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Preamble 

 

The goal of limiting heating to 1.5°C is dead1.  The 10 hottest years in history 

have all occurred in the last decade2.  However, global carbon emissions from 

fossil fuels hit a record high in 2025.3   

What is going wrong?  The science is clear.  Devastating climate change impacts are 

accelerating at frightening speed.  We’ve known for years that the economic case for 

early action is unequivocal4.  We also know what we need to do.  We have virtually 

all the technologies we need5.  The issue is the politics.  UN Secretary General 

António Guterres has berated nations for their “moral failure”6.   

In the UK the easy wins of decarbonising the power sector have happened.  Little 

progress has been made in sectors where people need to make changes in their 

lives, and the once strong political consensus is fracturing.  Net zero has become a 

political battleground with division stoked by misinformation.  We urgently need a 

better informed, evidence-based and balanced public debate. 

How can we approach climate policy differently?  How can we prevent short-

term thinking and political expediency from driving critical decision making?    

In 2025, the Centre for Energy Ethics - University of St Andrews and Greener Vision 

partnered on a series of roundtable discussions to address these critical questions.  

The series built on insights from The Tabula Project7, a 30-year creative endeavour 

that started with the assumption that we won’t solve our most intractable problems 

with the same thinking that created them.   

We will publish a full report next year that will seek to move the debate forward.  This 

interim report summarises challenges and opportunities highlighted during the recent 

roundtable series.  I would like to take this opportunity to thank everyone who 

participated for their invaluable insights.  I hope the summaries at least begin to 

capture what were truly enlightening discussions.  Any errors are mine alone! 

  

 
 

Claire Haigh 

Creator of The Tabula Project &  

Founder & CEO, Greener Vision 

14th November 2025  
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Foreword 

 

Over the past year, we have witnessed a spiralling funding crisis in the 

university sector in the UK and beyond, accompanied by highly polarised 

views about the role and state of higher education. This is not only a financial 

crisis in the sector, but also a purpose crisis. What are universities for? What 

is their mission? And how do they go about achieving this?  

For a research centre, like the Centre for Energy Ethics, we operate within this 

ecosystem and are far from immune from the broader challenges and critiques 

levelled at universities. Indeed, at the Centre for Energy Ethics (CEE), additionally 

we face the reality of a cost-of-living crisis that has an enduring grip on the economy 

and high inflation rates that have rendered the paths to a net zero future more costly 

and less equitable. Politicians have taken U-turns on climate policies and delayed 

targets that were becoming unreachable. 

For me, these hard times crystallise why energy ethics is more important than ever: 

while financial constraints contribute to deeper political polarisation and entrenched 

viewpoints, the CEE provides the urgently needed space for dialogue that is 

grounded in and informed by evidence. It is vital that researchers asking different 

research questions, drawing on different methodologies, and contributing to different 

scholarly debates can come together in research collaborations that match the 

complexity of the energy challenges.  

Similarly, it is vital that we provide spaces for other stakeholders with different 

viewpoints and experiences, different backgrounds, and hopes for the future to come 

together and engage openly and candidly with each other. The Centre for Energy 

Ethics offers a space where we can learn from each other and disagree well. And 

with our partnership with Greener Vision, we offer a non-partisan space that is more 

needed than ever for the UK to realise its Net Zero ambitions. Together, we bring to 

you an invitation for collaboration.  

 

 

 
 

Professor Mette M High 

Director of the Centre for Energy Ethics & Professor in 

Social Anthropology, University of St Andrews 
14th November 2025  
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SUMMARY 

 

We stand at a crossroads.  The world must deliver drastic greenhouse gas 

emissions reductions in the context of a growing populist backlash against 

climate policies.  However, the growth in renewables is a major success story. 

We need to harness the forces pushing forward on net zero to maximise the 

potential for unlocking benefits, whilst ensuring that equity is at the heart of 

the transition.  The UK’s leadership on this agenda and commitment to 

tackling climate change must remain unequivocal.   

The window to avoid irreversible climate impacts is rapidly closing.  The next 

decade will determine whether we face climate, biodiversity, and economic 

catastrophe – or can build a cleaner, fairer, safer future for us all.  

 

The Tabula Project Roundtable Discussions in 2025 highlighted some key policy 

priorities, governance and institutional issues and tactics for engaging with the public 

on climate change. 

A central theme of The Tabula Project is the sanctity of truth.  This is an essential 

prerequisite both for a healthy mind and a healthy society.  The imperative has come 

into ever sharper focus with the rise in populism, where opinions are increasingly 

based on emotions and beliefs rather than facts.   

As part of strengthening the public debate on net zero there needs to be a clearer 

distinction between fact and fiction in the media.  We need greater transparency and 

democratic accountability given the considerable influence yielded in Westminster by 

funded interests.  Policy priorities should include ensuring a fair and just transition to 

net zero, prioritising growth that addresses our climate and nature crises and pricing 

properly for carbon.  The climate crisis must be treated as an emergency.  We need 

to engage with the public through positively orientated storytelling. 

Consultation will now continue with policymakers, business leaders, academics, key 

stakeholders and politicians from all political parties on these key areas of focus.  

The final report The Tabula Project: A New Perspective on Climate Policy will be 

published in Spring 2026.   
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THE NEED FOR CHANGE  

 

“We can choose to lead – or be led to ruin”  

At the COP30 climate summit UN Secretary-General António Guterres chastised 

nations for their failure to limit warming to 1.5°C.  “Too many corporations are 

making record profits from climate devastation, with billions spend on lobbying, 

deceiving the public and obstructing progress… Too many leaders remain captive to 

these entrenched interests”.  “This is moral failure – and deadly negligence”. 8   

He described the target of limiting global heating to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels as a 

“red line” for a habitable planet and urged world leaders gathered to bring about a 

“paradigm shift” so that the effects of the overshoot could be minimized. Overshoot of 

1.5°C is likely to happen within the next decade.9  But whilst this overshoot is inevitable it 

must be made “as small, as short and as safe as possible”.   

Lack of ambition in nations’ Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) means that world’s 

warming trajectory is only 0.3°C lower than a year ago.  The world is heading for 2.8°C 

temperature rise by the end of the century10, which would have devastating consequences.  

And yet global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions have still not reached a peak.  GHG 
11emissions continued to rise in 2024.     

We are at a grave point in our struggle to tackle the climate and nature crises.  Millions of 

people are struggling with the impacts of extreme heat. More than 600 extreme weather 

events in 2024, displaced 824,000 and killed 1,700 people.12   Last year’s surge in prices of 

staples has been linked to weather extremes that “exceeded all historical precedent prior to 

2020”.13  It is estimated there could be 1.2 billion climate refugees by 2050.14 

All of the 10 hottest years in measured history have been in the last decade15.  Seven out of 

nine planetary boundaries have been breached16.  Stark warnings are coming forward from 

the insurance industry that the climate crisis poses an existential threat to the financial 

system and could make entire regions uninsurable.  Aviva has revealed that entire UK towns 

could be lost through climate impacts.17    

The world must deliver drastic GHG emissions reductions at a time of rising 

geopolitical tensions and in the context of a growing backlash against climate 

policies.  However, the growth in renewables is a major success story.  

The US climate rollbacks are threatening the green transition.  One of President Trump’s first 

acts in January 2025 was to withdraw from the Paris Agreement. He declared a “national 

energy emergency”, eased regulations on oil and gas production, suspended offshore wind 

leasing on federal lands and cancelled federal subsidies for electric vehicles.  US absence 

from the COP30 meeting in Brazil underscores administration’s hostility to climate action.18 

There is growing uncertainty around ESG investing.  To mitigate political risks, several major 

banks left the Net-Zero Banking Alliance (NZBA)19.  Following their departure, the Net Zero 

Banking Alliance formally dissolved20. The bleaker international picture, including wars in 

Ukraine and the Middle East, means that greater focus is now on defence.  But as Ana Toni, 

the CEO of the COP30 UN climate summit in Brazil put it “Climate is our biggest war”21.   
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The rise of populism is threatening an erosion of public debate and undermining the capacity 

to make difficult decisions.  Climate action is being actively obstructed and delayed by false 

and misleading information.22  Denialism has evolved into strategic skepticism, with the 

focus now less on denying climate change and more on discrediting the effectiveness, costs, 

or fairness of proposed solutions23.    

There is a gulf between the rhetoric of some of the world’s politicians and reality of the world 

economy.  Despite the US climate rollbacks under President Trump, for corporate America 

net zero signifies a race to secure future markets, investments and jobs.   The green 

economy is the fastest growing sector globally behind only the tech sector24.  Clean energy 

receives twice as much investment as fossil fuels25.  Despite the global populist fuelled 

backlash against environmental policies, the greater risk is of falling behind on net zero.   

