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SERA believes that tackling environmental problems is key to delivering opportunity and fairness for everyone in our society.  As such, the environment can play a vital role in the life chances of young people.

In considering policies to achieve this, we believe that there are two issues to consider.  Firstly, the poorest children are at the greatest risk of suffering the consequences of environmental problems and climate change:

· Low income families are hit hardest by the extreme weather events that are increasingly likely as a result of global warming.  Their housing situations are often less flexible and therefore the opportunity to move away from flood areas are reduced.  They are also less likely to have insurance cover and are therefore less able to replace items lost due to flood or wind damage.

· With changes to the world climate and pressures from biofuel production, any increases to food prices are likely to be hardest felt by families on low incomes

· Traffic and congestion disproportionately affects children from low income families – they are five times more likely to be killed in a road accident than children from richer families for instance

· Access to the countryside and green space is reduced for children from low-income families

Secondly, many of the policies proposed by Green groups to address environmental problems will affect low income families the hardest.  Increasing fuel costs or using green taxes as a disincentive for energy use for instance, will increase the number of families in fuel poverty and increase the number of children living in damp and poorly heated homes.  As many low-income families live in rented accommodation, energy efficiency measures, such as household insulation, will not help them.  Nor will they be able to benefit from more energy efficient electrical appliances as they are less able to replace old items.  Recycling is also often an issue for families on low incomes as they sometimes do not have the space to store and separate waste items, making any system of compulsory recycling particularly burdensome for this group.

We do however believe that there are a number of policies that will address our environmental concerns whilst also improving the life-chances of the poorest children.  These are the policies we believe a Labour Government should pursue:

Renewable energy

With the active development of a significant renewable energy sector, wind and tidal power will become valuable new resources.  Geographically, these resources tend to be most available in the areas of the UK that are currently the most deprived (Scotland, Wales, North East England), offering a significant potential wealth re-distributor.

Furthermore, the manufacture of the parts and equipment to build and maintain the energy generation machinery will provide significant employment in these same areas.

Community owned energy

Community owned energy offers a means towards a new way of generating and owning energy locally, which can enable householders to get access to affordable energy and also play their part in reducing carbon dioxide emissions. There is enormous potential for a sizeable chunk of the national grid to be decentralised, preventing huge energy waste at source and encouraging local communities to play their part in using green energy and saving money.

A Heat Grid 

We should allow long-term investment by the private and the public sectors in heat and hot water transmission grids. This will ensure that for the next 50 years all communities, in cities and towns throughout the UK, can afford to live in a home that is warm in the winter and cool in the summer. It will also reduce our CO2 emissions.  

Conservation based domestic energy tariff

Currently consumers pay the most for the first Electricity/Gas Units used, with subsequent units being cheaper.  This is anti-conservation and unfair to the poorest families.  A new tariff could reverse that so that the more profligate you are over a certain base use, the more you will pay for energy domestic consumption. 
Grey water scheme

We are already experiencing water shortages in many parts of the UK and increasingly changing climate is likely to make this more common and increase water costs.  As with increasing energy prices, this is likely to impact on the lowest-income families the most, as a greater proportion of their incomes will be spent on the basics.  Building on from schemes such as Warm Front, residents could be offered free/subsidized advice and installation of grey water systems, possibly through water companies.   

Environmental Task Force

A government supported, but voluntary sector scheme that enabled young people to volunteer to undertake tasks that help the environment/deliver sustainability objectives in their community.  We believe that this could provide a valuable source of training for young people as well as a resource to deliver improvements to low-income communities.  

Extension of freedom bus passes to under 18s outside London

40% of parents living in social housing say that travel convenience is the most important reason for choosing a school and are therefore less likely their right to choose the best school for their children.

Not only could offering free public transport to all under 18s help low-income children experience the same degree of school choice as their wealthier friends, but it will also help to reduce the 18% of traffic generated by the school run.

Changing the emphasis of streets

For many children, their street is the only accessible outdoor place to play with their friends. The conflict between the need for children to enjoy fresh air and exercise and the growth of motor traffic and increased road danger has led to children to lead less active lives, contributing to the growth of childhood obesity – with the higher risk of disease and premature death entailed.  We need to make our streets significantly safer, so that children can walk, cycle and play in their local neighbourhood without risk.

· positively promoting (as we have in relation to crime) a vision of safer neighbourhoods for the sake of our children. 

· A default urban speed limit of no more than 20 mph, with even lower speeds where required.

· Place the responsibility for damages arising out of collisions involving cyclists or pedestrians with drivers, as is the case in a number of other EU countries, so that they carry a clear duty of care for vulnerable road users. 
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