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A Vision for an Environmentally Sustainable Bristol

A sustainable Bristol with  
a high quality of life for all.
We are working towards the vision of a Bristol that is a 
thriving low carbon city powered by sustainable energy, 
where no one goes cold at home; a circular economy 
city, where organisations and citizens reject a throw-
away society, reducing, re-using and recycling; a city 
where the food we grow and eat is good for people, 
places and planet; a nature-rich city, where wildlife 
abounds and everyone has access to inspiring green 
spaces; a city where it is enjoyable, convenient and 
affordable for everyone to travel sustainably every day.

References and links 
For the full mapping of the 25 actions against the SDGs, 
see here: bit.ly/sdg_map

Asterisks denote data reference, for complete list,  
see here: bit.ly/ref_19 
 
 
 

This vision fed into Bristol’s One City Plan, published  
in January 2019. For more information,  
see here: bit.ly/OCP_19

http://bit.ly/sdg_map
http://bit.ly/ref_19
http://bit.ly/OCP_19
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Foreword 
Since it was founded in 2007, Bristol Green Capital Partnership has brought the city’s 
vibrant environmental sustainability community together and provided leadership, 
through supporting European Green Capital 2015 and helping take this good work 
forward (see our 2017/18 annual review).

The Partnership is now proud to launch this vision, with ambitious yet achievable 
outcomes and timelines, developed in close collaboration with our member specialists in 
our five themes: energy, food, nature, resources and transport. 

As this vision recognises, these themes are not islands: they are closely interlinked, both 
among themselves and with other vital issues, such as housing and health. 

This vision is also our contribution to the first iteration of the ‘One City Plan’ for 
Bristol, which offers a golden opportunity to bring the three dimensions of sustainability 
– environmental, economic and social – together, helping to ensure that the city makes 
rapid environmental progress, while taking advantage of new economic opportunities 
and addressing our city’s complex social issues.

The need for collective action on environmental sustainability grows ever stronger, and 
our city can continue to demonstrate real leadership by moving towards the actions 
outlined in this vision, and potentially even sooner than suggested.

We know that the challenge of climate change is urgent and that limiting global 
warming to 1.5°C will only be achievable if we act quickly and together. Bristol 
will need to consider how we can become carbon neutral sooner than 2050, the 
commitment made by the city in 2015 during European Green Capital year. The 
Partnership is looking forward to working closely with all stakeholders in the city on 
how to accelerate progress towards carbon neutrality. 

This vision will be a valuable tool for this process and enable member organisations and 
others to consider what role they can play in achieving all the actions outlined here. 

We will need to make even bigger changes to the way we live and work than we have 
already. Every business, organisation and individual must be involved. As we do this, 
we must remember that in Bristol, as globally, it is those with the least resources who 
are the most vulnerable to the consequences of environmental damage and climate 
change, while also being the least responsible for it.

The challenges we face are great. But with Bristol’s unique 
ability to work together and do things differently, we can  
make this vision a reality.

Ian Townsend 
Chief Executive of Bristol Green Capital Partnership  

http://bristolgreencapital.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/BGCP-annual-report-WEB.pdf
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Headline Goal 
Bristol’s energy system is zero carbon by 2050

Vision 
A city where we can live good lives with just a fraction of the energy we use 

now, powered by renewable energy, and where no one goes cold in their 
home in winter

Energy
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Overview 
Every year, Bristol spends more than £320 million on gas and electricity in its 
households, businesses and public sector organisations*. Over 85% of this energy 
consumption is from fossil fuel sources*. 

Yet, despite this huge financial outlay, Bristol remains a city where over half of the 
housing stock is ‘energy inefficient’, and fuel poverty affects 1 in 8 households*. The 
most vulnerable residents pay more for their energy and are more likely to suffer from 
health conditions exacerbated by living in a cold home. 

Like every other city in the UK, Bristol’s energy system needs to change rapidly to ensure 
it meets its full contribution to the legally-binding national carbon emission reduction 
targets (currently 80% by 2050, but under review*). This needs to happen alongside 
lowering demand, sustaining reliable energy supplies and ensuring energy costs remain 
(or, for some, become) affordable for households, businesses and other organisations. 

Plenty has been done already: 1 in 48 homes now have solar photovoltaics (PV), and 
there is real potential to expand upon the 36MW of existing onshore wind capacity 
installed in the city*. 

A zero carbon energy system will also bring economic benefits to Bristol through job 
opportunities, increasing productivity and savings on energy bills which can be spent 
locally. Improving building efficiency will ensure everybody in the city can be affordably 
and healthily warm in winter, and fair energy prices for all will help to  
tackle inequalities. 

Key areas for action
1. 25% of electricity consumed in Bristol generated from renewables sited within 

the city by 2030 

2. Make every existing building energy efficient by 2030

3. All heat from zero carbon sources to meet a significantly reduced demand by 
2040

4. All new developments to be net carbon negative and smart-energy-enabled from 
2020 onwards

5. By 2028 nobody suffers a cold home



A Vision for an Environmentally Sustainable BristolOur Future

1: 25% of electricity consumed in Bristol generated from 
renewables sited within the city by 2030
Renewable electricity generation from sites within Bristol currently meets approximately 
8% of the city’s current demand for electricity*: around half of this comes from onshore 
wind, with energy from waste, solar PV and anaerobic digestion providing smaller 
contributions. The rest of Bristol’s electricity is sourced from outside the city.  

Bristol now needs to complete the shift to very low or zero carbon electricity generation. 
It is essential that most of this is renewable and some of it decentralised, and based near 
to those consuming it. Furthermore, demand created by new technologies such as the 
growth of electric vehicles (EVs) will need to be managed to serve the needs of the grid 
and keep systems costs down. 

Tripling renewable energy generation within the city will require 1 in 10 houses to 
have solar PV, in addition to further large-scale installations of other renewable energy 
technologies. Large organisations will also need to increase renewables on privately 
owned estates. Changes in planning policies should support implementation of both 
renewables and energy storage in new developments. Efforts to improve the efficiency of 
electricity use should be able to offset much of the anticipated increase in demand from 
the growth of EVs. 

Key indicator: % of electricity consumed in the city that is generated from renewable 
energy sited in the city 

Related environmental themes: Resources; Transport

7
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2: Make all existing buildings energy efficient by 2030 
Most buildings in Bristol - residential housing, non-domestic buildings and commercial 
spaces - are not energy efficient, wasting much of the energy intended to heat and power 
the people living in them and their activities. 

The city could make huge reductions in its overall energy demand by significantly 
improving the energy performance of all buildings. Building improvements would also 
help reduce fuel poverty and mitigate the worst health impacts of the likely increase in 
the frequency of heatwaves. 

Over half of the city’s buildings require retrofit activities to achieve at least an accurate 
Energy Performance Certificate (EPC) rating of C by 2030*. Activities should focus on 
measures to lower carbon emissions and improve energy performance. Development of 
some exemplary low carbon retrofits of heritage buildings could demonstrate how to 
overcome common limitations associated with older structures. 

Key indicator: % of existing buildings with an EPC rating of C or above 

Photography:  
We The Curious
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3: All heat from zero carbon sources to meet a significantly 
reduced demand by 2040 
Slower progress has been made towards decarbonisation of heat in the UK and in 
Bristol than on electricity. Currently, 85% of heat demand for buildings, hot water and 
industrial processes in Bristol is met by fossil fuels*.  

To lower the carbon intensity of heat generation, the city must move away from the 
traditional method of using condensing boilers powered by natural gas. The gas grid 
can be partially fed with renewable alternatives to natural gas, such as biomethane from 
organic waste. More fundamentally, the decarbonisation of power generation through 
renewables now allows electric heating to be considered as a low carbon heat source, 
alongside biomass. 

Decentralised energy in the form of district heating, particularly in new developments, 
has huge potential to increase transmission efficiency and utilise low carbon sources; to 
grow this city-wide will require collaboration between large consumers of heat. There 
will also need to be a concurrent and significant reduction in the city’s demand by 
increasing the efficiency of buildings.  

Key indicator:  Carbon intensity of heat consumed in the city  

Related environmental themes: Resources

4: All new developments to be net carbon negative and smart 
energy-enabled from 2020 onwards 
Bristol is expected to have 33,500 new homes by 2036*. It is currently difficult for local 
plans to require higher energy efficiency standards than building regulations. Every new 
home that has already been granted planning permission and is not ‘zero carbon’ will 
add to the city’s housing-related carbon emissions. 

It is imperative that the anticipated developments across the city help to reduce 
the overall environmental impact of new housing. We also need to ensure new 
developments contribute effectively to a smarter energy system, helping to manage peak 
demand and improve the resilience of the local grid. 

In order for Bristol to achieve this, changes in both national and local planning policy 
are needed to mandate a net reduction in emissions through high energy performance 
standards and on-site or off-site renewable energy generation. The city should encourage 
‘energy positive’ development through exemplar projects by large organisations, 
community land trusts, and self-build homes. 

Key indicator: Net carbon emissions of new developments 
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5: By 2028 nobody suffers a cold home 
One in 8 of the city’s households are in fuel poverty and struggle to keep their home 
affordably and healthily warm in winter*. Often, the most vulnerable households’ 
energy supply is via the most expensive tariffs and those most in need have to pay more 
to heat their homes. 

There is a clear link between a wide range of health conditions and living in a cold 
dwelling. Ensuring everybody in Bristol lives in an affordably warm home would 
therefore have a positive impact on physical and mental public health, and so reduce 
demand on the health service. 

Key efforts must be made in the private rented sector to set and enforce new minimum 
standards for building efficiency, and improvements to energy efficiency should be 
concentrated on those households at risk of fuel poverty. At the same time there needs 
to be a scaling-up of support services to vulnerable people and greater integration with 
health and social care. 

Key indicator: % of households in fuel poverty

10
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Food

Headline Goal
Everyone has access to healthy, ethical and sustainably  

produced food by 2050

Vision
To become a city where all the food we eat is good for people,  

good for places, good for the planet
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Overview 
Bristol’s food movement has been gaining momentum since the 1970s. The city is home 
to numerous community kitchens, farmers markets, good food businesses, city farms 
and community gardens, orchards (private and communal), festivals, conferences and 
gatherings. In 2013 Bristol’s Good Food Plan was launched, and in 2016 – based on 
evidence from more than 120 organisations – Bristol became the second city in the UK 
to achieve a silver award from the Sustainable Food Cities Network.  

However, just as with the rest of the UK, Bristol’s food system needs major change. 
Food production, processing and distribution relies on a highly centralised system. Little 
remains of local production for local need. Infrastructure for supporting diverse local 
independent producers, caterers and retailers has all but disappeared. 

Adverse impacts of industrialised food production include greenhouse gas emissions, 
loss of healthy soil, depletion of aquifers, pollution and loss of biodiversity. Heavy 
promotion of highly processed and packaged sugary foods is damaging to people’s 
health as well as to the environment, leading to poor nutrition particularly among those 
on low incomes, and to obesity. Although the South West of England has over 10% of 
the UK’s total organically-farmed land*, and the 54 local growing projects in Bristol are 
biodiversity havens, the UK is among the most nature-depleted countries in the world*. 
Bird and butterfly species have declined substantially on the 75% of the UK’s landscape 
that is agricultural* and the need for change is urgent. National estimates are that 
around 30 percent of all food produced is wasted*, with levels of waste in Bristol likely 
to be similar. 

The five headline actions set out here move us towards a food system that creates good 
livelihoods, a strong local economy, restored soil health, increased biodiversity, good 
animal welfare, improved health equalities as well as lower greenhouse gas emissions. 
They will also build resilience against extreme weather, conflict and economic shocks.

Key areas for action
1. 75% of food produced within the city region is distributed locally by 2025

2. The majority of food businesses achieve a Good Food accreditation  
standard by 2025 

3. Bristol is using all available council-owned growing land for community food 
growing activities by 2030 

4. Every child has at least one nourishing good food meal every day by 2025 

5. There is no avoidable food waste and all non-avoidable food waste is recycled or 
re-used by 2050 
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1: 75% of food produced within the city region is distributed 
locally by 2025
Enabling the majority of food produced in Bristol’s city region to be eaten within the 
city region will require efficient, direct, and transparent routes to local markets and a 
pricing system that pays farm workers a decent livelihood. Low-input farming practices 
combined with short, efficient supply chains and reduced warehousing result in reduced 
carbon emissions, greater resilience, less packaging, and fewer lorries on roads*. 

Innovation is already creating prototypes for this kind of short supply chain 
infrastructure in the city, yet at present this accounts for a tiny proportion of produce 
from local farms, estimated at no more than 5% of the market share.  Various 
companies offer home delivery box schemes for local fresh produce, and the long-
established Bristol Fruit Market trades wholesale fruit and vegetables through their site 
at St Philip’s Marsh. 

Bristol now needs to use every possible way to support the growth and development 
of low carbon short supply chains. This includes the availability of physical space, and 
changes to logistics, technology, laws and marketing. Once in place, this will enable new 
entrants into local farming, and an increase in production. Pioneering business models, 
which include training programmes, start-up hubs, and business incubation facilities, 
need to be incorporated into local and regional strategies and investment plans. 

Key indicator: % of regional food producers accessing transparent, low carbon, short 
supply chains 

Related environmental themes: Transport 
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2: The majority of food businesses achieve a Good Food 
accreditation standard by 2025 
Citizens face a vast and confusing array of information in relation to food, health, 
environmental sustainability and social justice. If Bristol is to create a truly good food 
system there needs to be a widespread culture change. Setting standards for the food 
that is served, and sold, within the city is a key lever for change. The need to shift to 
farming methods that restore biodiversity and soil health is urgent*. 

Many food businesses in Bristol already achieve a range of standards covering animal 
welfare, care of the natural world and fair livelihoods for workers, and it is likely that 
further standards will develop now that the urgency of climate change and biodiversity 
collapse is reaching mainstream awareness. 

The varying constraints on different kinds of food businesses necessitate different targets 
for the attainment of good food accreditation standards across the sector. By 2025, 
Bristol’s aim should be for 50% of retailers, 50% of private caterers, 80% of public 
sector caterers, and 70% of processors to have achieved these standards. For this to be 
achieved, organisations across different sectors need to work together to bring about 
wider adoption of good food standards, through sharing best practice, raising awareness 
and overcoming barriers to change. 

Key indicator: % of food businesses achieving recognised good food  
accreditation standards 

Related environmental themes: Nature

3: Bristol is using all available council-owned growing land for 
community food growing activities by 2030 
Bristol is home to some 485 hectares of allotments, farmland, and grazing land within 
or very close to the city boundary, equating to some 10 square metres per resident*. 
In addition, parts of the city’s parks and other green spaces are ideally suited for fruit 
trees and other edible plants. In 2014, there were 54 community food growing projects 
in Bristol. However, ever-increasing levels of urban development means there are 
conflicting needs for land use. 

Urban growing can never feed a city the size of Bristol on its own, yet the produce from 
city land can be worth millions of pounds*. Visible and inclusive projects help to create 
a good relationship with food, and within communities. People learn new (and re-learn) 
skills together, and connections happen across age groups, ethnicities, and backgrounds. 
Outdoor activity and good food lead to better health and less loneliness, and enhanced 
awareness of food, ecology and seasonality.   
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Photography: Keri Macnamara

Urban food growing, (which includes space for composting and the need for indoor 
community space for cooking and eating) must be reflected in all planning frameworks 
and policies. Fruit and nut tree-planting in green spaces, pocket orchards, allotment 
provision, use of urban land for growing, roof top growing, vertical farming, 
aquaponics and meanwhile uses of land for food, on both private and council owned 
land, must be promoted and protected within the city so that they increase year on year. 
Support for community projects needs to increase and community kitchens are needed 
in every locality.  

Key indicator: Area of council-owned land used for food growing by local communities 

Related environmental themes: Nature

4: Every child has at least one nourishing good food meal every 
day by 2025 
There is an established link between hunger, poor nutrition, and the negative 
environmental impact of highly processed foods. Thousands of children go to school 
hungry and over 20% of Bristol’s children are currently growing up in poverty*. Data 
shows that poorer households choose highly processed calorie-dense low-nutrient foods 
in order to save money*. This contributes to obesity and 33% of children aged 10 to 
11 in Bristol being overweight or obese*. These problems can only be reversed by a 
dramatic change in Bristol’s food culture, including making good food affordable.  

Ensuring every child in the city gets at least one ‘good food’ meal each day will both 
be beneficial for their health, and that of the planet. More community growing and 
more cooking with fresh food will result in improved diets. It will also ensure that the 
food system takes less of a toll on the environment through reduced packaging and the 
shortening of supply chains. 

Bristol is already home to food banks and redistribution charities which give emergency 
aid and regular supplies to help tackle hunger and poor nutrition. School programmes 
have increased children’s involvement in good food across most of Bristol’s primary 
schools, as well as breakfast and lunch clubs providing free meals for eligible children 
during school holidays. Community-based public health workers are delivering 
improvements in breast feeding rates, cooking skills and access to cost-price fresh 
produce through buying co-ops and community shops and cafés.

Key indicator: Eligibility and take up of free school meals (and provision of breakfast 
and lunch clubs in school holidays) 

Related environmental themes: Nature; Resources 
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5: There is no avoidable food waste and all non-avoidable food 
waste is recycled or re-used by 2050 
National studies show that over 70% of post-farm gate food waste in the UK relates 
to households, and over two-thirds of this could be prevented*. Producing food for 
it never to be eaten is a waste of water, land, fuel, labour and packaging. 23% of 
household food waste produced in Bristol is disposed as general waste;* any food waste 
in landfill generates harmful greenhouse gas emissions, including methane. 

Avoidable food waste should first be prevented; this requires education of consumers 
and businesses. Excess food should be redistributed for human consumption or if that is 
not feasible then for use as animal feed. When preparing food there is inevitably a small 
amount of non-avoidable waste, for example bones, rind, and peelings. All of this waste 
should be recycled or re-used. 

There are already several areas of good practice in the city which need to be scaled up 
and strengthened. Food waste is collected weekly from most households and is recycled 
to produce renewable gas and biofertilisers. A network of voluntary projects and 
charities redistribute food to those in need. In addition, all businesses within the city will 
need to comply fully with the waste hierarchy. 

