving badly’. She is warning us that there are limits to our actions. We only have one planet 
earth so we must look after it.” 

 John Beard, Birmingham Buddhist community  
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Jewish  

We are Guardians for the Earth 

“Judaism teaches that human beings have been appointed as Guardians of the Earth, 
commanded in the book of Genesis ‘to work it and to watch over it.’  God’s creation is a 
wonderfully complex web of interdependent living things.   Although human beings can use 
creation for their benefit, they must do so in a spirit of care and respect. The Torah commands 
us to avoid unnecessary waste and to show compassion to all creation.  A midrash (story) warns 
‘take care of my creation for if you destroy it there is none to come after it.‘    We have abused 
our power and now it is the poor who are paying the highest price.  We must respond urgently 
to preserve God’s creation, which is so precious and so full of wonder.” 

 Rabbi Margaret Jacobi, Birmingham Progressive Synagogue 

Christian 

Climate Action is a Confessional Issue 

“Climate action, in my view, is a confessional issue, as essential a part of Christian discipleship 
as belief. Like racism, against which confessions were drafted in the last century,  the present 
pattern of climate change discriminates against the majority of humanity, not only the poor 
parts of the world which now bear the brunt of climate change but also future generations. Our 
greed for fossil fuels is wrecking the world that God has given us. This is idolatry. Christians 
need to join all people of good will in changing direction and taking care of our common home. 
Together we can and must.” 

 Revd John Nightingale, Birmingham Anglican Climate Action 

Muslim  

Loving Allah is to love His Creation 

“One of the central components of Islam is ‘Tawhid’ - the Oneness of Allah which includes not 
ascribing any form of partners with God. Tawhid also means that Allah is the Owner and Creator 
of everything in the universe. “To God belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth” (Qur’an 
4:126), so in essence the concept of oneness is also reflected in His creation. As Muslims, we 
believe that our relationship with God should go beyond the regular formalities of worship and 
should also include love and stewardship of the blessings that have been provided to us. Our 
aspiration is to be close to Allah and in order to do that we must be close to His creation.” 

 Kamran Shezad - Sustainability Lead, Bahu Trust 

Sikh  

Living in harmony with all Creation  

“To be a Sikh is to live in harmony with all creation.  Shri Guru Granth Sahib Ji states "All are in 
the One, and the One is in all. This is what the True Guru has shown me".  Everything we see 
around us, every human, plant and insect living on this planet.  Every planet in our galaxy and 
every galaxy in this universe, this is all God. Guru Nanak taught us the creator and creation are 
inseparable in the same way that ocean is made up of its individual drops. Looking from this 
level we are ALL part of God’s creation.” 

 Prubhjyot Singh - Eco Sikh 
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Faith leads many individuals to live low carbon lifestyles, to be active in their worshipping and 
local communities and to join climate action and advocacy movements.  It also leads some 
individuals to talk to people they meet about climate and environmental concerns, as part of 
‘normalising’, rather than avoiding conversations about climate change.  

5.3 Low carbon lifestyles  

The recent IPCC report (IPCC , 2018)  emphasises the need for life style changes in industrialised 
countries.  The four actions that most substantially decrease an individual's carbon footprint are: 
eating a plant-based diet, avoiding air travel, living car-free, and having smaller families (Insititute 
of Physics, 2017) in a report intended to help people make more informed life-style choices.  The 
report recognises that these are deeply personal choices, but says the climate effect of lifestyle 
choices cannot be ignored.  The report was intended to spark discussion and empower individuals.   

The relationship between faith and lifestyle choices is complex and choices are related to income 
levels.  Being vegetarian is an intrinsic part of some faiths.  The avoidance of waste and ‘caring for 
the earth’ runs through most faiths.  If you are on a low income, or without paid work, your 
choices may be limited and your priority is to have a roof over your head and food on your table. 
Travel decisions are complex if your close family is spread over the rest of the world.  

That said, individuals are increasingly being led by their faith to adopt life styles that reduce their 
impact on the earth’s limited resources.     

