To Councillor Rory O’Broin, Wandsworth Council Cabinet Member for Finance, Resources and Climate Sustainability
Dear Councillor O’Broin 
Thank you for your email of 18 May responding to XR Wandsworth’s four demands of Wandsworth Council. We would like to make four general points in response before addressing your detailed comments on our demands.
First, we do not accept that anything we have done to convey our Wake Up Wandsworth message has been disruptive in any way. Putting a poster on a building hardly counts as disruption, let alone defacement. Posting of our campaign posters throughout the borough is an effective, non-disruptive way of communicating our message, and has mostly been regarded positively by residents we have spoken to. 
While we have not yet taken much disruptive action in Wandsworth, we see non-violent disruption for the common good as honourable – and effective. XR’s disruptive tactics succeeded in changing the whole climate conversation, without which the government and local authorities would not have declared climate emergencies. 
Second, we accept that the Council has developed a reasonably comprehensive sustainability strategy and action plan, the latter recently revised. However, the actions taken so far have been extremely limited and the timescale is completely inadequate to the climate emergency we face. The Council aims to be a carbon-neutral organisation by 2030, but the Council’s emissions are only 3% of total borough emissions. If Wandsworth Council is really ‘further ahead in its action on climate change than most other local authorities’, as you claim, this is a terrifying situation. But we see no evidence of this. In response to XR Wandsworth’s newly launched ‘Wake Up Wandsworth’ campaign, a Wandsworth Council spokesman has quoted Kevin Frea, an authoritative voice on climate change, as ‘applauding their efforts’ and saying ‘Wandsworth for example are doing a lot’. We wrote to Kevin Frea and asked him if he could tell us why he felt you were doing a lot. His response is worth quoting in full: 
‘Wandworth Council made a good start with a Youth Climate Commission, switching to 100% renewable energy and committing to a Carbon Literacy Training programme for all their staff. However, they have failed to understand the urgency of the climate & ecological emergencies, by setting a 2050, rather than a 2030 one for the whole Borough, failing to do what 126 Councils, led by all political parties, have done. It will take far more than Electric car charge points and encouraging gardening to increase biodiversity and reduce carbon emissions at the speed required even by the Government's own, inadequate, targets.’
Third, we are aware of the massive contribution to Wandsworth carbon emissions made by domestic energy use, but we are also aware that tackling this at any scale is not something the Council can easily do, given that good solutions are not available at national level either. We have therefore focused on four key areas where the Council could easily and quickly take action but has failed to do so. 
Fourth, we recognise that individual choices have a role to play in tackling the climate emergency but it is a limited one. To give just two examples. First, cycling. Individuals can of course choose to cycle more and use their cars less, but only a limited number are likely to do so until cycling is made safer and pleasanter. There is much the Council could do to achieve this. Second, food waste. Individuals with good-sized gardens and time to spare can decide to compost their food waste, but this is not a choice available to most people. Again, only Council action can achieve a borough-wide solution to the problem.

Air Quality  
Despite air quality in the borough being a key component of your Environment and Sustainability strategy and addressed by specific actions in your action plan, the only concrete action the Council appears to have taken so far is to introduce more charging points for electric vehicles and a few bike hangars. Unfortunately, swapping internal combustion vehicles for electric cars is not the solution, as electric cars cause substantial emissions in their manufacture and particulate pollution in their use – and we will still have congested roads. What we need is for most able-bodied people to largely stop driving private cars, with the far fewer remaining vehicles being electric. 
We would like to know how many fewer internal combustion vehicles now use the borough’s roads as a result of the charging points and the ten transporter bikes the Council have subsidized and how much more active travel there has been as a result of your policies? 
Citizens Assemblies are a proven method of developing solutions that have buy-in from residents, as shown by the growing list on the Citizens Assembly Tracker (https://www.involve.org.uk/citizens-assembly-tracker). The most recent announcement comes from Lambeth Council, which says: ‘The scale of the challenge we face requires a collective response from every organisation and person in Lambeth. We believe a citizens' assembly is crucial to building consensus around a shared plan of action’ (https://beta.lambeth.gov.uk/lambeths-citizens-assembly-climate-change). The need for this buy-in is shown by the debacle of Wandsworth’s LTNs, introduced last September. Wandsworth was the first borough in the country to remove them entirely in response to the inevitable pushback from motorists. Yet studies all show that in the long term LTNs do reduce car use. (See eg https://findingspress.org/article/21390-the-impact-of-low-traffic-neighbourhoods-on-active-travel-car-use-and-perceptions-of-local-environment-during-the-covid-19-pandemic.)
As regards the cost, £6,000 is a very small amount given what is at stake here, and Wandsworth Council does have sufficient resources and substantial reserves. 