Key indicator: Amount of food waste in residual waste and food waste

Related environmental themes: Energy, Resources, Transport

Photography:  
GENeco/Wessex Water
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Headline Goal
Everyone in Bristol has access to a healthy natural environment by 2050

Vision
Bristol will be a city where nature is thriving and everyone has access to 

inspiring green spaces close to where they live

Nature
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Overview
Bristol lies in a unique landscape. The spectacular Avon Gorge is home to a plethora 
of rare and wonderful wildlife; from nesting peregrine falcons to whitebeam trees and 
the eponymous Bristol rock-cress and Bristol onion. It guides the River Avon out to 
the Severn Estuary, an internationally important habitat for migrating birds. The city 
drinks from the beautiful lakes in the Chew Valley and dines (in part) on the bounty of 
its surrounding agricultural landscape. Bristol is a modern, hungry city and the natural 
environment provides fundamental life support to its resilience and wellbeing. 

Bristol’s remaining wild places are indeed treasures. Decades of intensive industry, 
development and agriculture in the city and surrounding countryside have left a 
fragmented natural landscape, and a culture so disconnected from the natural world 
that half of the population cannot identify an oak tree*. As a nation, the UK is one 
of the most nature-depleted countries globally and more than half of all species have 
declined since 1970*. This is a tragedy in itself, but also makes us hugely vulnerable to 
future ecological and climate changes while the city region’s population is set to  
grow rapidly. 

The challenge, and opportunity, is to ‘design-in’ nature in a way that makes it part of 
everyone’s day to day experience, in turn supporting the city’s resilience, inclusiveness 
and wellbeing in a changing world. By putting nature back at the heart of the city, 
society, economy and the natural environment can thrive together. 

Key areas for action
1. Double the abundance of wildlife by 2050  

2. Doubling of tree canopy cover by 2050 

3. Everyone has access to excellent quality green space within a 10-minute walk 
from their home by 2036 

4. All new developments achieve high standards of design for wildlife, water and 
wellbeing by 2036 

5. Bristol’s larger employers (100+ employees) use natural capital accounting and 
are net positive in their impacts by 2030 
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1: Double the abundance of wildlife by 2050 
Abundant wildlife is the lifeblood of a healthy natural environment. The more abundant 
and diverse the wildlife, the healthier, more resilient and more productive the ecosystem. 
To thrive, wildlife needs networks of habitat large and rich enough to support them 
and all the other species in their food web. Nested in a unique geological setting, Bristol 
has a rich heritage of terrestrial and aquatic habitats supporting an array of species, 
including hedgehogs, water voles, otters and house sparrows.  

However, wildlife abundance and diversity are falling. Nationally, half of all farmland 
birds have been lost since 1970*. As key species in food webs, their decline has a 
devastating impact on a whole host of other species. Pollutants such as chemical 
pesticides have slowly starved off pollinators and contaminated watercourses, reducing 
the ability for flora to thrive and affecting the ability to grow food. Reversing this loss of 
biodiversity is essential to ensure Bristol has a healthy, self-rejuvenating  
natural environment.  

To rewild the city, planners need to consider how to enhance ecological connectivity 
across the city through new developments. Management of parks and green spaces must 
challenge public perceptions of ‘tidiness’ and allow grasslands to flower. Bristol residents 
can make their gardens havens for wildlife, as these provide important links between the 
city’s best habitats, but a quarter have been lost to concrete*. Local groups and schools 
can also help to monitor the state of Bristol’s wildlife to drive action. 

Key indicator: Change in the abundance of key species 

Related environmental themes: Food 

Photography:  
We The Curious
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2: Doubling of tree canopy cover by 2050 
Trees are the lungs of the city, breathing in carbon dioxide in exchange for life-giving 
oxygen. Thanks to the Victorians’ love of trees, the city’s veterans (including the 700 
year-old oak tree in Ashton Park) have been woven into a rich urban arboretum 
incorporating over 200 species, which today covers about 15% of the city*. Trees act as 
vital stepping stones for nature through the urban environment. 

Doubling Bristol’s tree canopy cover to 30% by 2050 will increase public health and 
resilience through filtering air, cooling streets and slowing the water flow through soils. 
Trees also provide food and shelter for birds and other wildlife, as well as helping 
ground, nurture and inspire people living fast-paced modern lives. Urban street trees will 
allow the city’s residents to have regular contact with the natural world. 

Key partners in the city are currently working together on an action plan to realise this 
vision. Education will play a central part, with initiatives such as Forest Schools and 
increased planting in school grounds. Urban design must factor in tree planting as an 
essential part of any new development and ensure there are trees in parks and along 
highways. Any measures taken must ensure the urban forest is a fabric of mixed ages, 
species diversity and quality.  

Key indicator: % of tree cover in the city



21

A Vision for an Environmentally Sustainable BristolOur Future
Photography: Keri Macnamara

3: Everyone has access to excellent quality green space within a 
10-minute walk from their home by 2036 
Bristol’s publicly-owned parks and green spaces comprise 15% of the city’s total area, 
including 12 nature reserves. These spaces are well loved, with 55% of residents making 
at least one visit a week*.  

Increasing access to excellent green spaces is critical for health and wellbeing and can 
help address inequalities in the city, with those from deprived wards much less satisfied 
with the quality of green space where they live*. Green spaces and river corridors 
provide places to relax, reflect, exercise and socialise, as well as enjoy community 
events. They also provide space for nature and help to reduce flood risk in the city. 
However, management of these spaces is facing budget cuts, with barriers to their use 
including negative perceptions around litter and travel distance. 

Bristol should be a city where everyone has an excellent green space nearby, where they 
feel welcome and safe, and which is actively used, shaped and managed in partnership 
with the local community. They should be places where local schools visit to learn 
from nature, in turn inspiring the next generation to be stewards for the natural world, 
and where people find therapeutic support in solitude, community, or through more 
structured groups that are growing in numbers across the city.  