 

5.4 Worship, teaching and celebrations  

Churches, mosques, synagogues, temples and other places of worship, often take action 
collectively as worshipping communities to ‘Care for the Earth’.  Action and initiatives are often 
lead by ministers, imams, rabbis and others or by particular individuals inspired by their faith.  
Collective action is often linked to festivals and other important days.   

Five Christian women in Kings Heath developed a Lent Course on ‘Caring for God’s Creation’.  

https://phys.org/tags/actions/
https://phys.org/tags/carbon+footprint/
https://phys.org/tags/air+travel/
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The BAHU Trust developed an Environmental Training programme for Imams in Birmingham that 
also brought Imams together from across the Sunni Shia division.   

 

Festivals and special days provide opportunities to celebrate and share environmental concerns, 
especially where ‘Care for the Earth’ is an integral part of the festival.   
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World Earth Day and World Overshoot Day also provide opportunities to demonstrate to the 
wider community that faith groups share the environmental and climate concerns held by many 
others.  

 

5.5 Waste, buildings and engaging with local communities 

Birmingham’s mosques, gurdwaras, churches, meeting houses and other places of worship are 
reducing waste, making their buildings more sustainable, caring for their grounds, and engaging 
with local communities.  The last section included examples of places of worship generating 
electricity from solar energy.   Some “green” their own properties and structures to serve as 
positive environmental role models as identified by Religions for Peace (RfP , 2016).  

Working to reduce waste 

Places of worship are working to reduce waste, particularly from single use plastic, and encourage 
recycling.   

 

In local communities 

Places of worship work together on a neighbourhood basis on tangible, practical ‘care of the earth’ 
concerns, including litter picking, tree planting and caring for shared spaces.  Connecting with the 
local environment gives many people of faith an accessible route into environmental action and 
helps diverse faith groups feel a sense of collective stewardship. 
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5.6 National environmental and development networks 

Many local places of worship are involved with and support national environmental faith networks 
and campaigns.  These national initiatives share good practice as well as providing ideas, resources 
and tools.  Examples include Eco Synagogue, Eco Church, Eco Sikh and Eco Mosque awards. 

The long-established Eco Church scheme is a project run by Christian charity A’Rocha.  It 
encourages churches to become more sustainable by working towards three levels of Eco-Church 
award – bronze, silver and gold.   The Eco Synagogue scheme was modelled on the Eco Church 
scheme and encourages synagogues to work with local communities by organising events and 
engaging with leaders on local environmental issues.   

In the Beacon Mosque Standards, an award scheme recognising excellent practices and 
establishing global standards for Muslim places of worship, the BAHU Trust in Balsall Heath won 
the Best Green Initiative Award.  The Trust commented at the time "We are so proud of our Green 
Team and all the hard work and effort they have put into promoting environment and 
sustainability in the community." 

Many faith traditions also have a development agency working to provide emergency disaster 
relief around the world and address the root causes of poverty and inequality. The focus of their 
work brings them into direct contact with those already experiencing the effects of climate 
change, and this brings home the urgency of the situation.  Christian Aid is the official 
development agency of the churches in Britain and Ireland. Their ‘Big Shift’ campaign aims to 
encourage churches and other investors to divest from fossil fuels. 



 
 BIRMINGHAM CLIMATE EMERGENCY 

28 
 

 

Islamic Relief, whose national office is based in Birmingham, helped to initiate the first Islamic 
Declaration on Climate Change in 2011.  It was adopted by the highest Muslim authority in 12 
countries across four continents. Islamic Relief is also a founding member of the Muslim Climate 
Action network, a network of Islamic faith inspired UK based NGOs working together to tackle 
climate change. At a local level they have helped to organise Eco-Iftars in local communities to 
raise awareness of the first hand effects of climate change such as drought in East Africa and 
floods in Bangladesh and to educate supporters on how they can make a change. 