The exponential growth in renewables is a major success story.  China dominates the global 

manufacturing of crucial clean technologies. It produces over 90% of all solar panels, more 

than 70% of all lithium batteries, and 65% of all wind turbines.26 China also increasingly 

dominates the EV market.  27Renewables will be the world’s top power source by 2026 .  

Renewables generated half (50.4%) of the UK’s electricity in 202428.  EVs account for a 

quarter of all new car sales in the UK29 and China holds a growing market share30  

We need to harness the forces pushing forward on net zero to maximise the 

potential for unlocking benefits, whilst ensuring that equity is at the heart of 

change.  The window to avoid irreversible climate impacts is rapidly closing.   

The business case for accelerating climate action is overwhelming. It has been clear since 

Lord Stern’s seminal review on the economics of climate change in 2006 that delaying 

investment makes it more expensive in the long run.31 The Confederation of British Industry 

(CBI) shows that the net zero sector is growing three times faster than the overall UK 

economy and that inaction is costlier than action.32   

Equity must be at the heart of the transition.  The major challenges the world faces are 

interconnected.  Efforts to tackle climate change must align with efforts to irradicate poverty, 

hunger, social injustices and the causes of conflict.  The Sustainable Development Goals 

Report 2025 calls for urgent renewed multilateralism33.  Tackling inequality means “not just 

bringing up the bottom but also constraining the top”.  The wealthiest 0.1% of the US burn 

carbon at 4,000 times the rate of the world’s poorest 10%34.   

We should prioritize growth according to its contribution to the Sustainable Development 

Goals35 rather than strictly linear GDP.  Pricing properly for carbon is a fundamental building 

block. Former world leaders have recently called for governments to implement permanent 

‘polluter pays’ taxes on the fossil fuel industry.  “We have a crucial responsibility to align 

financial flows with climate goals, accelerate investment in renewable energy and ensure 

that resources are mobilized fairly and effectively to meet the needs of all communities”36 

The nature and climate crises must be treated as a single, interconnected crisis.  Restoring 

nature boosts biodiversity and ecosystems that can rapidly and cheaply absorb carbon 

emissions. It is also important to avoid taking actions to address one crisis that inadvertently 

aggravate the other, such as creating monoculture tree plantations that store carbon but are 

wildlife deserts and more vulnerable to extreme weather. “Humanity must solve the climate 

and nature crises together or solve neither”37 
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The window to avoid irreversible climate impacts is rapidly closing.  As human activity drives 

global temperatures to record highs, multiple parts of the Earth’s system are at risk of being 

pushed beyond thresholds that would see them shift irreversibly into a new state.  The 

planet’s “first catastrophic tipping point” has been reached with coral reefs facing widespread 

dieback38.  The Amazon rainforest is at risk of a tipping point that could trigger “dieback” at 

around 3.5°C of global warming but transgressing other thresholds such as deforestation 

and moisture levels could cause the system to tip sooner.39  

UK leadership on net zero must remain strong and unequivocal.  A stable 

policy environment is essential for business and public support.  We need to 

strengthen the cross-party political consensus on net zero.   

In the UK GHG emissions have halved since 1990 whilst the economy grew by 80%40, but 

the ‘easy wins’ in terms of decarbonising the power sector have happened.  Less progress 

has been made in sectors where people need to make changes in their own lives.  The 

Climate Change Committee has said that the UK can reach net zero by 2050 provided the 

necessary steps are taken41.  However, a stable policy environment is essential.  The risk is 

that party politicking will undermine business and public support for net zero.   

The decision by the previous Conservative UK government to rollback some of the UK’s 

major net zero commitments42 was widely criticized by businesses for putting the UK’s future 
43economic prosperity and energy security at risk and increasing costs of meeting net zero .  

Reform UK has said it will scrap net zero and cut all renewable subsidies.  Conservative 

Party leader Kemi Badenoch’s pledge to repeal the Climate Change Act has been widely 

criticised, including by members of her own party, as going against the national interest44.   

As he delivered his speech to COP30, Prime Minister Keir Starmer admitted that the global 

consensus on climate change is gone but stated that Britain is “all in” on fight against climate 

change.  “The UK’s message to the world at COP30 is simple: working together to tackle 

climate change is the route to good jobs, energy security and economic growth”45.  Secretary 

of State for Energy Security and Net Zero Ed Miliband said clean power is “the engine of 

Britain’s economic renewal”. 

The Carbon Budget and Growth Delivery Plan46 published in October 2025 reaffirms the UK 

Government’s commitment to decarbonise UK’s electricity supply by 2030 and reduce GHG 

drastically by 2037.  The plan puts Britain on course for transitioning to clean power, electric 

vehicles and clean heat over the 2030s.  There may be differing views about whether the 

2030 target for decarbonizing the grid is the right one47.  The government’s previous decision 

to approve airport expansion has been criticized for putting net zero delivery in jeopardy.48 

However, the politics of climate change are full of vexed contradictions and progress is often 

impeded by conflicting policy goals. The present UK Government’s commitment to climate 

leadership remains strong, but a mature style of politics and a well-informed public policy 

environment are needed to address what may appear insurmountable challenges.   

The Climate and Nature Crisis Caucus has launched in the UK Parliament with the specific 

goal of rebuilding the cross-party consensus on net zero and climate action49.  As part of re-

building that consensus, we urgently need a better informed, evidence-based and balanced 

public debate.  There needs to be a greater understanding of the tough political choices that 

must be made in implementing climate policies and the difficult trade-offs involved. 
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“We stand at a hinge in history”  

On the one hand emissions are still rising and national climate plans are woefully 

inadequate.  But on the other hand, “exponential curves of technology, economics 

and human ingenuity are bending towards a future where affordable, clean energy 

for all can finally be a reality.”50 Christiana Figueres, architect Paris Agreement 

The world must step up its efforts, but we can be encouraged by the fact that in the decade 

since the landmark Paris Agreement at COP21 global growth in carbon emissions has 

slowed five-fold to 0.32% compared to the previous decade51.  We should also take heart 

from evidence of previous successful multilateral action.  The Earth’s ozone layer is healing 

thanks to international action and is on track to fully recover by mid-century.52 

A new book by Nicholas Stern53 challenges the idea that we must choose between climate 

action and development and presents the case for transformation that delivers both 

prosperity and a healthier planet.  The next decade will determine whether we face climate, 

biodiversity, and economic catastrophe, or can unlock a new era of sustainable, resilient, 

and inclusive growth. 

A study by Climate Analytics shows that, even after years of insufficient action, the world can 

still return to well below 1.5°C of warming this century if countries pursue the “highest 

possible ambition” in climate action54.  There is everything still to play for.  But first we must 

stomach some uncomfortable truths and navigate some tough political choices. 
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PART I  Examining Perceptions 

 

 

 

 

 

“Faulty perception is at the root of our suffering and much of 

the trouble in the world.  If we can correct this perception the 

world will radically change.  We need to examine ourselves, the 

filter through which we perceive the world.  This leads to the 

recognition of our fundamental interdependence with each 

other and the biosphere.”   

The Tabula Project, Examining Thought 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PgyF7Wk63NU
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In order to focus our minds on what matters we need to 

observe our thinking.  This involves examining 

assumptions governing our understanding of the world, 

how we perceive ourselves in relation to others, and 

how we relate to the world around us.  

A key question is whether assumptions underpinning 

decision making on climate change are fit for purpose.  

When basic facts cannot be relied upon, decision 

making becomes flawed.    

 

Caring for our common home 

A key theme of the discussion was how we need to think differently if we are to rise to the 

scale of the challenge presented by climate change.  Reference was made to a book by the 

late Pope Francis: the Pope’s Encyclical “Laudato Si” on care for our common home.  The 

Pope criticizes consumerism and irresponsible economic development, laments 

environmental degradation and global warming and calls on all people of the world to “take 

swift and unified global action.”55 

As one speaker observed: “Climate change is the world telling us to look again at the whole 

way we look at it.  Central to the problem is that ‘we think wrong’.  Climate change is merely 

a symptom of what we have got wrong.  We are seeing the earth crying out for healing.  The 

healing the earth is crying out for is from what we have done to it.  We’ve done that damage 

largely through ignorance.  And most people are still living in that ignorance. We need to look 

at climate change as a symptom of the ignorance which caused it, and which is still there.”   

A key theme of the discussion was the need for a fair and just transition.  Tackling climate 

change is fundamentally about human ethics.  Another speaker commented that tackling 

inequality means “not just bringing up the bottom but also constraining the top”.  Rising 

inequality has not been addressed and needs to be if we are to get people on board with the 

transition and to make “rational choices”.  For climate action to succeed some people must 

bear the greatest changes but push back from often well-off groups is stymieing progress.   