Key indicator: % people with access to excellent quality green space within a 10-minute 
walk from their home 

4: All new developments achieve high standards of design for 
wildlife, water and wellbeing by 2036 
Bristol is changing, with 33,500 additional homes planned to meet demand by 2036*. 
As the city continually evolves and reshapes, it must take the opportunity to design-in 
nature at all scales – from safeguarding and enhancing green and blue corridors through 
the heart of the city to its surroundings, to embedding sustainable drainage solutions, 
to fostering micro networks scaling up green walls and across rooftop gardens. A 
green city is a resilient and thriving city: its green spaces help with urban cooling, flood 
control and filtering air, as well as providing space for nature to flourish and respite for 
health and wellbeing.  

Existing policy requires developers to leave a site (or an effective mitigation) in a better 
state for nature than it they found it*. But to deliver this there needs to be a shared 
vision for a wilder city, the tools for urban designers to do their best for nature, and for 
citizens to demand investment in wild and nourishing spaces.  
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Organisations are already working together to develop policies and tools to influence 
change. For example, the West of England Green Infrastructure Plan is being developed 
to set out strategic, landscape-scale principles for new developments, and Bristol’s 
Green Infrastructure Plan will localise these ambitions. The Natural Capital Planning 
Tool helps planners design-in net gains for nature through new schemes. ‘Building with 
Nature’ is an existing benchmark which helps developers to deliver places that optimise 
wildlife, water and wellbeing. There must also be the financial incentives to ensure such 
schemes are maintained in the long term. 

Key indicator: Number of new developments certified by Building with Nature (or 
equivalent) 

5: Bristol’s larger employers (100+ employees) use natural 
capital accounting and are net positive in their impacts by 2030 
Bristol has one of the fastest growing economies in the UK*. Good employment 
prospects and a great quality of life attract talent from across the UK and beyond*. 
However, with a degrading natural environment and a changing climate, we must 
ensure the economy is sustainable in the long term, and resilient to disruption and 
change, to support a thriving city. A new combined authority with devolved powers 
means there is more autonomy than ever to shape the regional economy to be healthy, 
inclusive and sustainable. 

A sustainable regional economy is one that takes no more from the natural environment 
than it can replenish. For the individual organisation, this becomes part of their business 
planning. For example, a brewery relying on continuous, clean water may benefit from 
paying upstream farmers to reduce run-off of chemical fertilisers. A thriving regional 
economy rethinks the very purpose of business, putting the wellbeing of people and 
planet at the centre.  

The Natural Capital Protocol is one tool developed to help businesses understand how 
they rely and affect the natural environment, and in turn how to innovate to become 
more resilient and responsible. Forward-thinking companies that adopt this now will be 
the economic make-up of Bristol’s future, thriving in an economy that beats in harmony 
with nature. 

Key indicator: Number of large employers who have incorporated a natural capital 
approach into their business plans

Related environmental themes: Resources
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Headline Goal
Bristol will have a circular economy by 2050

 Vision
A zero waste city, where everyone recycles or reuses and no waste is sent 
to landfill or energy recovery, where the streets are clear of litter, where 

businesses and residents reject the throw-away society

Resources
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Overview 
Every week, each household in Bristol disposes of 16kg of solid waste, a fifth of which 
will end up in landfill*. Businesses in the city also generate huge volumes of waste, but 
as for the UK as a whole, insufficient data exists for us to fully understand the extent 
of commercial waste. Everything we throw away contains valuable resources, and its 
disposal and treatment requires energy and transport, contributing to carbon emissions, 
poor air quality and associated health problems.  

Bristol has a proud history of tackling waste, being the first post-war city to add weekly 
food waste collections to its comprehensive weekly kerbside recycling services. More 
recent initiatives in the city include a network of water ‘refill stations’ reducing the use 
of single-use plastic water bottles, and several reuse social enterprises which provide 
training and job opportunities. Bristol is also aiming to be a Gold Sustainable Food 
City and is bringing together organisations across the city to demonstrate reducing food 
waste as an area of excellence. With the public and businesses beginning to recognise 
the damage caused by a throwaway society, Bristol has an opportunity to again lead the 
way and be a model for others to follow. 

Reducing the amount of waste produced from homes and business will decrease the 
consumption of water, energy and raw materials associated with manufacturing from 
virgin materials. If streets are cleaner, people will be more likely to cycle and walk, 
decreasing illness and obesity associated with inactive lifestyles as well as reducing 
carbon emissions. Resource reuse and reprocessing in the city can also contribute to a 
thriving local economy. 

Key areas for action
1. Zero residual household waste by 2050 

2. Establishment of a ‘zero waste zone’ by 2025 

3. 10% of Bristol based businesses commit to the city’s circular economy  
plan by 2025 

4. Household water consumption falling by 10% by 2045 

5. By 2030 all streets in Bristol will be free of litter 
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1: Zero residual household waste by 2050
Half of household waste in Bristol is currently neither recycled nor composted, wasting 
valuable resources and driving up consumption of raw materials. With the city’s 
population expected to grow by 25% by 2039*, without urgent action the amount of 
waste created will also rise.  

Through households producing less waste, and recycling more of it, the city’s water and 
energy use will be reduced. The financial burden of waste disposal will decrease, and 
fewer vehicles will be needed to carry out waste collections. 

The volume of Bristol’s household waste is currently comparable to other similar 
English cities*. Bristol City Council’s stated aim is to produce the lowest amount of 
residual household waste per person per year of any UK Core city*. To achieve this, 
all of the city’s households should have access to a full range of recycling services, 
including food waste recycling by 2025. This will need to be supported by city-wide 
communications campaigns, the creation of ‘zero waste schools’ as models of good 
practice and centres of environmental education, and a city-wide ban on macerators by 
2030. By 2050, all household waste will be either recycled or composted. 

Key indicator: Volume of household residual waste 

Related environmental themes: Food; Transport

Photography:  
Bristol Waste Company
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2: Establishment of a ‘zero waste zone’ by 2025 
Current legislation mandates all commercial waste producers to implement the waste 
hierarchy; however, in practice this is often bypassed and rarely enforced. Little data 
on commercial waste volumes is available but there is no doubt it makes up a large 
proportion of the city’s waste. Furthermore, commercial waste bins are frequently stored 
on pavements and have a detrimental effect on litter. 