5.7 Footsteps interfaith initiative 

Birmingham’s tradition of faith communities working together 

Birmingham has a tradition of religious tolerance and faith communities working together for the 
common good.  The Birmingham Council of Faiths (BCF) was founded in November 1974 and now 
organises events throughout the year to facilitate harmonious relations between people of 
different faiths in the city.  This includes promoting the study of all religions so that the followers 
of one religion may have a better understanding of the other religions.  A Faith Guiding project has 
been training faith guides at different places of worship to explain their faith and places of worship 
to visitors from other faiths. 

Birmingham’s faith leaders speaking out and taking action together has sent a powerful message 
to politicians and others at times of crisis.  The Birmingham Faith Leaders group was formed in 
2001 when the leaders spoke out for the first time in the aftermath of the 9/11 tragedy and in 
recognition of the potential disharmony between communities in Birmingham.  Since then the 
Group has spoken out together on a number of occasions.   

Footsteps – Faiths for a Low Carbon Future 

Footsteps was formed in early 2016 following an interfaith Walk of Witness and Gathering in the 
centre of Birmingham in the run up to COP 21, the United Nations Climate Change Conference 
held in Paris in November 2015.  Footsteps took as its terms of reference the interfaith 2015 
Lambeth Declaration on Climate Change and is a project within the Birmingham Council of Faiths.  
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Annual events  

Footsteps has held annual ‘Tread Lightly’ conferences at the Birmingham Central Mosque, 
Birmingham Progressive Synagogue and Guru Nanak Gurdwara in nearby Smethwick.  Each has 
provided opportunities for discussion and conversation across faith communities.   

Footsteps annual summer interfaith walks have drawn in local communities and provided 
opportunities to work with other groups, such as the Birmingham and Black Country Wildlife Trust 
and the Tyseley Energy Park.    

 

Footsteps’ work with young people 

Since its inception at the interfaith gathering in November 2015, Footsteps has endeavoured to 
work with young people.  
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Footsteps held two summer schools for young people; in 2016 at five different places of worship 
and in 2017 in the extensive grounds of Fircroft College. A video was made in 2017 that explained 
the interfaith and environmental thinking behind the summer schools.  

 

Footsteps has also been part of the annual ‘Faiths for Fun’ event organised jointly by BCF and 
Birmingham Scouts. 
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Engaging with local and national politicians 

Part of Footsteps’ role, incorporated in its terms of reference, is to ‘always seek to bring the faith 
perspective to issues and to engage with local MP’s and councillors’.  At the interfaith gathering in 
November 2015 that followed the walk of witness through the centre of Birmingham, a young 
person presented Steve McCabe, MP, with a letter and copy of the Lambeth Declaration signed by 
the Birmingham Faith Leaders and by those present to take to Government in London.  Footsteps 
followed up by entering into correspondence with the then Department for Climate Change, 
eventually receiving a personally signed letter from Nick Hurd, MP, then Minister of State for 
Climate Change in the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy.  In his reply the 
Minister said,  

 “The voices and values of faith communities can have a tremendous influence in 
the (climate change) debate and we would encourage you to continue your good 
work, including by reaching out internationally …. by collaborating widely with 
other faith communities …. by (increasing) activity and involvement in the debate.  
Tackling climate change could not be done without the help of all sectors in 
society so thank you again for all your efforts to date”.  

More recently, on 10 June 2019 Footsteps presented a letter to Birmingham City Council from 
Birmingham’s faith communities supporting the motion that Birmingham City Council declared a 
climate emergency.   

 

What has worked well for Footsteps? 

Reflecting on four years of experience, what has worked well for Footsteps includes: 

 The three Tread Lightly conferences enabling interfaith environmental learning, 
networking and discussion. By using a variety of faith venues and booking speakers from 
diverse faith perspectives, these events are a ‘neutral’ space in which people feel their 
faith perspective on the environment will be heard and valued.  In turn this helps people to 
be open to learning from the experiences of other faith communities, and taking ideas back 
to their place of worship to try.  

 The summer interfaith walks, especially when held in conjunction with local places of 
worship or other organisations like Birmingham and Black Country Wildlife Trust and the 
Tyseley Energy Park.    
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 Responding to requests for speakers at other environmental events, often where a single 
faith input would be inappropriate or where an interfaith perspective is needed alongside 
individual faiths.  Hearing how diverse beliefs and theologies converge into a common call 
for environmental action can be galvanising for faith and secular audiences alike.  

 Joining events organised by other groups increases Footsteps’ reach and creates new links.  
Also it requires fewer Footsteps resources than events organised by Footsteps itself.    

 Creating a network through which to support environmental work in each other’s faith 
communities. 

 Increasing the impact of projects and events via the Footsteps’ website by sharing with a 
wider audience - for example via the inspirational video of the Small Footsteps 
environmental summer schools for young people. 

 Creating opportunities for faith leaders and others to speak out together. The Footsteps 
letter to the City Council supporting the Climate Emergency declaration was endorsed by 
the Birmingham Faith Leaders group and over 40 community faith leaders.   

The challenges that Footsteps has faced have included engaging evenly and across all the faith 
communities and Footsteps’ limited resources and capacity to respond to requests for interfaith 
involvement.  

Over the four years of its existence, Footsteps has become well known as Birmingham’s interfaith 
environmental and climate action initiative and works closely with Friends of the Earth and 
Climate Action Network West Midlands as well as faith based initiatives.  Wider afield, Footsteps 
has worked with the national Climate Coalition and Faiths for the Climate Network in London and 
with Green Faith, the international interfaith environmental initiative       

5.8 Can Birmingham make history again? 

Birmingham and its faith communities have an opportunity to make history again by working 
together to become a Net Zero Carbon city.  

Innovative and inclusive city 

Throughout its history Birmingham has always been open to learning from a variety of ideas, 
values and faiths.  The Lunar Society is just one example - people like Matthew Bolton were very 
open to the new insights that people from outside could bring to develop their inventions and 
plans.  

More recently, Birmingham’s disposition-led approach to Religious Education (SACRE, 2007)  with 
its emphasis on ‘learning from faith’ has been widely recognised as a catalyst in bringing together 
faith leaders and faith communities from across the city. 

The All Party Parliamentary Group on Faith and Society that visited Birmingham in 2013 (APPGFS, 
2013) recognised that Birmingham is a city of striking religious diversity and also of very good 
relations between the different faith communities. The number of valuable initiatives being 
undertaken by groups based in churches, mosques, synagogues and temples, including many 
interfaith projects, helped highlight a growing movement of faith-based social activism. 

Demanding climate emergency declaration  

Birmingham City Council has come together across political divides and made the challenging 
declaration to become a Net Zero Carbon city by 2030, or as soon afterwards as a just transition 
allows.  It is one of the most demanding local government climate emergency declarations in the 
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UK, due in no small part to the leadership of young people in the city.  The declaration is not the 
norm in much of the wider world.  

The implementation of the climate emergency declaration and the effectiveness of the task force 
are not guaranteed.  There is a risk that people will revert to narrower political interests and the 
agenda will be taken over by more immediate concerns.  

Birmingham’s faith communities are showing by their actions how communities can work together 
to achieve change. 
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6 SUMMARY GRAPHIC  
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7 CONCLUSIONS 

This report aims to help councillors, politicians, community leaders, campaign groups and civil 
society to engage more deeply and work more effectively with faith communities.  It is also 
intended to help Birmingham’s faith leaders and communities to engage with the challenges of 
Birmingham becoming a Net Zero Carbon city and to demonstrate that faith communities have an 
important role to play. 

First a number of general conclusions are identified and then a number of conclusions relevant to 
particular audiences.  The conclusions are numbered for convenience and ease of referencing. 

7.1 GENERAL CONCLUSIONS  

1. Complex challenge: 

It will be a complex challenge for Birmingham to achieve a truly just transition to net zero 
carbon by 2030.  Achieving this goal, however, will be putting Birmingham in the global league 
of major cities that are taking the climate challenge into their own hands.   

