[bookmark: climate]Respond to the nature and climate crisis and enable connected communities
	Evaluation Rating 4:

Good
	Evaluation Narrative: 
The Council has made good progress to respond to the nature and climate crisis through the production and implementation of its Net Zero Report which is showing that our carbon footprint has further reduced this year. There are financial challenges associated with supporting the public sector to become net zero, as many of the changes required will be costly and, as outlined throughout the document, the Council is facing significant financial challenges. The authority is keen to take this important area forward, but it will require a joint effort across governments and partners to have a greater and a more sustainable impact. Our waste and recycling figures have exceeded the Welsh Government statutory recycling target of 64% with a recycling rate figure of 66.78% for 2022/2023. We continue to have good levels of air quality across the Borough and grants have been fully utilised to help implement the Greater Gwent Nature Recovery Action Plan. Wind, hydro, and solar generation initiatives are in progress and support this important agenda. The Council is also looking at innovative designs for our buildings and those of our partners such as our community housing provider Tai Calon. 


Why This Is Important as an Area of Focus: 
Blaenau Gwent has a rich heritage, and its buildings and countryside are what make it an attractive place to live, work and visit. The local environment should be used to help improve the health and well-being of families and communities and be enhanced for future generations to continue to enjoy. There is a real desire to see the communities where people live kept clean, tidy and useable, creating areas that people can be proud of.
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Description automatically generated]Identified Need:
· Connectivity - 
· Digital Infrastructure
· Digital Skills
· Transport 
· Prioritising active and safe transport
· Community – 
· Natural and built environment
· Attractive area to live
· Minimising air pollution 
· Building energy efficient homes 
· Decarbonisation – 
· Net zero by 2030
· Building Adaptions (including schools)
· Tackling climate change
· Energy provision

What We Aim to Achieve – For Blaenau Gwent Council to greatly reduce its carbon emissions, and provides an environment which supports growth and well-being and connects communities

How Well We Are Doing and How Do We Know: 
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Waste and Recycling
Our recycling figures have improved again this year, moving closer to our target figure. Achieving the 70% target is going to be a huge challenge; the aim being to reduce the amount of residual [black bag] waste being collected, and increasing recycling participation across the Borough. Assuming the total municipal waste remains constant, to achieve 70%, the Council would need to reduce residual waste and increase recycling by 1562.44 tonnes. For every 1% increase there would be a need to divert 308.66 tonnes from the residual tonnages to recycling/composting tonnages.  This is made more difficult by things like smaller gardens in the area overall so green waste figures are generally lower than other areas. This is the first full year of operation for the integrated front line service, and we have established the frontline enforcement service alongside; this has resulted in a decrease in the numbers of fly-tipping incidents.

During 2019/20, 2020/21 and 2021/22, Blaenau Gwent exceeded the Welsh Government statutory recycling target of 64%, achieving 65.31%, 64.29% and 64.94% respectively. For 2022/23, that success has been maintained and the target of 64% has again been exceeded, attaining 66.78%. It is imperative that the council maintains and improves its recycling targets as there is a financial penalty imposed by Welsh Government if these are not met. The current fine for not achieving the target is £200 per tonne for every tonne below the required amount to achieve the target. A breakdown of the annual 2022/23 performance is provided in the table below:
	Quarter
	2021/22
	2022/23

	Quarter 1 (April – June)
	66.51%
	67.76%

	Quarter 2 (July – Sept)
	67.01%
	68.29%

	Quarter 3 (Oct – Dec)
	63.47%
	64.66%

	Quarter 4 (Jan – March)
	62.55%
	66.32%

	Annual (as at 31st March not yet verified by Natural Resources Wales)
	64.94%
	66.78%