To begin to tackle commercial waste, a small area within the city could be identified as a 
‘zero waste zone’. By 2025, this zone will rigorously implement existing waste hierarchy 
legislation, develop a means of quantifying resource flows and be a place where waste 
sent directly to landfill and energy from waste is minimised. Learnings from this will 
then be extended city-wide and could provide a unique case study for other cities  
to follow.  

Monitoring the amount and types of wastes produced will require businesses to 
identify efficiencies and cost-savings in their operating procedures. This will reduce 
the consumption of raw materials and encourage the sharing of resources in the 
city. Ultimately, the majority of commercial waste collections will be replaced by 
recirculation of secondary materials. 

Key indicator: Volume of commercial residual waste 

Related environmental themes: Food; Transport

3: 10% of Bristol based businesses commit to the city’s circular 
economy plan by 2025 
Bristol contributes £14.3 billion to the UK economy and is internationally recognised as 
a hub for sectors such as aerospace engineering, low carbon technologies and business 
services. It also has a thriving small and medium-sized enterprise sector, hosting the 
third highest number of business start-ups amongst UK Core Cities*.  

A model of economic growth that is linked to increases in the consumption of the 
Earth’s resources is not sustainable and there must move away from producing single-
use items with no opportunity for reuse, repair or remanufacture. Shifting to a ‘circular 
economy’ requires all Bristol businesses and organisations to evaluate their processes 
and products to minimise consumption and waste, and increase the resource efficiency 
of business inputs, materials, processes, machinery, and property. 

A circular economy plan for Bristol will be published by 2021, setting out a blueprint 
for how this can be achieved. The aim is for 10% of businesses to commit to this by 
2025 and report on their progress to becoming a circular business. This will help to 
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galvanise action to understand resource flow within the city, raising the potential for 
new business opportunities, shortening of supply lines and increasing demand for local, 
sustainable, high quality employment. 

Key indicator: % of businesses signed up to the circular economy plan 

Related environmental themes: Energy; Transport 

4: Household water consumption falling by 10% by 2045 
Water is a precious resource and its supply is vital to supporting the economy and public 
health. Whilst being part of a natural cycle itself, local supplies should never be regarded 
as limitless. The act of collecting water depletes the natural environment; its treatment 
and delivery is extremely energy intensive. 

Currently, water consumption in the city is equivalent to every resident consuming 142 
litres of water per day*. Over the last 25 years, this figure has fallen; however, future 
usage must continue to take into account limits on supply and provide resilience against 
population growth and climate change. On a per capita basis, the city should achieve a 
5% reduction by 2025, and a further 5% by 2045. 

Part of the plan to ensure the long-term resilience of supplies to the city will require 
continuation of ongoing work to reduce leakage across the supply network. The 
planned increase to the uptake of metering in the city (75% of households by 2025) 
is expected to play a significant part in lowering water use. Businesses should move 
to smart metering and establish water management plans. All new developments and 
refurbishments will need to include measures to install low water use appliances. Water 
efficiency communications should highlight links with other areas of resource use.   

Key indicator: Daily personal water consumption

Related environmental themes: Energy; Nature
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Photography:  
stevekeiretsu @flickr

5: By 2030 all streets in Bristol will be free of litter 
The annual quality of life survey has identified that 80% of Bristol’s residents think litter 
is a problem in their community*. Every year 7,000 tonnes of waste is collected from 
city streets, costing an avoidable £6 million*. This litter predominantly comprises of 
single-use disposable items which pollute water courses, block sewers and harm wildlife.  

Campaigns and community-led initiatives will need to tackle the issue at source and 
be at the forefront of a city-wide movement to phase out single-use packaging by 
producers, retailers and at public events. This should be supported by the provision 
of alternative mechanisms, such as water refill points and encouraging consumers to 
buy produce using their own reusable containers. Campaigns will be needed to change 
public behaviour regarding littering and this should include enforcement action against 
littering and fly-tipping. 

In 2030, all streets in Bristol should be clear of litter. This will lead to increased pride 
in community spaces and lower levels of anti-social behaviour, in addition to having 
a positive impact on the local economy. The associated behavioural change will lead 
to increased levels of material reuse and lessen the detrimental impact on wildlife and 
marine settings.  

Key indicator: litter scores in the annual Local Environmental Quality (LEQ) survey  



29

A Vision for an Environmentally Sustainable BristolOur Future

29

Headline Goal
Everyone in Bristol can travel sustainably every day by 2050

Vision
A city where it is enjoyable, convenient and affordable for everyone to 

travel sustainably every day with zero carbon emissions at the point of use

Transport



30

A Vision for an Environmentally Sustainable BristolOur Future

Overview 
Bristol’s transport network is vitally important, getting people to the places they need 
to access for education, jobs and leisure, but in the last few decades congestion, air and 
noise pollution have become serious issues. Looking ahead, 105,000 new homes and 
80,000 new jobs are planned in the West of England by 2036* and the current road 
system will not be able to cope with the number of new journeys if the same proportion 
are to be made by private car.  

It is not possible nor sustainable to add sufficient road capacity to cope with Bristol’s 
rising population, and therefore walking, cycling and public transport need to take up 
a greater share. In 2008, Bristol became England’s first Cycling City for its high levels 
of cycling*, and the number of people walking to work is above the national average*; 
however, use of public transport is below the national average and traffic speeds are 
some of the slowest in the UK*. 

Work is needed to transform our residential streets into places where people want to 
spend time, where they know their neighbours better and where children can play 
safely. Improving connectivity to the outer reaches of the city would prevent some of the 
people on the lowest incomes having the longest and most expensive journeys to access 
employment or education. Active travel infrastructure needs to be provided where it will 
have the biggest impact, both in terms of connectivity and increasing levels of  
physical activity.  

Key areas for action
1. Bristol will achieve World Health Organisation’s (WHO) guidelines for air 

quality by 2030*  

2. Ensure all private and public transport is zero carbon at the point of use by 2030 

3. 40% of all journeys are made by active modes by 2040 

4. 20% of all journeys are made using public transport by 2040 

5. All new developments assessed against a connectivity model by 2020  
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1: Bristol will achieve World Health Organisation’s (WHO) 
guidelines for air quality by 2030* 
Every year in Bristol, 300 premature deaths are linked to poor air quality*. A key 
contributor to this is road traffic, which emits nitrogen dioxide (NO²) and particulate 
matter (PM10 and PM2.5) among other pollutants. Traffic emissions also contribute to 
the formation of ground level ozone. There is no safe exposure level for fine particulate 
matter, which is known to have a detrimental impact on lung capacity and development 
and cognitive ability in children and a range of health impacts on adults.  