The point was emphasised that lecturing people doesn’t work.  “We are asking them to think 

very differently about how they relate to their neighbours”.  Fundamentally this challenge is 

about how we relate to each other, and we need the humility to help ourselves and others to 

understand that.  We need a radical realignment of how we perceive ourselves in relation to 

others and the environment on which we depend.  Decision making is fundamentally flawed 

if it ignores our interdependence with each other and the biosphere.   

Ozone depletion recovery56 shows that positive coordinated action works.  “When we take 

action globally things can be recovered but it takes a very long time”.  We need to apply the 

same resolve to restoring planetary health and protecting the ocean.  Seven out of nine 

planetary boundaries have been breached57 and we don’t have long to recover the situation.  

“We face the entire collapse of the food system in the future if we don’t work on these 

issues”.  Crucially, ozone depletion was dealt with as a crisis.   
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The limitations of a rationalist view of the world   

Climate change exposes the shortcomings of a rationalist view of the world.  Our society and 

its predominant structures originate from a time when the individual was understood to be 

separate from the world we inhabit.  This mindset has led to the development of economic 

systems which unsustainably plunder finite resources. We have become hard wired to focus 

on that which will serve our immediate self-interests.  This has led to a lack of systemic 

wisdom and is putting massive strain on our ecological system58.   

In his seminal work on the economics of climate change, Nicholas Stern described climate 

change as the greatest and widest ranging market failure the world has ever seen59.  The 

root cause of the problem is the price of fossil fuels that produce the energy we consume 

and the political and economic structure that keep us addicted to them. We are using too 

much carbon to fulfil socially and culturally constructed needs and desires.  Energy prices 

are set by scarcity not their impact on the environment.   

There was discussion about how there is still too great a reliance on consumerism and the 

continued exploitation of resources.  “Why we don’t we question the primary focus on 

growth, that businesses need to grow?  What about re-powering, sharing, recycling?”  We 

need a massive shift to clean technologies, but we must also reduce energy demand which 

will impact on lifestyles and will challenge some of the predominant forms of consumerism.  

The politics of implementing energy demand reduction policies are challenging.   

Achieving growth whilst simultaneously decarbonising the economy is a central policy 

challenge.  Moreover, pressures from climate change impacts will make growth ever harder 

to achieve.  There is a growing body of opinion that linear GDP growth should no longer be 

the priority.  Prosperity should be defined as our ability to flourish within the ecological limits 

of a finite planet. Whilst green growth is better than harmful growth, the speed with which we 

are able to decouple carbon from output is nothing like what it needs to be (Jackson)60.   

There was discussion about various assumptions in policy thinking that need to be changed.  

Climate change is often mischaracterised as an exclusively environmental issue when it is a 

broader system threat to the global economy, the financial system, public health and national 

security.  Policy interventions must consider the fundamental importance of patterns of 

distribution of wealth, energy and global trade.  Energy transmission losses on the grid are 

huge.  During the Industrial Revolution, people migrated in large numbers to areas that 

offered new sources of energy and the jobs opportunities they created.  

A predominant focus on electric vehicles (EVs) has taken attention away from what is going 

on in the internal combustion engine (ICE) fleet, where the trend to larger vehicles (SUVs) 

has undermined progress in reducing emissions.  It is not true that more travel means more 

economic growth and time savings should not be seen as inherently more valuable than 

social and environmental benefits. Technological and behaviour change pathways should 

not be seen as separate.  The transport system is shaped by a huge ecosystem of which 

infrastructure is just one part.   

How we think is inextricably linked to our sense of identity   

Too often the lens through which we perceive distorts what we see.  Our understanding of 

the world is influenced by many assumptions and preconceptions of which we may not be 

aware.  Thomas Kuhn said to understand knowledge, we need to know the special 

characteristics of the groups which create and use it.  He introduced the concept of the 
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paradigm61.  Alfred Korzybski put forward the idea that “the map is not the territory; no map 

shows all its presumed territory – and crucially it leaves out the map maker62.   

How we think is inextricably linked to our sense of identity, which is a product of our history, 

of our individual and collective experience.  What we choose to focus our attention on 

reveals as much about ourselves as it does about the object of our attention.  As 

anthropologist Gregory Bateson observed, “very few people understand the enormous 

theoretical power of the distinction between what “I see” and what is actually there”63.  We 

need to become aware of the filters through which we see the world and be more honest 

about the rationale for our decision-making.    

George Marshall describes climate change as a “wicked problem” which exposes our 

tendency to see selectively only what we want to see based on our own values, assumptions 

and prejudices.  Everyone converts climate change into stories that embody their own 

values, assumptions and prejudices, disregarding what they would prefer not to know.64  We 

are part of the problem if we persist with the illusion that ‘business as usual’ will achieve net 

zero.  Margaret Hefferman shows how we can avoid looking at inconvenient truths. “Wilful 

blindness begins not in deliberate choices to be blind, but in a skein of decisions that slowly 

but surely restrict our view.”65   

Polls consistently reveal that people are concerned about climate change, but there is a gap 

between their attitudes/values and actions.  People tend to listen to those with whom they 

already agree but if we are to build a collective understanding of the scale of the climate 

crisis and the actions needed, we need to drive people to a shared information space.  

However, as one speaker noted whilst “once upon a time there were just three TV channels 

and newspapers” today people obtain their information about what is happening in the world 

from many disparate sources and increasingly through their social media feeds.   

The lack of a shared information space is a major impediment to progress in terms of policy 

development and public awareness.  There is a lack of trust in institutions, the press fighting 

for its life, and in a world of shortening of attention spans, social media and the constant 

news cycle big decisions are made without needing to back up with solid evidence.  The 

Conservative Party leader Kemi Badenoch’s decision to ditch the Climate Change Act (CCA) 

and replace it with a “cheap energy strategy” was announced in a short soundbite without 

the need to demonstrate due process.  

Separating fact from fiction 

There was much criticism of Kemi Badenoch’s pledge to repeal the CCA, which “flies in the 

face of all the evidence and goes against the national interest”.  It is reliance on fossil fuels 

that has caused recent energy price spikes, not the clean energy transition, as demonstrated 

by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine which sent oil and gas prices soaring.  The CCA gave 

investors the confidence to back the UK economy and is the reason why UK emissions have 

halved since 1990 whilst the economy grew by 80%66.  As one speaker noted: “Of course it 

is not perfect, but you don’t destroy the architecture.  We need to make it work better.” 

There is a growing gulf between the rhetoric of some of the world’s politicians and the reality 

of the world economy.  Despite the US climate rollbacks under President Trump, for 

corporate America net zero signifies a race to secure future markets, investments and jobs.   

The green economy is the fastest growing sector globally behind only the tech sector67.  



 
 

13 
   

Clean energy receives twice as much investment as fossil fuels68.  A strong message on 

clean energy is especially important given that the world is on a trajectory of 3.1°C 

warming69 which would have catastrophic consequences.   

There was some discussion whether emissions in the UK have genuinely halved since 1990.  

The UK’s carbon footprint needs to include both consumption and territorial emissions.  

Since 2008, UK emissions from imports have been relatively flat and now represent a big 

part of the UK’s contribution to climate change.  However, it was felt that we mustn’t lose 

sight of the progress we have made, how UK leadership on the CCA has impacted around 

the world.  We need to communicate that better.  “If people don’t know how far we’ve come, 

that we can solve it, it is scary and disempowering.  People are looking for reassurance.”   

The increasing politicisation of the net zero agenda, and the unravelling of the UK’s once 

strong cross-party consensus, were felt to be issues of major concern.  Whilst the majority of 

Parliamentary Labour party are supportive of the government’s energy and climate policies, 

there is a fear of alienating voters.  Despite the state of the public finances, fuel duty is (once 

again) unlikely to be increased.  Were an increase in fuel duty to happen, it would need to be 

linked to improving public transport or helping people on the transition to EVs. 

There is big gap between perception and reality on the experience of owning an EV which is 

negatively affecting take up.  However, Persuasion UK shows that concerns of people are 

practical not ideological – there is “everything to play for”.70  Citizens Panels commissioned 

by the Climate Change Committee (CCC) show that perceptions and understanding can 

change.  What people want is clearer dissemination of the problem and solutions from a 

trusted source. A key message from participants was the desire for clearer dissemination of 

the problem and solutions from a trusted source.71 

There was discussion about whether the net zero transition should be a top-down or bottom-

up approach, building on what people are already doing e.g. riding a bike for health is also 

good for the planet.  Solutions are there.  We are seeing a reduction in meat consumption, 

heat pump installations are steadily increasing (albeit from low base), EV sales are gathering 

momentum.  But as one participant stressed: “We need this to be a top-down project. We 

need to change the politics.  We are staring into electoral disaster. We need people to vote 

for the policies that will make positive change.”  

