Measuring Your Footprint

Getting support for your baseline survey – devising and implementing

In order to make any attempt to go carbon neutral it is important to know where you are starting from; thus a baseline carbon footprint survey is an essential first step. We were fortunate in having the University of Chester involved in our project from the outset as this meant that we could plan the baseline survey very thoroughly before it took place.  However, no plans are perfect and we cover the lessons that we learned from the first survey below.  

There is nothing particularly difficult about carrying out a baseline carbon footprint survey and most communities should be able to find the resources needed to plan and execute such a survey either within their community or close by.  A copy of our survey questionnaire is included in the Appendix together with our carbon footprint calculator and examples of our feedback forms containing recommendations for action.  You are most welcome to use these and indeed many communities have already done so, adapting the survey forms to suit their particular circumstances. ( If you do elect to use them then please respect the effort that went into their creation by acknowledging their source.) Several communities have found that they have members with experience of survey work who have helped to draw up or adapt a survey questionnaire.  Some have chosen to distribute the questionnaires along with a regular community newsletter whilst others have linked up with a local college or university who have been happy to develop the work as part of a student project.  In general, questionnaires that are interviewer-administered get much higher response rates than those involving post-and-collect.  We managed to cover 45% of village households in the Ashton Hayes survey and we are carrying out a statistical analysis of our data to examine how much the results would be likely to vary with smaller sample sizes.  So far we have found that very small samples (5%) often produce average values that vary significantly from the average calculated from our 45% sample, but that samples of 20% show no significant difference and thus might be perfectly adequate.  Another approach to sample distribution is look at the types of homes in the community (e.g. detached houses, semi-detached bungalows, flats etc) and to stratify the sampling by these house types, ensuring that sub-samples of similar proportion are taken from each type.  We broke our results down by house types and used these to scale up our findings to get a whole village estimate of the carbon footprint. 

In looking for support ask yourself these questions:

· Is there somebody in the community with experience of survey design?

· Is there a local sixth form college, further education college or university that would be interested in getting involved?  Look up the Geography or Environmental Science department on the institutional website.

· Is there a local group that delivers newsletters or would be prepared to make house to house calls?

Getting support for your baseline survey – maximising the response
When preparing for your survey it is useful to consider the following:

· Think about the proposed timescale; when will the survey take place? Who will be involved in carrying it out and how? What will be required from the householder, e.g. how much time is it likely to take each person to complete? What information should the householder be asked to have to hand, e.g. fuel bills, house details (age, construction, amount of loft insulation etc)?

· Provide as much detail as possible of how the process will work in advance of carrying out the survey.  In that way, people will be prepared and each questionnaire will take less time to complete. