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1. Introduction 
 
“We are facing a local and global emergency from generating toxic pollution of our 
cities, towns and communities while adding to climate change, both caused by 
burning fossil fuels i.e. coal, gas and oil. This calls for a clean air revolution ” 

Mayor Andy Street (19 June 2018). 
 
Prior to election Mayor Street pledged, among several pledges, to improve air quality, and 
has since worked towards addressing this goal.  
 
At STEAMhouse we recognised an opportunity to get behind the Mayor and explore how we 
could encourage innovative ideas and potential solutions within the local business 
community. 
 
On 20 June 2019, National Clean Air Day, we brought together organisations across the 
region for a conference addressing a range of related themes under the banner of Air 
Quality, followed by a hackathon-style event called a ‘STEAMlab’ the day after the 
conference. This event was to co-create solutions using collaborative open innovation 
methodologies working with teams of people from a broad range of sectors and disciplines. 
 
A STEAMlab is a hack-style event in which we bring individuals and companies 
together to collaborate and work together to find creative solutions to a real problem 
faced by another business. Exploring the areas from the conference day was the 
focus of this STEAMlab. 
 
We believe in working with peers from different industries, with different skillsets, to 
combine our knowledge and expertise to develop a solution to the problem creates 
the opportunity to reappraise challenges. STEAMlabs are a high-energy, creative and 
collaborative event, with the opportunity for new solutions to be fast-tracked and/or 
funded for the next stage of development. 
 
We did not anticipate that the event would solve immediate problems. However, it was an 
opportunity to present some groundbreaking ideas with visionary people and setting future 
agendas for a better society.  
 
According to the report: Powering West Midlands Growth – A Regional Approach to Clean 
Energy Innovation commissioned by WMCA, “The West Midlands suffers some of the worst 
energy poverty in the country, a high concentration of energy-intensive manufacturing, and 
areas of grid constraint and poor air quality. But it also hosts world-class universities, 
manufacturers and innovation agencies, and will need to build huge amounts of energy 
infrastructure over the coming decades.” 
 
The challenges and opportunities for the West Midlands are much like those of the country 
as a whole – only more so. A report146 by Sustainability West Midlands published in 2010 
found the region suffers a number of deficits or ‘gaps’ compared to the rest of the UK, 
including:  

• Productivity gap of £15 billion per year compared to the UK average due to poor 
productivity, skills and long-term unemployment. 

• Carbon gap of around 2mtCO2e per year on top of national targets due to the high 
concentration of manufacturing and motorways in the region, and limited access to 
renewable generation such as offshore wind. Renewable generating capacity in the 
West Midlands would need to rise 15-fold to hit the national target for 2020. 
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• Health gap, as shown by the ten-year difference in average life expectancy between 
the best and worst areas in the region, due to social, economic and environmental 
factors” 

 
The issues are evidentially worsening with a PHE report stating that “Air pollution is the 
biggest environmental threat to health in the UK, with between 28,000 and 36,000 deaths a 
year attributed to long-term exposure. There is strong evidence that air pollution causes the 
development of coronary heart disease, stroke, respiratory disease and lung cancer, and 
exacerbates asthma.”1 
 
Furthermore, according to Birmingham City Council, In Birmingham, up to 900 people per 
year die early as a result of air pollution.2   
 

  

 
1 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/795185/Revie

w_of_interventions_to_improve_air_quality.pdf 
2 https://www.birmingham.gov.uk/info/20076/pollution/1278/air_pollution_affecting_me_and_my_family 

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/795185/Review_of_interventions_to_improve_air_quality.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/795185/Review_of_interventions_to_improve_air_quality.pdf
https://www.birmingham.gov.uk/info/20076/pollution/1278/air_pollution_affecting_me_and_my_family
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2. Event Overview: 
 
In acknowledgement the event focused on the urgent challenge to address the impact 
of climate change and increase understanding for implementing common solutions 
i.e. clean energy with innovative clean, green smart technologies and transport.  
 
Objectives of the conference and STEAMlab 
The conference and STEAMlab aimed to bring together a range of key public, private 
and third sector stakeholders with knowledge and commitment to collaborate for 
accelerating wider public understanding and engagement in delivering 
solutions, benefiting health and sustainability for all in the region. 
 
The West Midlands Mayor’s Clean-Green Future Challenge addressed the increasing 
amount of issues related to local atmospheric and global greenhouse pollution 
providing an opportunity to share and define ground-breaking initiatives.  
 