The galvanising power of truth 

The climate crisis must be treated as an emergency.  As one speaker emphasised, “We are 

at a very grave point in our battle to save the planet.” but there isn’t public recognition of that 

reality because we don’t want to feed people negative news.   Meanwhile, “the populist right 

is filling the vacuum with unscientific rubbish”. Vested interests are pushing the line that the 

net zero transition is “expensive and unnecessary”, and it is easier for people to take on 

message of the populist right.   

There was discussion around whether messaging to the public should focus on hope or fear. 

The “hope twist” is not getting across the point about emergency.  We need a broader range 

messengers carriers selling a negative “crisis” message. Only once that has landed should 

we then focus on the hope message.  Another speaker stressed that we could galvanise 
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action in a more effective way by loosening that hope and being more honest.  We have 

sailed through the 1.5 target two years in a row.  “Hope hasn’t got us very far!”  

We should switch our focus to resilience and adaptation and let go of the imaginary fantasy 

of a happy ever after destination.  Truth is more galvanising because it makes more sense to 

people.  The impacts of climate change present opportunities to appeal to people’s selfish 

side.  We need to rebuild systems so that we become more resilient.  Countries can mobilise 

resources if there is sufficient recognition of crisis mentality, for getting on a wartime footing.  

We can then bring in mitigation measures off the back of adaptation. 

The cost of acting now is significantly lower than costs of taking action later, but that 

message of two decades hasn’t ever gained sufficient traction.  In the meantime, we are 

driving people into the arms of the far right with message about how far we’ve come (but 

obviously not far enough, and we are only 1% of global emissions etc).  We should instead 

switch rhetoric to adaptation and how we can protect ourselves.  “Why don’t we talk about 

the costs we are already incurring because we haven’t protected ourselves?” 

We need to be more honest, but is it a fallacy to say we should not sell a message of hope?  

Others questioned whether we have really given hope a chance.  We have phased out coal; 

we are halfway there in terms of achieving our target.  Surely this should give the public 

confidence that we can do this.  And what do we want people to do?  How do we avoid 

making people feel helpless?  It was felt that we need to connect at an emotional level and 

to access the creative side of our brains.  That we need hope for storytelling.  

What message should be given to whom?  It was suggested that public messaging should 

be driven by what’s on offer, and that the message of saving money is more powerful than 

the climate imperative.  “You’re worried about the end of the world.  We are worried about 

the end of the month”.  This refrain, often heard during the ‘gilet jaunes’ protests, highlights 

how vital it is that the net zero transition is made to work in the context of people’s day to day 

lives.  Otherwise, bad actors will exploit the tensions to undermine the transition.   
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PART II  Clearing Obstructions 

 

 

 

 

 

“Our minds are often cluttered with repetitive thoughts that 

make it very difficult for us to be fully present.  Managing the 

mind is a key skill, and this includes the discipline at times to be 

able to switch thought off.  We need to discover the ability to 

live fully in the here and now.  This is the pathway to true 

understanding.”   

The Tabula Project, Clearing the Mind 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YpKYZ9uRB_o
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Socrates once declared, “the unexamined life is not 

worth living”.    

We need to learn to observe ourselves with a higher 

degree of detachment.   

We are often burdened with conflicting thoughts and 

feelings, which hinder us - as individuals and as a 

society. We need to strip away the false preconceptions 

and misperceptions we labour under if we are to 

remove the main obstacles to progress.   

 

The fracturing of consensus    

The Climate Change Act was passed in 2008 during an extraordinary period of cross-party 

political consensus.  In the 1970s community activism began to drive progress in awareness 

of the need to tackle environmental issues through actions such as recycling.  Then in the 

1980 and 1990s we saw the emergence of a climate change denial movement funded by 

fossil fuel companies.  But by the 2000s denial was in decline, even in Scotland despite its 

reliance on the fossil fuel industry. 

However, as one speaker observed “consensus was only ever on the destination, not how to 

get there”.  The first half of the journey has been the easy steps.  The growth of renewable 

energy is a big success story.  There has been far less progress on reducing emissions from 

buildings, industry and land-use, and transport emissions have even gone up.  Easy 

consensus is no longer possible.  Now the priority must be to seek majority support for 

action not absolute consensus “because we can’t afford to go at the speed of the slowest”. 

A key theme of the discussion was the extent to which fossil fuel funded misinformation is 

deliberately weakening support for climate action.  The reality is that many of the actions 

and changes needed are in line with people’s interests and consumers trends: cheaper 

better public transport, liveable walkable cities, healthier diets.  But the perception is the 

exact opposite and being shaped by vested interests. “How can we have allowed a situation 

to develop where we have effectively private corporations regulating social media?” 

The situation is made ever more challenging by the decline in mainstream media. One 

speaker referred to stats showing that over the past five years, people who get their 

information from online sources has increased from 52% to 71%, whereas only 22% now get 

their news from newspapers down from 34%.  These trends have contributed to an erosion 

of the public debate and have given rise to a proliferation of lies and conspiracy theories 

such as the ludicrous notion that 15-minute cities are a socialist form of lockdown. 

The theme of tactics was raised.  The odds are that Reform UK will be the biggest party at 

next election.  What messaging is needed to stop that from happening?  There is a gap 

between fact and perception accentuated by social media and stoked up by misinformation.  

Reform UK have said, without any proper evidence to support the claim, that “by abandoning 

net zero we can save £30bn per annum”.  This may be nonsense, but rebuttals and counter 

arguments have not cut through, and politicians must deal with people’s perceptions.   
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The concept of “pluralistic ignorance” was discussed.  We behave in a group based on what 

we think others think, but we are often wrong.  There is considerable confusion about what 

public opinion is, made ever harder to decipher through the proliferation of online sources 

and social media.  As one speaker observed, “People feel they can’t be themselves.  They 

have a “fun fare image” of what they think people think.”  Another noted that fear of what the 

public might think makes it harder today for politicians to be radical. “Why don’t we have 

White Papers focused on policy challenges such as social care, paying for road use?” 

A good illustration of pluralistic ignorance is clear evidence that people want stronger action 

on climate, despite the claims to the contrary often funded by vested interests.  According to 

People’s Climate Vote, the world’s largest public opinion survey on climate change, people 

everywhere are experiencing climate change in increasingly disruptive ways. More than half 

of people globally said they were more worried about climate change now than last year, and 

four out of five want their countries to strengthen commitments to address climate change72   

The law of unintended consequences  

There was discussion about areas where progress in policy has been impeded by lack of 

information and understanding of the issues.  Ideas can have a self-fulfilling power of their 

own.  Policies and courses of action adopted for short term gain are often by default adopted 

for the long term and become rigidly programmed.  Anthropologist Gregory Bateson 

demonstrated that when ideas go unexamined, they can become hard-wired habits difficult 

to reverse with sometimes disastrous unintended consequences73.   

Climate policy is full of examples of rigid and self-defeating thinking.  There is an assumption 

that electric vehicles (EVs) will decarbonise transport whilst allowing us to continue our 

lifestyles.  However, emissions reductions achieved from improving the efficiency of new 

cars and EVs has been offset by increased usage and the trend towards larger vehicles – 

so-called “rebound effects”.  Messaging that EVs are “zero carbon” ignores manufacturing 

and the electricity used to power them.  We need more nuanced messaging.  Moreover, in 

lowering the running costs of motoring, EVs risk increasing congestion and emissions.   

Few policy makers understand scientific realities of how critical minerals are obtained.  Many 

of the resources needed for the green energy transition not found in UK so we need to 

import them, without necessarily knowing carbon footprint of these resources, how they were 

extracted and the wider social impacts.  “Resource nationalism” was discussed.  The UK and 

EU have done little to seek to resource critical minerals, so are dependent on imports and 

are largely exporting the social and economic consequences of buying those materials.    

We often focus on targets and measurements that entrench unsustainable outcomes. What 

we measure affects what we do; and if our measurements are flawed, decisions may be 

distorted (Joseph Stiglitz)74.  The transport metrics we use of time savings skew policy 

towards road building.  A myopic focus on GDP gives insufficient focus to health and well-

being, enhancing biodiversity, creating jobs, reducing poverty, stabilising the economy, and 

increasing resilience and the ability to adapt to climate change.  A net zero test for public 

policy would be a better tool to help ensure cross-government policy alignment on net zero. 