Protect green spaces  
You recognize that green spaces are ‘a hugely important part of our borough, they are much loved by our residents, can act as carbon sinks to mitigate climate change and are important resources in adapting to climate change’ and you mention the emerging new Local Plan containing a revised Tree Management and Landscaping Policy and your refreshed Tree Strategy for the borough. 
Yet what you say about trees and green spaces is totally at odds with what has been happening in the borough. Just a few weeks ago, around 50 mature trees were cut down to make way for redevelopment of the York and Winstanley Estate in face of strong opposition from local residents. Planning permission for this work was given years before the Council declared a climate emergency and the plans should have been totally reconsidered in light of the emergency. The much-loved black poplar cut down in mid-March wasn’t even included in the planning permission. In all, 431 trees are due to be cut down in this redevelopment. 
Wandsworth Council may argue that this is necessary in order to provide more social housing. While we all recognise the need for more good-quality social housing, this is not what this redevelopment is about: it will result in mere replacement of existing social housing, albeit with slightly larger units, and building of 1,750 new private units, which will greatly increase the density of housing. Alternatives to preserve existing trees and green spaces can always be found if there is a will to do so.
The fact that you mention net gains of 80 and 100 trees across Wandsworth in 2020/21 and 2021/22 demonstrates the Council’s complete failure to understand the value of mature trees – for lowering carbon emissions, reducing air pollution, biodiversity, and residents’ mental and physical wellbeing and quality of life. A recent article based on the work of University of Arizona’s researcher David Breshears and his colleague from the University of Michigan Jonathan Overpeck emphasizes that the world can’t ‘plant its way out of the climate crisis’. ‘Instead of planting a lot of new trees, we should take care of the ones we already have.’ (https://www.zmescience.com/science/we-cant-plant-our-way-out-of-the-climate-crisis-researchers-argue) 
You say that ‘improving and expanding existing habitats are also key principles of the strategy, it is not just about creating new habitats’. We couldn’t agree more, which is why we are dismayed at the Council’s reckless destruction of trees and green spaces in the borough.  

Introduce food waste collections  
We agree about the importance of reducing the amount of waste generated. However, this does not lessen the urgency of introducing food waste collections and moving to a carbon-negative rather than carbon-emitting way of disposing of it. The timetable you outline is simply too slow given the emergency we face. Food waste collections take place in neighbouring boroughs, so we could draw on their experiences. Existing contracts can – and must – be renegotiated, even broken if necessary, in order to make immediate changes. 

You state that the Council is ‘likely to recommend’ the collection of food waste in its new 2024 contract. We are sure you will be aware that national legislation will soon prohibit the incineration of food waste and we are sorry that Wandsworth will be trailing other councils rather than embracing best practice immediately.

Divest pension funds from fossil fuels  
The letter setting out our demands recognises the fiduciary duty you mention, but divesting from fossil fuels is entirely consistent with it. As we point out, fossil fuels have been losing value compared to other investments, as has been predicted over the last decade. Wandsworth Council’s pension fund has actually lost value by not divesting sooner.  
We recognise the Council is taking steps in the right direction here, but again ‘a policy to progressively decarbonise its investments’ is far too slow. This could have been done almost immediately once a climate emergency had been declared. We question your assertion that the carbon intensity of UK indices is higher than global ones and it is disingenuous to imply that by getting rid of UK exposure, you are shedding oil and gas. If the council believes in decarbonisation why is it so slow to move to full divestment of oil and gas? 
The fact that the Council even considered investments at 3C and 4C of warming, which would represent an almost uninhabitable world and significant parts of the borough under water, show how little the Council appreciates the emergency we face. The Paris Agreement aims to keep to 1.5C warming, and this must be the Council’s aim. This should be measurable and frequently reported on and open to public scrutiny.  
While we welcome the 4.2% investment in the London CIV Renewable Infrastructure Fund, this is a small step and we call for you to commit to a progressive increase in this type of investment with a target and detailed schedule for it. 
In conclusion, XR Wandsworth would like nothing more than to see the borough achieve carbon-neutral status – and here we mean the borough as a whole, not just the Council and its operations. But the steps the Council are taking to achieve this can be summed up as ‘too little, too late’. We are in a climate emergency, and we will therefore continue to take whatever steps are needed until the Council takes action on a scale, and within a timescale, that matches the scale of the emergency. 
In love and rage
XR Wandsworth