In the short term, Bristol needs to implement a Clean Air Zone (CAZ) by 2020 which 
will limit the movement of the most polluting diesel vehicles through a central zone to 
ensure compliance with EU legal limits for NO2 in the shortest possible time. However, 
a switch to low carbon vehicles is not a panacea for the air quality crisis; sources of 
particulates include dust created by any road transport, as well as domestic sources such 
as wood burning stoves. 

There therefore needs to be an integrated effort across the city to enable compliance 
with more challenging World Health Organisation (WHO) targets for air quality 
by 2030. There must be a city-wide shift to non-polluting forms of transport such 
as walking and cycling, and to low or ultra-low emission public transport vehicles. 
Progress on transport should be concurrent with the regulation and reduction of solid 
fuel-burning by both households and businesses. Enforcement of the city’s smoke 
control order*, alongside information awareness campaigns, will reduce particle 
emissions associated with wood-burning. 

Key indicator: annual mean concentrations of NO2 and PM 

Environment themes: Energy; Nature
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2: Ensure all private and public transport is zero carbon at the 
point of use by 2030 
Transport is currently responsible for 25% of Bristol’s carbon emissions*, and exhaust 
emissions (produced from internal combustion engines) are the main cause of poor air 
quality in the city*. 

To enable Bristol to move towards carbon neutrality there needs to be a rapid shift 
away from the use of fossil fuels in vehicles. It is expected that electric vehicles will be 
the main form of propulsion for private vehicles, with battery (density and capacity) 
improvements and investment in public charging infrastructure across the city 
facilitating mass uptake of this technology. 

Local buses are currently undergoing a transition away from diesel to natural gas and 
biomethane through investment in vehicle fleets and quality standards for new operating 
contracts, such as on the Metrobus network. In the future, to fully meet the objective 
of zero tailpipe emissions by 2030, the city will need to work with operators either 
via a franchising model, or with public investment in a fleet of electric buses and high 
capacity charging infrastructure. Electrification of the MetroWest rail network is also 
needed to reduce noise and exhaust emissions from the local and national rail fleet.  

Key indicator: Annual carbon emissions from tailpipe sources 

Environment themes: Energy; Resources 

3: 40% of all journeys are made by active modes by 2040 
Bristol has very high levels of active travel compared with most other UK cities; more 
people in Bristol commute to work by bicycle or on foot than in any other local 
authority in England and Wales*. Despite this, two-thirds of journeys in Bristol are still 
made by car and only 29% of people in Bristol currently feel safe while cycling in  
the city*. 

With an ever-growing population, increasing the absolute number of active travel 
journeys is required for the city to meet its carbon reduction targets, and also has huge 
public health benefits through improving air quality and increased physical exercise. 
Space-efficient transport modes reduce congestion, making it easier for local businesses 
to thrive and operate. 

To do this, the city’s residents need safe, attractive and seamless journeys from their 
front doors to their destination or to a public transport interchange. For walking 
there needs to be a walking network that prioritises people, not just in residential 
neighbourhoods and local centres, but also on major routes into the city centre. Every 
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arterial road corridor should also have high quality segregated cycling facilities that 
enable all ages and abilities to cycle. A comprehensive, joined-up cycle network needs 
to be planned and implemented connecting residential areas with key destinations and 
transport hubs across the city. 

Key indicator: % of journeys by active modes 

Environment themes: Energy 

4: 20% of all journeys are made using public transport by 2040 
Public transport provision in Bristol is predominantly met by buses, with bus use in the 
city currently comprising 11% of journeys to work*. This figure is increasing rapidly 
year on year, but with an ever-growing population, even maintaining this level of usage 
will mean a greater number of journeys across the network. 

With average bus speeds across some parts of Bristol’s bus network at just 6 miles per 
hour*, there needs to be an increase in journey speeds to make public transport more 
attractive and encourage a shift away from cars. Increasing the efficiency of connectivity 
will improve accessibility to jobs and education for everybody in the city. 

This will require greater levels of bus priority and dedicated facilities on Bristol’s 
congested road network. Bus routes need to enable orbital journeys, and ticketing needs 
to be contactless and cross-mode with a daily fare-cap across different travel modes. 
Public transport interchanges will need to make combining a bus or train journey 
with walking or cycling much easier. In terms of rail provision, the frequency of the 
MetroWest rail network will need to increase to every 15 minutes with a growth in the 
number of passenger carriages in operation in the West of England.  

Key indicator: % of journeys by public transport 

Environment themes: Energy 
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5: All new developments assessed against a connectivity  
model by 2020 
The location and design of new housing developments will have a significant role in 
influencing how people travel in the future. Some 33,500 new homes will be built in 
Bristol by 2036, with a further 71,500 across the West of England*, and so it is essential 
that communities are built in locations that enable active and sustainable travel to key 
local destinations, and that they lock-in sustainable travel behaviour as they  
are occupied.  

Building new developments within existing settlements enables people to take advantage 
of shorter travel distances to places of employment, schools, shops and other services by 
walking, cycling or public transport. Higher density development will also deliver more 
compact settlements making active travel more attractive and increasing the viability of 
public transport through higher levels of customer demand.  

Currently there is no consistent way for local planning authorities (LPAs) to assess the 
sustainable transport connectivity of a proposed development site. Based on an existing 
Transport for London toolkit*, Bristol will need to develop a Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS) model that enables the LPA to consider an application at outline stage 
against a set of transport-related criteria. Such a model will provide a robust evidence 
case for the development contribution required to provide new or improved public and 
active travel infrastructure to avoid car dependency, and it will need to be incorporated 
into local planning policy. 