We need to address the underlying causes of problems but too often policy focuses on 

treating the symptom.  “Treating the symptom makes the world a safe place for the 

pathology, such as ‘curing congestion’ by building more roads!” (Bateson). ‘Predict and 



 
 

18 
   

provide’ has been discredited as a strategy to reduce congestion75. Too great an emphasis 

on road building also conflicts with net zero targets by inducing traffic.  We need to manage 

demand. The root cause of climate change is the price of fossil fuels that produce the energy 

we consume and the political and economic structure that keep us addicted to them.   

Pricing properly for carbon is critical but a central dilemma is how to ensure that the poorest 

in society are not penalized.  How can we use carbon pricing whilst ensuring that the 

transition to net zero does not inflict hardship on low-income households?  Studies have 

shown that the overall impact of a carbon tax doesn’t need to be regressive as its revenue 

can be returned to households in ways that promote progressivity.76 When revenues from 

carbon taxes are progressively redistributed, as in British Columbia, opposition softens.77 

Overcoming barriers to progress  

There was extensive discussion about how the influence of vested interests are obstructing 

progress.  As one speaker put it: “Those who hold power in our country are the tax dodging, 

polluting, profiteering super rich who are not democratically accountable. Governments need 

to take back control from super rich elite and reassert their right to govern, to point to who 

the bad actors are”. 

There is a serious issue around the lack of democratic accountability, with large corporate 

institutions and hugely funded interests behaving as if they are beyond the law.  We need to 

clean up fossil fuel lobbying.  UK laws don’t meet international standards on transparency.  

The spread of disinformation is a major obstacle to progress.  We need to regulate social 

media and stop the falsehoods that are revitalising climate change denial.   

Fear of a public backlash against climate policies is a major barrier to progress.  The freeze 

in fuel duty since 2011 is a case in point.  The fuel duty escalator was introduced in 1993 as 

an environmental tax, to stem the increase in pollution from road transport.  But ever since 

the fuel duty protests in 2000, and the referendums on congestion charging in Edinburgh 

and Manchester, levying any additional charges on road users has been seen as politically 

toxic. The freeze in fuel duty is unaffordable and an example of politicians ducking the issue.    

The result of repeated failures of road taxation to cover the social and environmental impacts 

of road use is that we over consume our roads. Given the fiscal position, the Chancellor is 

under pressure to end the freeze and axe the 5p fuel duty cut in her forthcoming budget.  

However, as another speaker observed, there is a risk that those who make the case for 

increasing fuel duty can inadvertently become recruiting agents for Reform UK!  The switch 

to EVs should be providing the chance for an honest conversation with the public about 

changing how we pay for road use. However, this would require political leadership and 

strong cross-party agreement at a time when consensus is fracturing.   

“We know what we need to do but we are being stymied by powerful vested interests and 

politicians fear of a public backlash.”  Summing up, one speaker outlined five key steps:  

1. We need to come up with clear evidence that workable solutions exist 

2. We need to build cross-party political support for measures such as road pricing 

3. We need to challenge vested interests 

4. We need radical voices to challenge status quo 

5. We need reallocation of finance away from public bads (roads) to public goods 

(sustainable transport) 
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Telling better stories 

How do we engender changes in the way society thinks?  How do we start putting pressure 

on vested interests who don’t wish us well?  How do we paint a picture for people that is 

simple enough to grasp and make it land?  How can we link to the values people really have, 

rather than the values we fear they have?   

We need better stories.  Climate change is a battle for hearts and minds.  Rational scientific 

data frequently loses out against a compelling emotional narrative that speaks to people’s 

values.  We need to find ways to engage our emotional brains and to focus on the stories we 

can tell people – about how it is possible to lead prosperous and fulfilled lives and flourish in 

ways that are less damaging to the environment.  Better integration of thoughts and feelings 

will be critical to tackling climate change. 

We need to change the tone of the public discussion around climate change.  We need 

narratives that invite us to accept our personal responsibility and cooperate with others.  

Reference was made to research conducted in 2022 which showed that three quarters of 

people in UK “cleave to community values”.  A significant majority of people in the UK value 

their local communities and express a strong sense of belonging and desire to contribute to 

local well-being.  These are the values to lean into when engaging with the public. 

We should avoid polarisation and ideological thinking, which become self-defeating, and are 

too often demonstrated in debates around local transport where there are high levels of car 

dependency.  A debate centred on cars being ‘good’ or ‘bad’ is alienating.  George Marshall 

contends that the “enemy narratives” adopted by both environmentalists and climate deniers 

are not helpful to addressing the climate crisis.  We need narratives based on cooperation, 

mutual interests and our common humanity.78  

Stories can empower people, give people agency, and help to harness the potential of 

consumer power.  Messaging needs to be tailored for different audiences and age segments.  

Positive change and progress in awareness can be unlocked by working with schools to 

empower pupils.  The green school movement is a global initiative focused on embedding 

sustainability and climate education into all aspects of a school's operations, curriculum, and 

community engagement.  Members of the University of the Third Age (u3a) have more time 

to invest in the climate change agenda.   

The current image of sustainability is not necessarily positive.  Transport Focus research 

found that consumers have only basic understanding of sustainability and don’t know what to 

do, how to measure their carbon footprint. “If change is going to come it needs to come from 

above.  The way forward is for governments to get more engaged.”  Simple messaging can 

be effective: “fly less; buy fewer new clothes; think more carefully about what you eat”.   

However, another speaker noted just giving people information about the sustainable choice 

makes little difference.  It also needs to be seen as the attractive aspirational choice. 

There was discussion about how a better system of incentives and feedback is needed.  Too 

often incentives are not properly aligned. If people engage in environmentally costly 

behaviour they will probably pay nothing for the harm they inflict.  Moreover, people do not 

get feedback on the environmental consequences of their actions (Thaler and Sunstein)79  It 

was noted that price signals on tobacco and alcohol have been effective – but importantly 

these were delivered in line with social attitudes and what the public will accept. 
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The jumbo in the room  

The highways sector is very focused on decarbonisation.  Despite the large contribution 

made by road traffic to emissions, progress is being made in reducing emissions from 

surface transport.  By contrast as one speaker observed “the jumbo in the room is flying”.  

There is no path to decarbonisation on flying and it is a wicked problem because it is 

international.  “No one wants to make the first move.  We face a ‘tragedy of the commons’.” 

There was acknowledgement of the technical work going on in the sector, but we face a 

global situation where aviation is heavily subsidised and depends on underpriced fossil fuels.  

There is currently no economic alternative to that.  The vast majority of air travel today (since 

the pandemic) is for leisure.  Foreign holidays are a luxury good which is contributing to 

strongly to climate change.  Economic growth is the government’s main priority, but surely it 

is not good for the UK economy to have people flying to other countries for their holidays?   

As a society, are we making the right choices?  We are massively subsidising foreign travel 

compared with other ways we could spend that money.  The Climate Change Committee is 

clear that we can’t meet our climate targets without flying less.  But “we seem to have given 

up on green flying at a time that air travel is booming”.  Aviation fuel is exempt from VAT and 

tax on private jets is far too low.  One speaker suggested we should go for low hanging fruit.  

Air Passenger Duty (APD) is a dead tax.  We should abolish it and replace it with a tax on 

pollution and noise coming from the plane.  

However, we have to tackle demand.  It has to get more expensive to fly.  That is the story 

we need to grapple with.  At the centre of the challenge is how can we re-position holidays?  

How can we provide an alternative to people who slave away all year for their two weeks in 

the sun?  It was suggested by another speaker that rich frequent flyers are the problem so 

we should just target them.  However, whilst that might be easier politically, we still need to 

recognise that air travel is per se a luxury good and needs to become more expensive. 

It was suggested that it is very controversial to focus on flying which only contributes 2% to 

CO2 emissions (although its total climate impact is estimated to be 3.5% or more when 

including non-CO2 effects).  Such a focus too easily plays into hands of Reform UK.  Can we 

not focus on bigger chunks and stories that are easier to tell?  Can we not spend more time 

talking about huge growth in renewable energy?  EV’s are not perfect but better than ICE 

vehicles and are still a positive story.  “Let’s not make the perfect the enemy of the good!”. 
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PART III Building a new paradigm 

 

 

 

 

 

“The goal is a new integrated framework for thought. The 

whole mind is in balance, with thoughts, feelings and intuitions 

working together in harmony.  The mind becomes a tool at our 

disposal.  Free from incessant thoughts we can become open 

to new insights and will eventually be able to reach a place of 

enlightenment.” 

The Tabula Project, Building a New Framework 

 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p0dTQoVQwOA
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We need a radical transformation of our relationship 

with the environment on which we depend.  A shift in 

mindset and perception is needed.  Art is a window 

into higher awareness. 