2. Pivotal Moment in Time: 

Birmingham is at a cross roads and has a choice to make.   All the world’s major faith traditions 
recognise the need for action and public awareness and concern about climate change is growing. 
Young people are organising school strikes.  Highly motivated climate activists are taking 
increasingly disruptive action to highlight the need for change.   

Will Birmingham choose to lead the way, and show how a diverse, vibrant and young city can 
make the transition to zero carbon?  Will Birmingham invest in the green economy and re-invent 
itself as the heart of the new Green Industrial Revolution? The alternative is to let others lead the 
way - that would be a missed opportunity. 

3. Short term preoccupations: 

There is currently an understandable political and societal preoccupation with shorter term and 
more immediate factors, such as Brexit, knife crime, employment insecurity and, in the faith 
communities, attacks on places of worship and tensions in communities.  Climate change and 
biodiversity loss cannot, unfortunately, be put on hold whilst shorter term problems are resolved.  

Will Birmingham demonstrate that a just transition to Net Zero Carbon city by 2030 can be made, 
using the changes involved as an opportunity to create a cleaner, healthier and fairer city?    

7.2 CONCLUSIONS for COUNCILLORS and COMMUNITY LEADERS  

The following conclusions highlight ways in which councillors and other community leaders can 
work with Birmingham’s faith leaders and communities to achieve the shared goal of a Net Zero 
Carbon city by 2030.  

4. Faith values: 

The values of love and justice, care for the earth and hope for a better future shared by 
Birmingham’s faith communities provide a powerful moral compass and source of inspiration for 
individuals and communities to act.   
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5. Engage through shared values:  

The climate emergency motion calls of a ‘just transition’, taking communities with the change 
and not leaving anyone behind. There is a considerable overlap between a ‘just’ transition, faith 
values and the action faith communities are already taking.  Places of worship are reducing 
waste, making their buildings more sustainable, caring for their grounds, and engaging with local 
communities. Faith values lie at the heart of many of Birmingham's diverse communities.   

How will you recognise and build on the work faith communities are already undertaking and 
connect with their values?  

6. Develop co-benefits and cooperate on issues: 

Focusing on immediate and local tasks increases social cohesion and decreases tension within 
communities.  Co-operation creates virtuous circles and ‘win-win’ situations.  

How will you involve local faith communities in your projects and initiatives?  How can faith 
perspectives and values be included?  When seeking to change behaviours, what insights do faith - 
based values provide?  How can faith communities provide relevant evidence and examples of 
good practice? 

7. Work with the appropriate people: 

Faith communities are made up of individuals with different perspectives and are not 
homogeneous either at the local or city level.  Faith leaders have many priorities, not least the 
needs of their own communities. 

Who do you need to work with: community faith leaders such as ministers, imams, priests and 
rabbis, or city faith leaders, or environmental and climate leads?  Which routes into faith 
communities work best for you?    

8. Engaging with young people: 

Many faith communities have connections with youth organisations and schools.  

How can you work with faith communities to engage with young people? 

 

7.3 CONCLUSIONS FOR FAITH COMMUNITIES  

9. Provide moral leadership and examples: 

Its faith communities have an important part to play in Birmingham becoming a Net Zero Carbon 
city by 2030.  By speaking out individually and collectively faith communities and their leaders 
can have a powerful influence on the course Birmingham chooses to take to tackle the climate 
emergency.  Through their actions faith communities are providing examples of how to achieve 
a Net Zero Carbon Birmingham.   

How will Birmingham’s faith leaders and communities draw on the city’s rich cultural traditions 
and history of openness and tolerance?  How will Birmingham’s faith communities use their links 
to areas of the world already directly affected by climate change to highlight the need for urgent 
action?  
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10. Encourage and support individuals: 

Faith communities and their leaders need to provide spiritual and practical support for their 
members who are already taking personal and collective action on climate change.   