Key indicator: % of new developments assessed with a connectivity model by 2020 
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2020

2030

2040

2050

All new developments to be net 
carbon negative and 
smart-energy-enabled from 2020 
onwards

All heat from zero carbon sources by 
2040 to meet a significantly 
reduced demand

25% of electricity consumed in the 
city generated from renewables 
sited within the city by 2030

Make all existing buildings energy 
e�cient by 2030

All new developments assessed 
against a connectivity model by 
2020

75% of food produced from within 
the city region is distributed locally 
by 2025

The majority of food businesses 
achieve a Good Food accreditation 
standard by 2025

There is no avoidable food waste and 
all non-avoidable food waste is 
recycled or re-used by 2050

Bristol is using all available 
council-owned growing land for 
community growing activities 
by 2030

Bristol’s larger employers (100+ 
employees) use natural capital 
accounting and are net positive in 
their impacts by 2030

Everyone has access to excellent 
quality green space within a 
10-minute walk from their home 
by 2036

Double the abundance of wildlife 
by 2050

Doubling of tree canopy cover 
by 2050

All new developments achieve high 
standards of design for wildlife, 
water and well-being by 2036

Every child has at least one 
nourishing good food meal every 
day by 2025

10% of Bristol-based businesses 
commit to the city’s circular 
economy plan by 2025 

By 2030 nobody in Bristol thinks 
that litter is a problem in their 
community

Household water consumption 
falling by 10% by 2045

Zero residual household waste 
by 2050

Bristol will achieve World Health 
Organisation (WHO) guidelines for 
air quality by 2030

Ensure all transport is zero carbon at 
the point of use by 2030

40% of all journeys are made by 
active modes by 2040

20% of all journeys will be made on 
public transport by 2040

By 2028 nobody su�ers a 
cold home

Establishment of a ‘zero waste zone’ 
by 2025

Our Future: A Vision for an 
Environmentally Sustainable Bristol 

Bristol’s energy system is zero carbon 
by 2050

Everyone has access to healthy, ethical and 
sustainably produced food by 2050

Everyone has access to a healthy natural 
environment by 2050

Bristol will be a circular city by 2050

Everyone in Bristol can travel sustainably 
every day by 2050

Energy

Food

Nature

Resources

Transport
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2020

2030

2040

2050

All new developments to be net 
carbon negative and 
smart-energy-enabled from 2020 
onwards

All heat from zero carbon sources by 
2040 to meet a significantly 
reduced demand

25% of electricity consumed in the 
city generated from renewables 
sited within the city by 2030

Make all existing buildings energy 
e�cient by 2030

All new developments assessed 
against a connectivity model by 
2020

75% of food produced from within 
the city region is distributed locally 
by 2025

The majority of food businesses 
achieve a Good Food accreditation 
standard by 2025

There is no avoidable food waste and 
all non-avoidable food waste is 
recycled or re-used by 2050

Bristol is using all available 
council-owned growing land for 
community growing activities 
by 2030

Bristol’s larger employers (100+ 
employees) use natural capital 
accounting and are net positive in 
their impacts by 2030

Everyone has access to excellent 
quality green space within a 
10-minute walk from their home 
by 2036

Double the abundance of wildlife 
by 2050

Doubling of tree canopy cover 
by 2050

All new developments achieve high 
standards of design for wildlife, 
water and well-being by 2036

Every child has at least one 
nourishing good food meal every 
day by 2025

10% of Bristol-based businesses 
commit to the city’s circular 
economy plan by 2025 

By 2030 nobody in Bristol thinks 
that litter is a problem in their 
community

Household water consumption 
falling by 10% by 2045

Zero residual household waste 
by 2050

Bristol will achieve World Health 
Organisation (WHO) guidelines for 
air quality by 2030

Ensure all transport is zero carbon at 
the point of use by 2030

40% of all journeys are made by 
active modes by 2040

20% of all journeys will be made on 
public transport by 2040

By 2028 nobody su�ers a 
cold home

Establishment of a ‘zero waste zone’ 
by 2025
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Afterword 
This vision is a first step towards actioning the city-
wide changes that are needed to address the enormous 
environmental challenges we face. As the city’s population 
grows, simply maintaining our current position will require 
considerable effort and improvements. Therefore, our 
community must remain ambitious in its approach. 

Crucially, Bristol needs to be inclusive and bold. Success will only be possible in a city 
where nobody gets left behind and where the area you live in does not impact on your 
ability to lead a healthy and happy life. 

We invite contributions from all member organisations to implement and develop our 
vision – these goals can only be achieved if the whole city comes together. And as we 
seek to accelerate environmental progress our vision will, and should, change. The 
coming months and years will bring new evidence, updated policies and innovative 
technologies, all of which we will need to evaluate and embrace.  

The actions defined within this document are rooted in expertise and evidence provided 
by key Partnership members and theme leads, and the Partnership team and I would like 
to thank all of those who have contributed their valuable time or expertise.

Mohammed Saddiq  
Chair of Bristol Green Capital Partnership  

Thanks 
With thanks for their generous in-kind contributions:

www.thisisyoke.com

Branding, design  
and animation

http://www.thisisyoke.com
www.thisisyoke.com
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WORKING TOGETHER FOR  
BRISTOL’S FUTURE 
 
MEMBERSHIP
If you’re from a business, public sector body, charity or community group in Bristol, 
you and your organisation can join this unique network of organisations working 
together to build a sustainable Bristol with a high quality of life for all. 

Find out more here: bristolgreencapital.org/join

SUPPORT US
The Partnership is a collaborative effort that is made possible through the financial and 
other support of our member organisations. 

There are many ways your organisation can contribute and support this unique 
network, such as becoming a supporting member, sponsoring a project or event, 
including the Partnership as a partner in a funding bid, or providing other forms of in-
kind support.

Contact the team to discuss opportunities or visit: bristolgreencapital.org/workwithus

contact@bristolgreencapital.org

bgreencapital                 BristolGreenCapitalPartnership                 bristol-green-capital-partnership

CURRENT SUPPORTING MEMBERS

WITH IN KIND SUPPORT

mailto:contact@bristolgreencapital.org
http://bristolgreencapital.org/join
http://bristolgreencapital.org/workwithus
https://twitter.com/bgreencapital
https://www.facebook.com/BristolGreenCapitalPartnership
https://www.linkedin.com/company/bristol-green-capital-partnership/