When looking at the breakdown of tonnage figures for 2022/23 compared to 2021/22, it shows a drop in residual, recycling, food and a slight increase in green waste. The thinking behind this is owing to there being less people being at home compared to last year (linked to Covid-19 and working from home etc) and there being an increase in the tonnages at the HWRC.
· Residual waste has decreased by 579.63 tonnes (4.85%); 
· Food waste has decreased by 100.91 tonnes (2.82%);
· Kerbside Recycling has decreased by 522.19 tonnes (8.72%);
· Garden waste has increased by 11.728 tonnes (0.70%); and
· HWRC Recycling has increased by 223.822 tonnes (4.88%).
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Description automatically generated]Side Waste Enforcement – By utilising in cab devices, refuse and recycling crews are now electronically recording excess side waste and recycling contamination issues for referral to the Authority’s Enforcement Wardens, who are following up these referrals with enforcement action or advice visits as appropriate. This is freeing up officer time to allow more proactive initiatives to be conducted such as the current Food Campaign.
Keeping Up with The Joneses (KUWTJ) – The campaign, which looks to reduce the amount of recyclable material placed out by householders in their residual waste, has been completed in two of the Authority’s four refuse rounds, with a third partially completed. The campaign has been suspended while officers progress the current engagement and education Food Campaign. 
The data in the table shows what happens to our waste which does not calculate to 100% as energy from our Waste indicator is based on collected waste and we claim a % back from the Incinerator Bottom Ash which also contributes to our recycling rate. 
Food Campaign - Following a recent waste analysis exercise, which identified that 23% of the contents of black refuse bags during the sampling period was food waste, the Authority is conducting a monitoring and engagement exercise across the 14 recycling rounds to identify those households which don’t currently place food waste out for recycling in order to encourage participation in future. 
[bookmark: _Hlk143700126]Unfortunately Keep Wales Tidy (KWT’s) “Caru Cymru” scheme came to an end on 31st March 2023. Although KWT continue to provide resource support, the funding for the proactive officer engagement ceased. However, a successful application for SPF (Shared Prosperity Funding) has meant the council can employ a dedicated full time LEQ Officer. The role of the LEQ Officer is to increase the engagement programme within Schools, the community and businesses. As engagement forms only one element of the Strategy objectives, the officer will also deliver the other objectives of the Strategy being: raising awareness; community empowerment; and education. As part of the education programme the officer also works closely with the Waste Strategy team to support the delivery of the Waste Strategy to promote and encourage recycling behaviours within schools, workplaces and communities. The officer continues to work in collaboration with KWT along with other internal and external agencies to create an environment that is clean and attractive for current and future generations.
Commercial Waste - Having been compliant with the new Welsh Government (WG) regulations for non-domestic waste since May 2021 (separated collection at the kerbside section), the service has struggled to retain customers as the four-year delay in implementation of the regulations has allowed the private sector to continue to offer a cheaper commingled recycling option. After a number of consultations by WG in the latter part of 2022, a new implementation date of April 2024 has been announced and after that date, commingling of non-domestic recycling will be outlawed in Wales. Despite concessions to the private sector where they are not required to offer all the specified streams, if the new regulations are robustly enforced (NRW), Local Authorities should have a better chance to compete. The Council service continues to cover its costs despite the challenging economic landscape.
Regional Wood Facility - Work continues on the Regional Wood Facility project at Silent Valley with support from WG. The project has been through a second health check with Local Partnerships so the project Team is working to develop a financially viable facility which will provide value for money for public funds.
Education Centre - A new Educational Suite has been built at Roseheyworth Recycling Centre utilising WG Circular Economy Funding. A bid has been made to KWT for a Wildlife pack to develop the grounds outside the centre with help from local community groups. The Centre will be used from September to accommodate visits from school children and is a potential venue for future Repair Cafes in the area.
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942 fly tipping incidents were reported during the year, the average number of days taken to clear was 4.3 days. There has been a 28% reduction in fly tipping since 2020/21 which is the lowest level recorded in 4 years. During the year (April 22 to March 2023) there were 79 fixed penalty notices issued for fly tipping and there has been over 400% increase in fly tipping fixed penalty notices issued since 2021/22 to 2022/23.                                                                         

During the period April to March 2023, 180 streets were inspected by the Council and Keep Wales Tidy. Of these, 98% were rated at a high or acceptable standard on cleanliness.                                                                                                           
Energy Provision
We are at the start of our energy journey, building upon the successful heritage of our former steel and coal mining industry. With Welsh Government support, collaborative partnership ventures including the Cardiff Capital Region City Deal of £1.25Bn and Tech Valleys investment we are in a strong position to support future energy growth. We want to create an environmentally friendly and sustainable retail and business environment, diversifying the evening and night time economy, creating improved transport connectivity through the Borough and energy is central to our ambitious programme. We have experience in low carbon heat and power networks, improving energy efficiency of homes, public and commercial buildings and highways infrastructure. In Blaenau Gwent, we recognise that increasing the choice of energy provision and security of renewable energy supply is integral to our wider social and economic regeneration plans. Having a strong environmental programme not only meets Welsh Government carbon reduction targets but is essential to creating sustainable and vibrant communities for the future. 