What are the foundations of a new paradigm that would 

enable a response to the climate crisis commensurate 

with the scale of the challenge?  How might we foster a 

wider understanding of our interdependence with each 

other and the biosphere?   

 

Is modern society facing a predicament?   

There was discussion about whether the challenge presented by climate change constituted 

a predicament.  The world must deliver drastic GHG emissions reductions against a growing 

populist backlash against climate policies and at a time of rising geopolitical tensions, where 

nations’ focus is increasingly on defense.  2024 was the hottest year on record.  The world is 

on a trajectory of 3.1°C heating by the end of the century, which would have catastrophic 
80consequences .  Millions of people are already suffering from devastating climate impacts. 

One speaker observed that nothing lasts forever and wondered whether our society based 

on capitalism and consumerism is set to collapse.  Reasons for the collapse of previous 

civilizations have included: climate change, inequality and oligarchy, exhaustion of 

environmental resources, and accumulating complexity.  He noted that civilisations go 

through stages before reaching collapse, and the stage prior to collapse is ‘decadence’81.  Is 

our obsession with cheap flying a sign that we have reached that stage? 

We are living in frightening times politically.  Antonio Gramsci, while imprisoned in 1930 by 

Mussolini's Fascist regime wrote: “The old world is dying, and the new world struggles to be 

born: now is the time of monsters”.  Are we seeing parallels with the 1930s?  The rise of 

populism is threatening an erosion of public debate and undermining policy making.  Climate 

action is being obstructed and delayed by false misleading information. We need to push 

back against misinformation and put the emphasis on positive realistic visions for the future.   

Another speaker stressed that it is important to talk up successes.  In the UK sales of electric 

vehicles (EVs) are rapidly increasing82 and will reach price parity soon with conventional ICE 

vehicles, public charge points have grown, the 2030 phase out for petrol and diesel cars has 

been reinstated.  We have reached a tipping point in terms of zero emission buses (60% of 

new buses) and a bus manufacturing panel has been installed.  Government is empowering 

the regions with more Mayors able to take action and deliver sustainable economic growth.  

It will be important to ensure an even distribution and that some regions don’t lose out. 

We are living through a period of great turbulence and change, but we are seeing progress – 

albeit that tackling climate change is a massive global challenge.  We should be encouraged 

by evidence of previous successful multilateral action.  In the decade since the landmark 

Paris Agreement at COP21 global growth in carbon emissions has slowed five-fold to 0.32% 

compared to the previous decade83.  The green economy is now the fastest growing sector 

globally behind only the tech sector84.  Thanks to international action the Earth’ ozone layer 

is healing and on track to fully recover by mid-century.85 
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Solving systemic problems with fragmented tools 

Climate change is a real and present threat.  We are seeing first hand impacts of climate 

change through the increasing occurrence of heatwaves, flooding and severe drought.  

Climate impacts are putting severe strain on our infrastructure, including how we travel.   

As one speaker observed, “we can’t just tweak the old model”.  Proper, rigorous systemic 

thinking is needed.  Gordon Brown was cited as a politician ahead of his time.  We urgently 

need an equivalent to the Stern Review today.  But in the UK Parliament the once strong 

cross-party consensus on net zero has broken down.  That the official opposition now 

threatening to repeal the Climate Change Act is “deeply worrying”. 

There was discussion about how we are trying to solve systemic problems with fragmented 

tools.  Visionary leaders should be commended for “fighting the good fight within the 

constraints of the system".  But are we just seeing sticking plaster solutions?  What are the 

underlying agendas that need to be dealt with?  The difficulty is that many of the problems 

faced by different areas across the country are hugely complex and interconnected and 

require central government to step in.   

We need to break out of silos.  For example, rough sleeping and homelessness are often 

caused by mental health issues.  The cost of dealing with homelessness is huge, and we are 

seeing a worrying rise in youth unemployment.  Rough sleeping, homelessness the growing 

housing crisis is a crisis of unemployment in young people in many areas.  “The last two 

winters we have given away hundreds of electric blankets and slow cookers to people who 

would not be described as in poverty but are really struggling to heat their homes.”  Rough 

sleeping and homelessness are getting worse. There was a strong feeling that we have a 

“moral responsibility to solve these issues”.   

A key theme of the discussion was what a 'just transition' looks like, and 'justice for whom'? 

How do we ensure that more money goes into adaption and that it is shared fairly?  Concern 

was expressed that it will be high value assets that get the share of the adaption measures, 

and poorer areas will be left with inadequate adaption measures.  Aviva research illustrates 

this, by highlighting that certain areas in the UK may have to be abandoned.86 Many are not 

feeling any benefits.  “So many glum and weathered faces on the streets of Bristol and cities 

all over this country. So many people who look like they've lost hope and checked out. And 

this during a period of economic growth. We need different measures of success.” 

We are lacking a systems perspective.  We need leaders who can inspire new ways of 

thinking about complex problems and a new vision for the future.  Reference was made to 

Gorden Brown’s work setting up local initiatives to help people suffering.  We have forgotten 

about our intrinsic reliance on nature and natural resources, and the vital importance of 

healthy ecosystems.  Part of the change is that we need to “unlearn” a lot of our thinking, 

embrace all perspectives and all cultures, and recognise the importance of neurodivergent 

people and indigenous people as crucial change agents for us all. 

There was discussion about the foundational importance of education at all life stages when 

it comes to better understanding the world we live in and our relationship with nature.  One 

speaker said that she is frequently invited to talk about climate change in schools.  Children 

often want to talk about climate change.  It is important to explain to young people what we 

mean by the “green jobs of the future.”  In addition, children need a space to express their 

anxiety about climate change.  And it is not just children who are worried about the climate.  
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Another speaker commented on the anxiety and concerns expressed by people of all 

generations, which may even include suicidal ideation.   

How can we look after ourselves at a time that there are so many interlapping catastrophes?  

War, conflict, genocide, migration, inequality, poverty are all deeply linked to the climate 

crisis. Art is fundamental as a way of coping with despair and was a central theme at a 

conference organised by the Centre for Energy Ethics87. Climate emotions, anxiety and 

activism, can be explored through art, but the people doing this kind of work are underpaid.88  

Society may be too obsessed with Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths (STEM) at 

the expense of recognising the importance of the humanities, arts and social sciences. 

Towards a new economic paradigm 

There was discussion about the merits of growth and about alternative systems and 

economic paradigms. Reference was made to the work of Jason Hickel on degrowth, on 

having wellbeing as the priority rather than growth, on 'doughnut economics'89.  Yet in our 

current system myopically focused on GDP growth, it was seen as difficult to envisage how 

we get from here to there.  As one participant noted "It’s easier to imagine the end of the 

world than the end of capitalism" (attributed to Fredric Jameson and Slavoj Žižek) 

How should one frame the rational for growth?  Is growth needed to deliver the necessary 

improvements to the climate and nature?  Is it anachronistic, to push for growth given the 

failure to decouple economic growth from nature and resource depletion?  How can we do 

genuinely green growth in ways that is positive for the natural world environment and 

community?  How can we overcome barriers and ensure the right skills are available?   

One speaker emphasised that from her experience it is possible to use growth to deliver 

improvements to the climate and nature.  “Green growth is easy.  It’s about building the right 

sorts of things in the right sorts of places with the right sorts of infrastructure."  A new town at 

Waterbeach has delivered 35% net gain at outset, has turned an area lacking in natural 

assets into something quite exciting, demonstrating the very best in place making. “The 

reality is that the money for new nature reserves, forests etc comes from developers - it is 

certainly not coming from government.” 

We have had a series of governments whose primary focus is growth.  Our economy can't 

stand still (it is going backwards right now) because everyone gets poorer, especially those 

who are already poor or only just managing. We face a huge housing crisis, with tens of 

thousands of people without a decent home. “I ask people where will their children live, 

where will the people they will need to look after them when they are old live, where do the 

porters and cleaners in our hospitals and care homes live? Do we want to live in aging 

communities, or do we want young families and children as our neighbours?”  

The question was raised how the growth mantra resonates with voters, whether people see 

growth as about the rich getting richer?  Why are politician so obsessed with growth?  In 

response it was emphasised that whilst people do get rich through growth, especially land 

owners in high land value areas - “and government could do something about that” - good 

well planned growth delivers the sort of housing that people need at a cost they can afford to 

buy/rent and run, and alongside that must be jobs.  We need to think in a more holistic way.   