Conference programme:3 
We worked in collaboration with Coventry based Climate Change Solutions for the 
delivery of the conference which included presentations from a range of speakers 
including: 
 

• Prof. Michaela Kendall, CEO & Co-Founder, Adelan Limited 

• Prof Julian Beer, Deputy Vice-Chancellor Research, Innovation and 
Enterprise, Birmingham City University 

• Andy Street, West Midlands Mayor 

• Polly Billington, Director UK 100 Cities Network (100% zero carbon by 2050) 

• Jane Simpson, Head of Asset Creation Severn Trent Water Plc 

• Andrew Donald, Distributed Energy Manager, Centrica Business Solutions 

• Cllr Liza Trickett, Birmingham City Council 

• Sandeep Shingadia, Director of Development and Delivery Transport for West 
Midlands 

• Tom Bradley, External Affairs Manager Cadent Gas Ltd 

• Susan Juned, Director Heart of England Community Energy Ltd 

• David Terry, Tyseley Energy Park and Birmingham Energy Institute 
 
The afternoon session was a World Café styled discussion based on a series of 
themes designed to Segway from learning and discussion in the conference, to 
solution finding the next day in the STEAMlab.   
 

 
3 https://www.steamhouse.org.uk/information-mayoral-challenge/ 

https://www.steamhouse.org.uk/information-mayoral-challenge/
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3. Summary of discussion 
 
Taking a thematic approach discussions and took place around the following areas. 
 

3.1 Conversation Café Discussions 
 
Four themes were discussed in the world café sessions, with two groups covering each 
theme. 
 
Low Carbon Buildings 
It was noted that new builds are meeting increasing green standards but they only make up a 
fraction of the building stock, particularly commercial properties. A key question was how to 
retrofit the large stock of existing buildings. Reducing or re-using waste heat is one of the key 
areas where much more can be done. 
 
The technology is there but retrofitting is costly, often prohibitively for many businesses: the 
choice for many would be between retrofitting their building or staying afloat. Therefore we 
need some new and innovative funding mechanisms and incentive schemes to support these 
improvements. It’s not just about making businesses aware of the need for improvements, but 
also about making upgrades to buildings financial viable. 
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The need to monitor energy use in buildings more effectively. Whilst smart solutions can help 
here, the answer doesn’t always need to be technically complex. Low tech solutions, that are 
easy for the users to manage are often equally effective, if not more so. Essentially, if we don’t 
monitor it, we can’t manage it and we can’t learn from past experience and mistakes. Effective 
monitoring enables us to identify what is working well and to make evidence-based decisions. 
 
Behaviour Change 
There was a discussion about intrinsic motivation to change one’s behaviour and the fact that 
this was needed to embed change quickly. We need to win the trust and there needs to be a 
political shift to support this. 
 
Much of this is about communication and engagement and it was highlighted that we need to 
focus on the positives. In addition, we need to normalise some of the behaviours we are 
looking for. Do people see these behaviours in the media, on social media or TV? Language 
was also identified as a key factor, as the way we talk about these topics can be filled with 
jargon or simply using language that many people do not relate to. 
 
It was suggested that there needs to be a popular, public awareness and engagement 
campaign and this must avoid just preaching to the converted. It was highlighted that the green 
tech and climate change lobby was quite a closed community and hence tended to be an echo 
chamber and therefore, not really reaching new groups that are needed to be part of this 
change. 
 
Clean Transport Systems 
Clean was felt to be about two things: firstly, about reducing the journeys we make by cars 
and other polluting modes; but secondly, about reducing the impact created by using transport. 
This creates the need for both short and long term interventions. What was clear was the 
feeling that we needed to achieve some of these changes in a short amount of time. 
 
Essentially, the immediate challenge is the shift away from petrol and diesel and replacing it 
with clean energy systems, be that electric vehicles, fuel cells etc. 
 
There was also discussion about living local – reducing the expectations and the habit of 
travelling long distances when there are shorter alternatives. Walking to local shops versus 
driving to the supermarket, for example. Such changes require shifts in the market as well as 
in individual and group behaviours, and the two need to happen in parallel. 
 
Leadership 
The discussions highlighted that there is currently a (perceived) lack of clear vision for what 
we need in the region. Some may argue that this exists, but if so then it is not shared by the 
majority. In some cases, there isn’t even real awareness of such a vision. 
 
Bringing together partnerships and empowering people and organisations to collaborate and 
to act is crucial. It needs to be more than just words. Support and removal of barriers is 
needed. Collaborations need to be between public, private and community sectors to be 
successful. 
 
It was highlighted that leadership comes from the bottom and as well as the top. Creating a 
movement for change needs to see these leaders connect and work together for a shared 
goal. 
 