The Council is actively seeking to reduce both energy costs and carbon emissions across our property portfolio. We have considered a range of alternative delivery models to improve our buildings. Adopting the RE:FIT model offers the Council a commercial model to achieve financial savings, improve energy performance of buildings, and importantly, reduce their CO2 footprint. By using the RE:FIT model, the Council will place an obligation on the contractor installing energy conservation measures to guarantee potential energy savings the specific technologies will bring through robust monitoring, measurement and verification measures to assess savings. A portfolio of buildings across the Council portfolio have been selected as having the potential to benefit from the RE:FIT model. These include Council Buildings, Leisure Trust Locations and Schools.

[image: ]Gwent Local Authorities have also recently commissioned a carbon reduction fleet review, and this included collecting data about mileage driven, fuel used by the directly operated fleets (owned, leased and rented), along with the business mileage driven by the staff owned grey fleet. Each of the Authorities received a report for their area alongside a Gwent wide report. Alongside current targets in Wales for us all to reduce carbon emissions by 95% by 2050, there is also a target whereby Welsh Public Sector Fleets should transition to Ultra Low Emissions Vehicles (ULEV) by 2025 for cars and small vans, 2030 for all other vehicles and 2040 is the target date for ending the sale of new petrol or diesel vehicles. Next steps following the review are to develop a plan for the transition of our current fleet to ULEV when making decisions around the purchase of new or replacement fleet. 

Wind Generation Projects are ongoing.  A planning application has been submitted for the installation of a wind turbine at Silent Valley former landfill site.  The application is being considered by Planning Officers and will go through the normal determination process.   Work will be undertaken on a business case for investment alongside the planning process.  If planning consent is achieved the Council will be asked to consider a business case for investment.
 
Hydro Generation - Initial investigation and feasibility studies for small scale hydro generation opportunities within the wards of Cwm and Llanhilleth presented two sites with some potential for hydro generation.  These were presented to Scrutiny and Cabinet for consideration, and it was determined that the potential returns and payback were not sufficiently positive for the projects to be developed further at this time. Funding is being sought to further develop the feasibility of a hydro generation scheme at Silent Valley.  If the funding is secured work will be undertaken to investigate the option to utilise hydro generation to power electric pumps. This would provide renewable energy to support local energy demands, however, the level of production is extremely low when compared to the level of investment required for its initial development and ongoing operations.   The Council is also looking into the potential that the hydro scheme could provide power to electric pumps at the leachate lagoon. This would then enable the Council to replace the diesel pumps, which are currently hired, which is something Natural Resources Wales (NRW) are pushing for. The next steps will include identifying suitable electric pumps and creating a model to reflect how much of the hydro energy can be used by the pumps. 

Initial scoping study has started for a potential solar scheme at Bryn Bach Park. A Grid application has been submitted jointly with Caerphilly County Borough Council before taking the work on the project any further.   This is being delivered by Welsh Government Energy Service.

Further funding has been secured for a phase 2 rollout of Electric Vehicle charge points at an additional 10 sites across Blaenau Gwent. This is in additional to the 11 sites delivered under phase 1 which are now live and available for public use. A further regional funding bid is due to be submitted to the Office for Zero Emission Vehicles and, if approved, will provide charge points at a further 11 sites across Blaenau Gwent.

Cardiff Capital Region City Deal secured funding from Welsh Government to install rapid charge points for taxi ranks and to purchase 44 wheelchair accessible electric taxis for trials to take place across the region.  The taxis were to be offered under a 30-day free trial for taxi drivers.  Two of the 44 taxis have been made available for Blaenau Gwent and the trial will run until 30th November 2023.

Air Quality 
The Environmental Health Section is responsible for monitoring air quality within Blaenau Gwent. Air quality is the term used to describe and classify the concentration of certain pollutants in the air. These pollutants have the potential to adversely affect human health at elevated concentrations. The Air Quality Assessment 2022 has been completed and submitted to Welsh Government. We currently carry out air quality monitoring at 28 locations within the borough at residential properties and schools. These locations are selected by officers due to them being in close proximity to busy roads, industrial estates and specifically at schools due to the school run effect. An air quality management is declared when there is an exceedance of air quality standards and the local authority must take legal steps to improve the situation. In Blaenau Gwent we have good levels of air quality, so we have not declared any air quality management areas.

Housing 
The Council works to improve homes across Blaenau Gwent with the aim of increasing energy efficiency and reducing fuel poverty. Schemes are in place to make improvements to social rented homes, bringing together home improvements and clever technologies to make these homes as easy and cheap to heat as possible. Making homes more energy efficient helps to tackle the climate emergency and also helps people living in poverty save money on energy bills.