If we are to rise to the climate challenge, the priority must be for the world to get onto a 

sustainable consumption path.  The cumulative impact of decisions made for short-term self-



 
 

25 
   

90interest is putting huge strain on our ecological system .   A 2023 study concluded that it is 

a human behavioural crisis that is at the root of climate breakdown, which is a symptom of 

ecological overshoot caused by the deliberate exploitation of human behaviour (Merz et al)91   

We should prioritize growth according to its contribution to the Sustainable Development 

Goals92 rather than strictly linear GDP93.  Greater emphasis should be given to improving 

health and well-being, enhancing bio-diversity, creating jobs, reducing poverty, stabilising the 

economy, increasing resilience and ability to adapt to climate change. Pricing properly for 

carbon whilst ensuring fair and just transition is a fundamental building block.  Wealthier 

countries should decarbonise more quickly than poorer ones94.   

Leadership that inspires a new vision for the future 

At the heart of creating a vision for the future is leadership.  Do we all need to change our 

thinking, or do we need a few people guiding the population?  Can the public really be 

expected to have a systems perspective?  We need leaders who inspire us to a new vision.   

Leadership is about bringing all the different levels together.  We need to show leadership as 

a country, and other countries will follow.  The UK Climate Change Act in 2008 was the first 

piece of legislation of its kind and set an example for the rest of the world.  Internationally we 

need to work extra hard for net zero to build support in face of climate rollbacks in the US 

and elsewhere and the populist fuelled backlash which are undermining the transition. 

At home it is central government that needs to solve the country’s big strategic problems and 

tackle major infrastructure challenges, such as building new reservoirs and desalination 

plants as water scarcity worsens and acts as a major blocker on growth.  Government 

should create the right regulatory framework and conditions.  For example, by mandating 

that all homes are built to net zero standard, fit for the future, with highest energy efficiency 

standards.  “Even today, homes are still being built that need to be retrofitted!” 

The work of trailblazing local leaders sets an example of what is possible and can inspire 

other areas, but also highlights where central government needs to step in.  There can be 

major blockers at local level about planning regulations preventing local leaders from doing 

the right things.  Central government needs to “unblock the blockers”.   The priority must be 

to make the greener choices the easier ones.  The biggest barriers to progress are not 

technical they are invariably structural, funding, governance or planning related. 

South Cambridgeshire District Council aims to be the “greenest council” in the country, with 

strategies to make the district zero carbon by 2050 and a 75% reduction in emissions from 

its own operations by 2030.  A major priority for the council is to deliver green growth.  It 

seeks to halve district wide emissions by 2030, double nature by 2030, which includes 

doubling area of land managed for nature and increasing the quality and quantity of wildlife 

habitats, and aspires to a 20% biodiversity net gain through development.  Money is given to 

community groups, focusing on sustainable travel, solar PV and retrofitting. 

Central to South Cambridgeshire’s vision is creating communities where people can live and 

work without needing to own a car.  The focus is on sustainable housing developments with 

highest efficiency standard well connected to public transport from the outset to avoid car 

dependency.  This means a focus on densification and building homes close to where 

people live and other services. Flooding is a very important planning consideration.  “We 
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have insulated council houses internally and externally, put on PVs, and are now installing 

water conservation measures, new windows and doors as routine maintenance” 

Cars are the biggest cause of emissions in South Cambridgeshire.  A can-do attitude, even 

in its rural areas, is applied to minimising the need for car travel through land-use planning 

and improvements to public, shared and active travel, “If we build public transport ridership 

will follow”.  However, many of the measures needed are beyond the scope of the council.  

Several major roads running through it are managed by National Highways.  Demand 

management strategies require a supportive policy framework and the right price signals.  

However, fuel duty has remained frozen since 2011.  Over the past 20 years the cost of 

motoring has fallen in real terms whereas the cost of using public transport has risen.95  

We need to do more to celebrate good leadership when we see it.  As one speaker observed 

“How often do we see posts in our feeds saying, 'thank you councillor for your steadfast 

efforts in difficult times'?”  It is alarming how the well-meaning hard work of leaders, often at 

the cost of political capital and personal wellbeing, is too often treated with suspicion and 

binary judgement, fuelled by social media and corrupted stories with funded by vested 

interests with ulterior motives.  Too often the tireless commitment and efforts of brave 

politicians go uncelebrated.  This needs to change. 

The importance of leading by example was discussed.  In his famous quote “Be the change 

that you wish to see in the world”, Mahatma Gandhi emphasized the importance of personal 

transformation as a catalyst for positive change. Reviewing and revising our own behaviours 

can encourage others and can be a means of shifting social norms. As one speaker put it: 

“You just have to do the right thing - and believe others will too.”  Focusing on changing our 

own behaviour rather than telling others what they should do may be a more effective way to 

bring about positive change.  Ultimately it will be through the cumulative impact of changes 

at the individual level that society may one day evolve. 

Harnessing people power 

People power creates movements for change.  Having people involved as change agents 

will be critical to the net zero transition.  The CIHT CLIMATES initiative96 engaged with 

hundreds of highways and transportation professionals.  A key recommendation was the 

need for public-focused, positively-oriented storytelling.  There needs to be persuasive 

messaging that moving towards net zero is a win-win – it is good for people’s pockets, good 

for the air they breathe, good for employment prospects, and good for their children and 

grandchildren. The story is there to be told but the storytellers are needed to tell it.  

There is clear evidence that people do want stronger action on climate, despite the many 

claims to the contrary, often funded by vested interests and part of deliberate climate 

misinformation campaigns.  It was noted that membership of the Green Party has doubled in 

the two months since Zak Polanski become leader.  The Green Party is now polling ahead of 

both Labour and the Conservatives.  Having an articulate leader able to take on counter 

arguments from right wing populists in a successful way is having a major impact and 

suggests that people power may be waiting to be ignited.   

Studies repeatedly show that people are concerned about climate change, want to see more 

done about it and are prepared to chip in themselves.  69% of the global population 

expresses a willingness to contribute 1% of their personal income; 86% endorse pro-climate 

social norms; and 89% demand intensified political action97.  Four out of five people globally 
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want their countries to strengthen commitments to address climate change98  Reference was 

made to the 3.5% rule99 that suggests that when 3.5% of a population protest non-violently, 

regime change is possible.  

People need reasons to be inspired and encouraged.  Reference was made to an ultra-rapid 

EV charging station powered by an onsite wind turbine at Checkley Wood, near Leighton 

Buzzard.  The visual image of the wind turbine going straight into EV car charging makes the 

local residents feel proud and is a tangible example of what is possible.  Reference was also 

made to a recent book "How to reduce your carbon emissions and save money on your bills" 

which provides over 100 things people can do, including information on how much impact 

they have100.  Climate action is a big part of the answer to climate anxiety, although it was 

also stressed that if we don’t look after each other and ourselves we cannot act. 

There was discussion about how we need a shared vision that enough people can get 

behind.  Transport is the UK’s biggest polluting sector and one area where there is huge 

potential for reducing emissions through behaviour change.  71% of all journeys are under 5 

miles, and many car journeys could be switch to public, shared or active travel.  Good 

provision and take up of sustainable transport are also key to delivering cleaner, safer and 

healthier places to live and work.  The embracing of public, shared, and active travel is an 

excellent way to bring people power to life.  But as one speaker noted, “Only when middle 

class people start using the bus can we have a truly shared vision.  Public transport should 

be a first choice not poor second”.  

The Walk Wheel Cycle Trust101 puts people powered movement at the heart of its vision for 

the future.  “We make it possible for everyone to walk, wheel and cycle because it changes 

everything.  Our health.  Our well-being.  Our world.”  Transport is irreducibly physical; we 

encounter it every day, and daily movement is part being human.  As one speaker observed, 

whilst car advertising promises us freedom, “in reality most driving is the drudgery of the 

commute (during which we try to avoid being present with radio etc).” By embracing active 

travel, we share space with others.  Moving also physically gets us out of our heads and 

brings us into the present, connecting with the rest of the living world.  “People powered 

movement changes our mindset.”   
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A BLUEPRINT FOR CHANGE 

 

The Tabula Project: A Blueprint for Change102 sets out how 

our thinking needs to change if we are to rise to the scale of 

the climate crisis.  We need a radical realignment of how we 

perceive ourselves in relation to others and the environment 

on which we depend.  Climate policy would benefit from more 

holistic thinking and an approach to the climate crisis that 

creates unity rather than division.  The report recommends 

that policy is underpinned by five ‘Pillars of Unity’.   

I – Seeing the whole picture 

II – Integrating heart and mind 

III – Being at one with nature 

IV – Healing the whole system 

V – Becoming citizens of ‘One World’ 

 

Applying the ‘Pillars of Unity’ concept to key insights from roundtable discussions points to 

a number of policy priorities, governance and institutional changes and tactics for engaging 

with the public on net zero.  Over the coming months we will consult on these key areas of 

focus with policymakers, business leaders, academics, key stakeholders and politicians from 

all political parties.  A final report will be published in Spring 2026. 