How does your faith community recognise that people are at different stages of their lives and 
with a variety of motivation?  How are ‘Green’ champions supported?  

11. Join networks and initiatives:  

Many faith communities are already in networks, at the Birmingham, national and global levels, 
that speak out from their faith and support individual places of worship.  These include Eco 
Synagogue, Eco Church, Eco Sikh and Eco Islam.  There are also national and global initiatives like 
London based Faiths for the Climate and, globally, GreenFaith.   

How could your community become more involved with existing initiatives?  How can you use 
religious festivals, community events, neighbourhood groups, youth organisations and school 
networks as opportunities for engagement and raising awareness?   

 

7.4 CONCLUSIONS FOR CLIMATE ACTION GROUPS 

12. A way to engage new audiences: 

Faith communities provide opportunities to work in new ways and reach different audiences. 
Climate action and campaign groups usually have a specific focus.  Faith communities are more 
broadly based. Many of their members are active in campaigns, but their faith-based motives 
may not be recognised or properly understood. Climate action groups need to appeal to faith 
community members’ values by providing a shared vision of a better future.    

13. Faith groups contain potential advocates and allies:  

Climate action groups should not overlook the skills, knowledge and vision brought by people from 
faith communities.  Within Birmingham’s faith communities there are both people who can 
advocate for change and people who are likely to already be impacted locally by high levels of 
pollution, flooding, and through connections around the world by food insecurity, drought, 
resource wars and forced migration.     

How can you enhance your campaigns by specifically involving faith community members?  
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8 END NOTE 

Our report provides a framework for relating faith values to a just transition to a Net Zero Carbon 
Birmingham by 2030.  It also contains examples of good things that are happening in the faith 
communities. These examples need to become the norm.  We hope that the report will lead to 
concrete action and people working more effectively together.  

In terms of the magnitude of the challenge of achieving a just transition, we are only at the very 
start. The moral compass and ‘faith values’ of care for the earth, love, justice and hope identified 
in our report are shared by many people, of all faiths and none, concerned for humanity and the 
earth’s ecosystems. These values can provide a powerful moral force towards Birmingham 
becoming a Net Zero Carbon city by 2030.   

We are at the beginning of a long and challenging journey. To achieve our goal we will need to 
learn from each other, and from our mistakes, along the route.  Birmingham, as a diverse multi-
cultural city, is in a unique position to demonstrate what can be done by communities working 
together.  This needs to be emulated at the national, and even more importantly at the global 
level.   

The world’s major cities can provide powerful examples to national governments and international 
institutions on how to achieve the goals in the Paris Climate agreement.  Birmingham needs to be 
among these leaders.  

The next step is establishing Birmingham’s Climate Emergency Task Force that will bring forward a 
plan to Full Council in January 2020.   We hope that this report demonstrates that the faith 
communities can provide an important contribution both by helping win ‘hearts and minds’ and 
being part of the just transition to a Net Zero Carbon city. 

 

We should like to finish with the wise words of Councillor Alden and Greta Thunberg: 

 

 “We must all continue to work together if we are to deliver the environment that 

our children and our children's children deserve.   

So that this generation here in Birmingham, the birthplace of the Industrial 

Revolution, can truly say we are the first generation to make the changes needed 

today to deliver a better tomorrow.” 

Councillor Robert Alden (BCC, 2019)  

 

“We do need hope, of course we do.  

But the one thing we need more than hope is action.  

Once we start to act, hope is everywhere.”  

Greta Thunberg  (Thunberg, 2019)  

 

 

Chris Martin and Hilary Topp, September 2019. 
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10 APPENDIX: Birmingham Climate Emergency Declaration 

 
CITY COUNCIL 11 JUNE 2019 
 

 

MOTIONS FOR DEBATE FROM INDIVIDUAL MEMBERS 

 

To consider the following Motion of which notice has been given. 

