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Cllr Johnson Situ and Cllr Catherine Rose 
Cabinet Member for Cabinet Member for Climate Emergency, Planning and Transport 
Cabinet Member for Cabinet Member for Leisure, Environment and Roads 
Southwark Council 

           

Monday, 15 February 2021 

Dear Johnson and Catherine, 

Southwark Council Liberal Democrat Councillor Group response to consultation on 
“Tackling the Climate Emergency Together - Southwark’s strategy to become Carbon 
Neutral by 2030 (July 2020)” 

Both in my role as Climate Change spokesperson for the Southwark Liberal Democrat 
Councillors and as the Vice Chair of Environment Scrutiny Commission at Southwark Council, 
I’m pleased to submit our response to the council’s recent consultation known as the Climate 
Change strategy and more formally as “Tackling the Climate Emergency Together - Southwark’s 
strategy to become Carbon Neutral by 2030 (July 2020)”. 

Foremost, I wish to thank the Cabinet members, all the officers and their colleagues involved for 
their hard work in getting us to this point of consultation on the strategy and putting forward a 
detailed and comprehensive paper.   

It goes without saying that combatting Anthropological Climate Change will require a 
unity of purpose both globally and locally.  All politics on this issue must be suspended 
and we need to act together to act now.  

The single biggest threat to our planet is the impact of us.  Every year that we fail to act is a 
loss to a generation of the future. Many leaders before us have claimed they would do 
something over the decades – but here we are still with the problem – whether it be the forests 
of the world that are the lungs of our planet disappearing at pace, the oceans of the world that 
feed and nurture us whilst providing massive contributions to our weather and rainfall - filling up 
with pollution from plastics and other pollutants, or the biodiversity that is disappearing faster 
than we could ever imagine.  We have also perhaps faced for the first time in a century our own 
extinction event warning with the arrival of global pandemic of COVID-19 and its fast moving 
variants. 

Just to highlight some of the local climate change elements we face, much of Southwark is low 
lying and vulnerable to sea level change.  It also has considerable traffic passing through it from 
all over the UK and internationally as well as undergoing a massive building and development 
programme of 11,000 council homes that the administration has promised by 2043. 

At the core of Southwark Council’s strategy is a focus on carbon reduction to neutral and a 
carbon-offsetting programme – when every expert on climate change is telling us this is 
inadequate as a strategy. 

We feel focusing on carbon reduction is not enough - this has to be about air quality and 
biodiversity as well as the impact of weather changes such as flooding etc. These all need to be 
in the baseline measurements. Making climate change just about carbon reduction is 
simplification and arguably irresponsible as a local authority. 

!  1



!  

Further, our opinion is that the ‘Engagement, Education and Empowerment’ of Southwark’s 
residents has, at times been lacking. We feel the administration could make better use of the 
wealth of knowledge in Southwark regardless of political affinity. 

My Group therefore implore you as the current leaders on climate change at the council 
to not be complacent in our ambitions in Southwark and to rapidly take deep and 
ambitious action at a local level. 

I acknowledge that both the honourable members are new to their leadership posts in the last 6 
months – but this administration is not new and must take responsibility for failing to act on 
climate change.  I remind the cabinet members that in March 2019, this council unanimously 
declared a Climate Emergency.  It is now February 2021 nearly 2 years later and we are 
reviewing a 60 pages+ strategy full of emotive words and ‘hope tos’ which overall lack ambition.  
One could also raise the question of why climate change and air quality are split across two 
separate portfolios. However, I prefer to believe that two cabinet members are better than one 
on such a critical and substantive change which we need to drive across the council and indeed 
Southwark on this issue. 

The fact is we expected to see more action, faster, and more far reaching. We all agree that 
protecting our environment is a key goal we should adopt, yet we are seeing sound aspirations 
undermined by both inaction, and/or a failure to follow through.  Whilst the report extends to 
environmental issues such as air quality, plastic use, and consumption patterns, as well as 
socio-economic factors, such as access to good food and we welcome these inclusions into a 
wider brief, it does not go far enough in setting targets for eliminating these issues over the next 
10 years. 