I - Seeing the Whole Picture.  Are the assumptions underpinning our response to the 

climate crisis fit for purpose?  We need to become more honest and self-aware about 

the rationale for our decision-making.  We are part of the problem if we persist with 

the illusion that ‘business as usual’ will achieve net zero. 

➢ Separate fact from fiction. Misinformation funded by vested interests is deliberately 

weakening support for climate action.  

 

➢ Strengthen democratic accountability.  Large corporate institutions and funded 

interests are yielding enormous power in Westminster 

II – Integrating heart and mind.  The division between the rational and emotional brain 

runs deep in our society and culture.  It causes confusion, is profoundly destabilising 

and leads to poor decision making.  We need to engage our emotional as well as our 

rational brains.  Climate change is a battle for hearts and minds. 

➢ Harness people power.  Public-focused, positively oriented storytelling can inspire 

people to support the transition and get involved as change agents. 

   

➢ Connect with creativity. Climate emotions, anxiety and activism, can be explored 

through art and help us to connect with each other at an emotional level.  

https://greener-vision.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/THE-TABULA-PROJECT-A-Blueprint-for-Change.pdf
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III – Being at one with nature.  Protection of nature is protection of ourselves.  We 

need to connect with our natural empathy and respect for each other and all living 

species.  We need to create fairer and more equitable systems that allow humans and 

the environment to thrive.   

➢ Fairer economic models.  We should prioritize growth that heals our nature and climate 

crises and supports the Sustainable Development Goals103 rather than GDP.  

 

➢ Tackle rising inequality.  Fairness must be at the heart of the transition.  For climate 

action to succeed we must “not just bring up the bottom but also constrain the top”.   

IV – Healing the whole system.  Too much attention tends to be given to treating the 

symptoms of problems and not enough to the system.  Healing the whole system 

means addressing the root causes of our problems.  If we are to tackle the root cause 

of climate change, we must price properly for carbon. 

➢ Reduce road traffic.  We should encourage greater switch from car to sustainable 

transport and use more effective pricing to reduce congestion on our roads. 

 

➢ Reform aviation pricing.  We face a global situation where aviation is heavily 

subsidised and depends on underpriced fossil fuels. 

V – Becoming citizens of ‘One World’.  Climate change is a global intergenerational 

problem requiring unprecedented international levels of cooperation.  This requires us 

to avoid polarisation and ideological thinking and seek instead to promote intrinsic 

and ‘bigger than self’ values.   

➢ Save our planet.  The climate crisis must be treated an emergency.  We will galvanise 

action more effectively by being honest with people about the state of the planet.  

 

➢ Lead by example.  We should seek to understand and avoid lecturing others, leading 

instead by changes in our own behaviour and the power of example.   
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ANNEX 1 – The Tabula Project 

 

The Tabula Project is a 30-year creative endeavour that aims to provide a new 

perspective on the mind1.  The project began with the assumption that we won’t 

solve our most intractable problems with the same thinking that created them.  The 

paintings depict different states of consciousness and thought, and fundamental 

questions are explored in the workshops.  The project was informed by extensive 

research across a range of disciplines2.   

 

Greener Vision applies insights from The Tabula Project to the challenge of tackling 

climate change.  The Art of Seeing recommends an honest appraisal of how we 

view the problem3.  Pathways to Net Zero calls for a new mindset and shift in policy 

on net zero4.  The Tabula Project: A Blueprint for Change sets out how our 

thinking needs to change if we are to rise to the climate crisis5.   

By examining our current thought patterns and clearing away the main obstructions 

to progress we can begin the work of building a new paradigm.    

 
1 The Tabula Project: A New Perspective on the Mind https://greener-vision.com/publication/the-
tabula-project-a-new-perspective-on-the-mind/  
2 The Tabula Project: Towards an Evolution of Thought https://greener-vision.com/publication/the-
tabula-project-towards-an-evolution-of-thought/   
3 Greener Vision: The Art of Seeing https://greener-vision.com/publication/greener-vision-the-art-of-
seeing/    
4 Greener Vision: Pathways to Net Zero  https://greener-vision.com/publication/greener-vision-
pathways-to-net-zero/  
5 The Tabula Project: A Blueprint for Change https://greener-vision.com/publication/the-tabula-project-
a-blueprint-for-change/  
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.claire-haigh.com/
https://greener-vision.com/publication/the-tabula-project-a-new-perspective-on-the-mind/
https://greener-vision.com/publication/the-tabula-project-a-new-perspective-on-the-mind/
https://greener-vision.com/publication/the-tabula-project-towards-an-evolution-of-thought/
https://greener-vision.com/publication/the-tabula-project-towards-an-evolution-of-thought/
https://greener-vision.com/publication/greener-vision-the-art-of-seeing/
https://greener-vision.com/publication/greener-vision-the-art-of-seeing/
https://greener-vision.com/publication/greener-vision-pathways-to-net-zero/
https://greener-vision.com/publication/greener-vision-pathways-to-net-zero/
https://greener-vision.com/publication/the-tabula-project-a-blueprint-for-change/
https://greener-vision.com/publication/the-tabula-project-a-blueprint-for-change/
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ANNEX 2 – Roundtable Discussions 

 

The roundtable discussion series was part of THE TABULA PROJECT: Events 

Programme 2025 which included an exhibition of paintings at St Andrews Botanic 

Garden and an online gallery hosted by the Centre for Energy Ethics. 

 

 

The roundtable discussions corresponded to the three parts of The Tabula Project: 
Examining Thought, Clearing the Mind and Building a New Framework.  

➢ What assumptions underpin decision making on climate change? Are they fit 

for purpose, or do they need to be changed?  If so, how and in what way?  

 

➢ What are the main obstacles to progress on tackling climate change? To what 

extent do they stem from current thinking and how might they be overcome?  

 

➢ What are the foundations of a new paradigm that would enable a response to 

the climate crisis that is commensurate with the scale of the challenge?    

Each event featured contributions from leading figures from the worlds of politics, 

business and academia.  Discussion focused on current approaches to the net zero 

transition and how their efficacy can be improved. 

  

https://greener-vision.com/publication/the-tabula-project-events-programme-2025/
https://greener-vision.com/publication/the-tabula-project-events-programme-2025/
https://www.claire-haigh.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B7AgG1-gyBM
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ANNEX 3 – Roundtable Attendees  

Examining Perceptions | Tuesday 14th October 

• The Rt Hon Lord Deben, Chair of Sancroft International and former Chair of the Climate 

Change Committee  

• Alex Sobel MP, Chair Net Zero APPG  

• Fiona Howarth, Founder & Director, Octopus Electric Vehicles 

• Professor Jillian Anable, Chair in Transport and Energy, Institute for Transport Studies, 

University of Leeds  

• Dr Doug Parr, Chief Scientist and Policy Director, Greenpeace  

• Colin Walker, Head of Transport, Energy and Climate Intelligence Unit, ECIU  

• Eoin Devane, Team Leader, Climate Change Committee   

• Dr Cornelia Helmcke, Senior Policy Fellow, Centre for Energy Ethics  

• Mr John Bolland, Artist & Poet, Independent  

 

Clearing Obstructions | Wednesday 15th October 

• Patrick Harvie MSP, former Co-Leader of the Scottish Greens and Net Zero, 

Constitution and External Affairs spokesperson for Scottish Greens  

• Paul Campion, CEO, TRL  

• Professor David Begg, former UK Government Advisor and Visiting Professor at 

Plymouth University  

• Professor Adrian Finch, Professor of Geology, School of Earth & Environmental 

Sciences, University of St Andrews  

• Dr Cornelia Helmcke, Senior Policy Fellow, Centre for Energy Ethics  

• Anthony Smith, Director, Consumer Focus  

• Lisa Hopkinson, Director, Transport for Quality of Life  

 

Building a New Paradigm | Thursday 16th October 

• Cllr Bridget Smith, Leader South Cambridgeshire District Council  

• Alex Mayer MP, Transport Select Committee Member  

• Professor Glenn Lyons, Mott MacDonald Professor of Future Mobility, University of the 

West of England  

• Dr Bridget Bradley, Lecturer, Department of Social Anthropology, University of St 

Andrews  

• Dr Lydia Cole, Lecturer, School of Geography and Sustainable Development, University 

of St Andrews  

• Xavier Brice, CEO, Sustrans   
• Brogan Mcpherson, Head of Partnerships, Campaign for Better Transport  
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