 
Councillors Robert Alden, Roger Harmer, Julien Pritchard and Lisa Trickett as 
proposers and Councillors Jon Hunt, Suzanne Webb and Waseem Zaffar as 
seconders have given notice of the following Notice of Motion:- 
 

"This Council notes that 

 

 The Climate Crisis is an existential threat that requires us to change the way we 
invest in, grow and sustain our cities and regions. 

 The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report published in 
October 2018 set out the devastating consequences for the planet if it warmed 
more than 1.5C - with increased extreme weather with heatwaves and floods driving 
mass migration and global insecurity; the catastrophic social and ecological impacts 
worsening for every degree of warming. 

 The impact of climate change will not just be felt in far-away lands or coastal areas, 
the impact on Birmingham residents of increased extreme weather events, including 
flooding, droughts and heatwave is likely to be profound, with increasing risks to 
both life and property. Given our global footprint and the diversity of the city the 
climate crisis will hit at the heart of families and communities within the city. 

 Given the planet is currently heading for 3-4C warming, keeping to 1.5C requires a 
radical shift across energy, land, industrial, urban and other systems to reduce 
emissions, unprecedented in history for the breadth, depth and speed of change 
required. 

 All governments (national, regional and local) have a duty to limit the negative 
impacts of Climate Breakdown and in recognising this local government should not 
wait for national government to change their polices. It is important for the residents 
of Birmingham, the Region and the UK that cities commit to zero carbon as quickly 
as possible. 

 Birmingham and the West Midlands, as the birthplace of the Industrial Revolution 
and a global player in the development of green technology, is ideally placed –- and 
has a moral responsibility to lead a new Green Industrial Revolution that delivers 
clean and inclusive growth. 

 Birmingham City Council has already made progress in addressing the issue of 
Climate Change, having adopted a target to cut Carbon Dioxide emissions by 60% 
by 2027 from a 1990 baseline and has already cut emissions by 33% (as of 2015). 

 Unfortunately, current plans and actions are not enough. Transition in time requires 
a system change that drives decarbonisation whilst delivering justice and jobs. 
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This Council resolves: 

 To declare a climate emergency. 

 To aspire for the City to be net zero carbon by 2030 or as soon after as a just 
transition permits – making sure we take communities with us, protecting 
employment and without impoverishing deprived communities. 

 To work with the WMCA and seek from the UK Government the powers and 
resources to help Birmingham deliver the 2030 net zero carbon ambition for a just 
transition. 

 That the Council will lead by example and seek to be net zero carbon by 2030 – 
again ensuring that this is just - taking communities with us, protecting employment 
and without impoverishing deprived communities. 

 To constitute a Climate Emergency Task Force to support the Council move from 
declaration to delivery drawing in cross sector, expertise, capacity and capability to 
capture the investment and economic opportunity arising from a low carbon future. 

 To quickly set in place a process of engagement and collaborative action that 
enables the Task Force to bring forward to Full Council in January 2020 a plan that 
sets out how the aspiration for the City and the ambition of the Council to be net 
zero carbon by 2030 can be best achieved. 

 As a matter of urgency to review planned Transport, Housing, Waste and Energy 
Investment plans and policies to ensure they are fit to support a transition to a zero-
carbon future with Sustainability and Transport Overview and Scrutiny monitoring 
progress and to provide an update to Council in November 2019 and annually 
thereafter.” 
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Chris Martin is a co-founder and now Secretary to Footsteps. He is a member of Cotteridge 
Quaker Meeting and part of the team that recently achieved Eco Church Gold award recognition.  
He has lived in and worked around Birmingham for over 50 years, initially in the steel tube 
industry before moving into academic life.  He originally studied natural sciences and economics 
and, in 2002, obtained a PhD in knowledge management in small businesses. 

 

Hilary Topp is a freelance facilitator and coach working with values-based organisations. She has 
previously been National Coordinator of a student charity and worked in education. She is also a 
member of Cotteridge Quaker Meeting and holds an MA in Development Studies and Education 
and a BA in Environmental Science.  
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