There is a key theme for engaging and empowering young people. They will be the ones living 
in our future cities and making our future policies. They are also typically more engaged and 
active on green issues than older generations. They need to be given the freedom to act and 
leadership needs to support and guide them. Ideas and approaches may challenge societal 
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norms, and it will take courageous leadership to create an environment where the radical ideas 
and changes that we need can be brought to reality. 
 
Clean Community Energy Options 
The discussion also focused on examining the possibility of wind turbines in new areas, on a 
small scale. This community focus would also build on and reinforce the awareness of green 
energy and provide more ownership for communities for their energy generation. 
 
Some theoretical sites were discussed, including the fact that Rowley Hills could be a suitable 
location. Issues regarding the acceptability of turbines would still need to be overcome, 
however, smaller installations can be effective but much less intrusive than the large, 
industrial-scale units used in major wind farms. One of the participants represented a company 
that has developed potentially suitable wind turbine technology and these were considered as 
a possible solution that could be explored locally. 
 
General  
Other cross-cutting points raised and discussed included: 

• The need for regular and affordable public transport if people are expected to move 
their journeys away from private cars. 

• We need to test and monitor ideas and solutions to make sure things are actually 
working. (There was a feeling that a lot of this sector still has a habit of working on 
implicit understanding of what is “clearly obvious” rather than empirical data. 

• Linked to this is the practice of learning from mistakes, which is also felt to be a weaker 
habit in this sector. 

 
Overall, the STEAMlab served to deepen some of the discussions from the conference and 
strengthen connections between local actors that have the potential to collaborate and support 
local action that addresses the climate and air quality challenges within the city and region. 
 

3.2 STEAMlab – Mayors Challenge  
 
 
Following the conference the STEAMlab workshop provided an opportunity to delve deeper 
into prototype development.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Several ideas were discussed and scoped during the STEAMlab including: 



9 

 
Birmingham Eco-Map 
A digital map of the city, available through a variety of media, but focussed on mobile 
use/app for ease of accessibility whilst out and about. 

 
 
Ideas about potential features include: 

• A way to find new routes and new locations, based around sites of environmental 
relevance to the city 

• Clean air routes e.g. off-road cycling – create new “loops” for leisure or tourism – or 
include routes for schools, GPs to promote greener journeys for regular use 

• Highlight the cleaner or greener ways of moving around the city 

• Encourages people to be active – get out and explore, but in the greener/cleaner 
spaces of the city – health benefits / reduce the impact of poor air quality by 
redirecting people away 

• Options for “clean businesses” or “green business” to be listed on the map 

• Get people visiting or exploring (or using regularly) different areas of the city 

• Include user-generated content – boost local ownership and interaction 

• Longer-term options to add functions to incentivise green behaviour 

• Possibility of boosting mini-economies around the green routes/locations – 
incentivises businesses to participate to “get themselves on the map” 

• Has the potential to increase civic pride and engagement 

• Help to make the city more permeable – less car focus 

• Possible links/opportunities re: commonwealth games 
 
Public Engagements 
One of the groups observed that not a lot of people were doing meaningful public engagement 
around these issues yet. They explored the important aspects of this and the routes of the 
problem. 
 

 
 
Key points included: 

• Needing to have more genuine two way (or multi-way) conversations. 
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• Listening to the community was essential to see change – the “engagement” in this 
area tends to be very top-down – telling people what they need to change in their lives. 
Observations that this rarely has the right effect, if people aren’t involved in the 
discussion but on recipients of the information. 

• Marketing is used that doesn’t resonate with the target audience. 

• Behaviour change can’t be achieved by marketing messages alone – but this is what 
we see happening. 

• Need to listen more to young people – they are more activated about this, but have 
little voice in the city. 

• Feeling that young people were typically excluded from these conversations and 
discussions (not necessarily deliberately, but either by poor design or lack of interest) 

• If we can engage and activate young people, we create a much better force for positive 
change that is owned by those who will be the citizens and policymakers working within 
that future context. 

• A bigger range of stakeholders needs to work together to create new ways of engaging 
people in the topic – maybe things like art exhibitions, digital/interactive screens or 
installations, festivals. 

 
 

Community ownership of local green energy schemes was another 
aspect. Linked to that was the need for some education campaigns 
as part of the engagement, to help the public to demand more from 
their homes – focus on making buildings greener through market 
demand.  
 
Re-use of energy within homes and factories is another area. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

4. Recommendations and next steps: 
 
Recommendations include the following actions: 

• To continue the dialogue with WMCA and any involvement that STEAMhouse and 
BCU can play a part in with issues to tackle air pollution. 

• Encourage more collaborations between businesses on the broad themes of climate 
change 

• Support a regional conference on climate change (November 2019) 

• STEAMhouse to provide a facilitated platform to develop prototypes from SMEs 
working in green tech 

 
 
 