I don’t need to say any more about how this is failing yet another decade of generations whilst 
we await actual action to take place.  What we should have in front of us by now is Southwark’s  
report on progress against a substantive Action Plan on climate change underway. Instead we 
are still contemplating a strategy on taking any action. 

I also note the following: 
• We’ve chopped down over 5000+ mature trees this past 10 years spending £millions 

doing so and are well behind replacing them let alone growing our stock 

• We’ve burnt £millions of fossil fuels and similarly spent £millions upgrading fossil fuel 
heating systems on our estates instead of replacing them with green energy solutions 

• We’ve built multi-storey skyscrapers all over Southwark with now 6000 or more empty 
homes 

• We’ve collected tonnes of rubbish from thousands of residents all over Southwark but 
don’t use enough of it for regenerative energies across Southwark. 

I could go on.  However, it’s not all bad news.  It is good to see this is the first year where the 
Council is starting to make investment in replacing lost trees with its £5 million accelerated tree 
planting programme. We are also starting to install renewable green energy district heating 
systems including heat source pumps.   

Unfortunately, in its infancy, it will not rapidly move the entire Council estate onto renewable 
green energy by 2022.  So we could and should be procuring green fuels for our Council 
estates whilst such regenerative technologies are rolled out.  Further, there is no plan to meet 
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the green energy needs for private residents and housing associations and that of our local 
economy businesses in Southwark which we need to be encouraging. 

A point by point response to this strategy has already been done by us and other 
experts. The Council must stop dithering and delay. 

The 14 Liberal Democrat councillors in Southwark’s opposition group have worked hard to be 
supportive of all the initiatives listed in the 63 page document, whether on the ground in our 
wards, representing local people, in scrutiny committee meetings, or at Council Assembly.  

Whilst we could include in this letter every particular point that needs fixing, the fact is we have 
been acting on climate change for over 10 years calling on the Council to act on green homes 
and to take actions such as cancelling the 200+ diesel fleet in use at the Council (which sadly 
the administration voted down last year). 

Also, we have made extensive input at the various scrutiny commissions. Other experts have 
also critiqued the strategy – including Extinction Rebellion (Southwark), Southwark Cyclists and 
the Better Bankside Business Improvement District to name just a few of the many credible 
organisations.  

One thing we all have in common is a view that the ambition does not go far enough and the 
council is not acting fast enough.  In summary, there are strengths, and weaknesses in the 
report. Some need to be prioritised, some addressed. Our concerns remain the lack of 
ambition, action, the paucity of measurables, and the absence of a change in the culture of our 
administration over the last two years to act.   

For example, last year, nearly 40 recommendations were made by the Environment Scrutiny 
Commission regarding Air Quality and Climate Change to Cabinet in July 2020.  In October 
2020, Cabinet considered the council’s responses to these reports.  In our assessment, nearly 
50% of the recommendations have been ignored or only vaguely addressed.  I’ve summarised 
as follows: 

• On the Climate Emergency Strategy:  

o The council agreed to accept Recommendation 4, 5, 7, 8 (which is about halving 
car journeys by 2025 and 90% by 2030) and somewhat vaguely 12, 13.   

o However they rejected Recommendation 1, 15, 16 and only vaguely will look at 
Recommendation 2, 3, 6, 9, 10, 11, 14, during this climate change consultation.   

• On Air Quality: 

o The council accepted Recommendations 7, 8, 13, 14, 15, 19 and 20 covering 
important areas such as ULEZ expansion, road user charging, bike storage, 
LTNs, sustainable freight, reducing parking space, greenery and a healthy 
communications approach, but on all of these no detail on how and when we will 
see action with a plan. 

o There was no response to Recommendation 1 and only vaguely accepted 
Recommendations 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 9, 11 and 12 covering Southwark Stands 
Together, School Streets programme, cancelling the council’s diesel fleet (which 
we called for in our 20/21 budget), eliminating unnecessary car journeys and 
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increasing kerbspace repurposing and bike storage.  Similarly the response to 
Recommendation 16, 17 and 18 on additional charges for multiple car owners 
and a borough wide car parking zone don’t properly commit. 

o Recommendation 10 avoids committing about low emission bus routes and 
improving public transport schemes - focusing instead on singular transport 
activities like the Bakerloo Line Extension.  

The Environment Scrutiny Commission is a cross party make up of both Labour and Liberal 
Democrat Councillors.  I simply share the frustrations of the hard work of this cross-party team 
in offering these recommendations and then the council failing to act on nearly 50% of them. 

In other words, we need to incentivise and educate the Officers and Administration to act not 
water down substantive recommendations on climate change.  

So instead of going point by point through the substantive report, we propose a five 
point plan for getting on with the Climate Change emergency for both the Administration 
and the council. 

We believe Southwark should seek to become a leader on climate change across London – not 
a laggard. Here is what we propose is needed to achieve this as a five point plan: 

1. Stop making it someone else’s problem and speed the whole programme up 10- 
fold in 2021 

 
We need to stop the blame game and focus on the “Climate Action” narrative.  That’s 
why all Councillors including Labour and Liberal Democrats have declared the 
emergency. Where-ever we say “the Government” needs to, we need to change it to 
“Southwark” needs to. Southwark can invest in partnerships and pilots and lead the way. 
Let’s stop making it someone else’s problem. As noted in the report, Southwark Council 
alone generates 14% of the borough’s overall emissions – that is a significant number.   

We need a mini Climate Change Cabinet that is cross-party and action-oriented with 
powers to drive change across the council and across Southwark.  Scrutiny is not 
enough. 

We need to put in place an iterative action plan and get it underway now.  We cannot 
wait another two years to draft this and consult on it.  Let’s get going.  A climate change 
emergency declaration shouldn’t take 2 years to get to a strategy. Our approach should 
include priority activities such as 'Immediate things we can do now', 'Things that will take 
a few years' and 'Things we need to invest in the long term'. 

We should add a value to the council’s framework like "Rapid and Positive Climate 
Change Action" that encourages the council to act now rather than put off for another 
year on all aspects of what it does and incentivise and measure all strategic director 
level and below management across the council on this.  It should also include council 
decision making and commit to including an 'impact assessment' of every decision and 
how much it contributes to climate change improvement. 
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2. Invest in the hard decisions and big infrastructure changes 

 
We cannot wait for someone else to do this – we need to. For example, we need to 
provide the renewable energy storage systems, the transport infrastructure and 
encourage all activities in the Borough to align with the same.  This includes providing 
proper alternatives to car travel and removing the incentives.   

For example, we need to create the capital infrastructure schemes that help homes in 
Southwark have regenerative energies and encourage the use of green fuels. Instead of 
relying on national legislation, lets create local incentives and programmes that are 
innovative to help homes use green energy like sun and storms and tidal.   

We have to put in the foundations to stop use of fossil fuels such as encouraging heat 
source pumps, solar panels, tidal generators and also tapping into the energy being lost 
throughout the borough for example like capturing the tube infrastructure ‘heat escape’.  

Let’s promote businesses and a local economy that are involved in building climate 
change solutions to come to Southwark. Let’s work with local businesses that currently 
consume fossil fuel energy and find alternatives whilst investing in pilots and so on. 
 
The car industry is a major issue for climate change. Most of the features of a car uses 
resources and creates pollution. Encouraging car ownership is not really solving our 
climate emergency. We should encourage car pooling using electric vehicles - not 
individual ownership and help wean people off ownership. Car clubs might be an interim 
solution but they need to work for neighbourhoods and storage solutions need to be 
addressed to support this.   

We also need a robust transport plan that isn't just relying on cycling and walking.  This 
means investment in robust fossil free public transport infrastructure and solutions in 
Southwark.  A focus on walking and cycling is just not enough... if that was the answer 
why did we ever get the car? we need to have a better plan for every reason people use 
cars and provide an alternative to it. A proper car replacement plan for Southwark. 

And finally, we do need to build defences against the inevitable rising tides and other 
threats from global weather changes that are likely to impact Southwark if we don’t start 
now with plans for addressing this. 

3. Do everything for Southwark to become ‘Climate Change Improving’ by 2030 and 
commit to stop all fossil fuel use in our Borough by 2030  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This is not just about a carbon reduction programme – it is about reversing climate 
change.  Everything we do should be about achieving climate change improving status 
(ie. overall removing emissions and improving rather than net zero or neutral).  

Further the council needs to immediately commit to stop using fossil fuels itself by 2022 
and start a programme of encouraging all residents and businesses to do the same.   

Instead of a carbon reduction neutral target, let’s set a target as net removing carbon by 
2030, and let’s do the same for everything else involved such as discouraging and 
where possible banning single use items especially plastics.   

We also need to avoid promoting a carbon off-setting programme as a fallback- this is an 
excuse not to act.  We need climate change action across all activities of the council.  All 
departments should be incentivised to drive this within the council and within their 
services to residents.  Southwark removed 1000s of trees. We have gone way beyond 
the time for neutral. We need to reverse the changes. 

For example: 

• Energy systems need to connect and help other buildings rather than being 
isolated.  Southwark should evolve to a networked energy infrastructure and work 
with private buildings to achieve this over the next 10 years. 

• Buildings need to be net improvement not neutral contributors to climate change.  
All buildings need to make a massive contribution to bio environment - not 
tokenistic and be measured - not just at planning stage but post completion. We 
should reuse and repurpose buildings rather than pull down where possible - 
especially our heritage ones.  We also need a massive step change in recycling 
of all materials used in building and proper measurement and enforcement 
checks of this.  Waste from buildings needs to be used at site - not swept away to 
somewhere else. They should be self-sustaining as much as possible across 
composting etc. 

• General Waste and Recycling - what we do with it and how we deal with it 
including sewerage etc. and invest in ways that we can generate energy from it.  
We have one of the most powerful tidal systems on our door step. Why is it not 
generating energy for us? 

• Whilst we still need roads, climate change positive sustainable road surfacing 
should be introduced across Southwark.  Our pavements and roads are 
constantly dug up and pavement stones are constantly broken. We need better 
ways of managing this and reducing it.  

• Hub and spoke transport delivery and working with delivery companies to 
eliminate/ban all fossil fuel vehicle delivery in Southwark.  We should for example 
move toward removing all fossil fuel stations in the borough.  This includes 
preventing large diesel vehicles like buses, industrial trucks and other coming 
through Southwark 
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• We need to discourage bad behaviours where investment or consumption is 
hurting other areas of our planet – such as products that derive from burning of 
our forests eg. in the Amazon – or investment of pensions in fossil fuel or other 
harmful activities to the planet such as palm oil plantations impacting forests. 

4. Change our behaviours across Southwark 

 
We won’t get anywhere if our residents and local economy are not on the journey with 
us.  We have to put in place now the Climate Change Ambassadors and Centres of 
Excellence and fund programmes across Southwark to drive changes in our daily lives 
of residents and businesses.  We can lead as a local authority and put together a 
network including charities to encourage and support this and more. 

5. Measure our progress Quarterly – both the council, residents and local business.  

 
What more needs to be said on this.  Let’s make this a united plan that everyone wants 
to achieve and create the competition to get there across the Council, residents and 
business in Southwark. 

In summary, we need to push the boundaries on becoming Climate Change Improving in 
everything we do. The council should aim to be far more ambitious and radical in its approach 
to become the leading borough in London and potentially the UK for climate change - taking 
radical approaches to reduce our impact on the environment both directly within our control and 
where we can influence. 

All 14 Liberal Democrat Councillors will continue to work in a collegiate way to help with this 
bold vision and action plan and to offer help and support in the drafting of remedies and action 
on implementation of solutions to our Climate Change Emergency. 

My group and I look forward to the Administration’s response to our recommendations to up the 
ambitions and helping them see the urgency of all this - instead of further dither and delay - for 
our common future and that of our future generations. 

Yours sincerely, 

 
 
Graham N  
 

Cllr Graham Neale 
 

Vice Chair of Environment Scrutiny 

Oppositions Spokesperson for Climate Change 

Southwark Liberal Democrat Councillor Group 
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