The Optimised Retrofit Programme, funded by Welsh Government, was introduced this year as part of the Innovative Housing Programme Funding to improve the energy efficiency and reduction of fuel poverty of social rented homes in Blaenau Gwent.  All 4 partner Registered Social Landlords in Blaenau Gwent are taking part (Tai Calon, Linc Cymru, United Welsh and Melin).

The regeneration team have worked together with Tai Calon to bid for funding to assist with a grant for a property modification at Solis One to enable a start-up heat pump business to move into the rear of the Registered Social Landlords offices. This will help to build the local decarbonisation economy in the area and offer new skills to the local community. Alongside this, initiatives like ECO4 are being delivered; the primary goal of this grant is to support low-income households who are unable to upgrade their homes and heating systems.
 
Bio Diversity 
Resilient Greater Gwent, a Gwent wide collaborative project supporting Ecology, Invasive Species and Sustainable Communities, which was led Blaenau Gwent, concluded in July 2022. The final full month of the Welsh Government ENRAW funded Resilient Greater Gwent project saw actions associated with the Nature Recovery Action Plan being implemented in addition to the coordination of Gwent wide activities on urban biodiversity, sustainable communities, rivers, and invasive non-native species.

Our Local Places for Nature grant have been fully spent, delivering the following strands of work: 
· Nature on your Doorstep – funding value of £90,809; 
· Greening the public service estate – funding value £52,691; and
· Revenue funding of additional £62,400 

Woodland management plans have been completed for Trevor Rowsen, Six Bells and a number of other sites and work to implement those management plans has been completed, including tree thinning and Ash removal. Work completed on all sites, with the exception of ongoing works at Six Bells Local Nature Reserve.

To celebrate the 3 year Resilient Greater Gwent programme, a ‘Go Wild’ event was held in Bryn Bach Parc in May 2022. Some of the key projects that have been implemented as part of the programme include:
· The production of the Greater Gwent State of Nature Report; and
· Gwent Nature Recovery Action Plan.

Education
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Description automatically generated]We aim to ensure that decarbonisation measures are at the forefront of our future planning, and this includes educating our young ‘future adults’ in order for them to lead the way to a bright net zero future. Environment and biodiversity considerations form the basis of all new school buildings and existing school upgrades and we encourage nature friendly management on school grounds. Effective partnership working enables us to provide advice and guidance to support our children and young people around biodiversity, decarbonisation, equalities, diversity and inclusion. These partnerships with schools and the Children’s Grand Council are very effective and not only inform but support our children and young people to have a voice.  We are and will continue to deliver effective sustainable communities for learning which are environmentally friendly and support the delivery of our educated young people who will in the future form our connected communities. 

Highways
The Highways Maintenance and Works Annual Plan has been completed for the year 2021/22 and funding has been identified to consider the future work programme for A, B and C roads as well as auxiliary works. Alongside this, funding has been received to undertake some specific work such as:
· £300k Resilient Road Funding to undertake a feasibility study of the condition of the A4047 between Aberbeeg and Cwm;
· Welsh Government (WG) Grant to improve A roads; and
· £990k received from the Local Transport Fund to improve the junction on the A4048 at Tredegar.

Significant progress has been made over the past 10 years on improving the highway network however the absence of Welsh Government funding for 2023/24 and the end of Blaenau Gwent Prudential Borrowing Programme has curtailed Capital investments in the highway network. The Highways Asset Management Plan 2023 – 2028 has been developed in order to drive the Authority's approach to maintenance over the next 5 years. To support this fully, Council deferred the report so that Officers could identify appropriate funding sources to implement the Plan.

Public Transport 
A £70M transformation of the Ebbw Vale railway line by contractors Amco Giffen and Siemens is nearing completion as the railway reopens to passenger train services. This investment will allow a new hourly passenger service between Ebbw Vale Town and Newport.

The Department for Transport (DfT) and Network Rail are also providing a further £17M to deliver signalling upgrade and renewal work. This work, still to be conducted, includes the continuation of upgrading the signalling in the Gaer and Rogerstone areas of Newport, closing the Park Junction signal box and moving control of the signalling to the Wales Route Operating Centre in Cardiff.

Work that has been completed by the contractors includes the construction of new platforms at both Newbridge and Llanhilleth stations, one at each station, and the installation of new signal posts. Engineers have also regraded and stabilised an embankment and made headway replacing more than 3km of track between Aberbeeg and Crosskeys to create an 11km passing loop which will be brought into use later in the year. Part of a new access ramp and waiting shelter was also constructed at Newbridge station while a lift mechanism and motor rooms were installed at Llanhilleth station.

The fflecsi bus service has been running since June 2021 operated by Stagecoach and Transport for Wales (TFW) on behalf of Blaenau Gwent County Borough Council.  The fflecsi bus service offers a more convenient bus service across a wider area from early in the morning through to late in the evening. Booking for the bus can be made through an app, over the phone, or visiting the website.  

This pilot project trialled a new approach to bus services to enable residents to get to work, education, attend appointments, connect with other public transport, socialise and shop from early in the morning until late in the evening. Following feedback from customers and residents after the pilot, changes were made to the service in July to ensure that the service was based around needs of the customer.  

Challenges the Council have experienced throughout the year

Decarbonisation
[image: Decarbonisation plan]Most of our activity is based on external funding, as a result, reflects the priorities of a number of programmes supporting the decarbonisation agenda. Some funders have negative reactions to the higher costs associated with zero carbon needs.  Tight deadlines significantly constrain innovation.  Both short lead in times and tight spend profiles mean that we are often condensing design processes more than we would like at moment.  

Partnership working will need to take place in order to effectively and efficiently deliver this agenda, the Blaenau Gwent Nature Recovery Action Plan, currently being developed, may help to address this.  The role of collaborative procurement services will also be important in order to support a reduction in our regional carbon footprint.  In many cases we are already doing things in procurement that reduce carbon but we need to make sure that we promote awareness of decarb principles and ensure these are having meaningful impact on decisions. It also needs to be understood that not all decarbonisation options will lead to immediate savings, the challenge of higher up-front costs for longer lasting products is a familiar one.

The Council will need to identify low carbon alternatives for their vehicle fleet. At present, the required large vehicle types are not available to deliver services, particularly with the topography of the area. There are examples of Local Authorities procuring vehicles that were not able to deliver the service and we aim to not be in this position.  Significant decisions about the replacement of the refuse fleet will need to be taken soon as all refuse vehicles are coming to the end of their working life at the same time.

There are concerns that there is currently not the capability within the overall regional workforce in order to support the required work to support a reduction in carbon emissions. Alternatively, if large number of organisations start to carry out similar decarbonisation work at the same time, then costs will rise and capacity may not meet demand.

Digital Inclusion 
Progress continues to be made with both internal and external partners to position and build digital innovation into how we plan and deliver services. The focus remains building services around the user, the organisation is now exploring how digital solutions can form part of that, for the benefit of residents and the organisation. This work supports the commitment to decarbonisation as well as the potential for avoiding costs or realising efficiencies. External partners and projects include the WLGA digital transformation fund, where Blaenau Gwent are leading on a project looking at how people access our services and how we can improve, as well as being involved in a number of projects on the programme. A key focus of this area of work is understanding barriers to digital participation within our communities and developing support for those who wish to improve their digital skills.

With Blaenau Gwent being one of the most highly deprived areas in Wales and with a high proportion of its residents on benefits, becoming digitally active is extremely important, working in conjunction with the Department for Work & Pensions (DWP), with regards to applying for benefits online (Universal Credit, Universal Job Match). Blaenau Gwent has the lowest levels of access to the internet compared to other areas across Wales and the UK, therefore, there is a high number of people who are digitally excluded. The Council’s Benefit Section has participated in the ‘Get Blaenau Gwent Online’ project over the last 5 years to promote Digital Support Services. The project has steadily gained support and assisted individuals on a one to one basis over the years with the help of support providers.

The importance of supporting people who are still struggling with internet access and lack of digital technology is a key priority for the PSB, 50+ partners and stakeholders, to promote existing and introduce new digital inclusion programmes in order to help older people, or anyone unfamiliar with I.T., to stay involved with their hobbies and interests. Promoting volunteering by working with partners could also develop more opportunities for people to volunteer as befrienders and/or digital inclusion trainers. Our vision for an Age-Friendly Blaenau Gwent is, ‘Developing digital skills amongst our communities can lead to greater economic opportunities, a more equal society and improved socio-economic development, whilst reducing the impact of loneliness and isolation by enabling people to stay more connected with one another online’.

What Evidence is Available
· Waste Strategy Plan 2018-2025
· Performance Data
· Environment Act Actions 
· Highways Maintenance and Works Annual Plan
· Litter and Fly Tipping Strategy and Data 
· Keep Wales Tidy programme
· Decarbonisation Plan 2020/2030 and Blaenau Gwent Net Zero Annual Report
· Energy Prospectus 
· Auditor Reports
· Service Business Plans
· Agendas and Recordings of Democratic meetings all available on the Council Website - https://democracy.blaenau-gwent.gov.uk/ieDocHome.aspx?Categories=
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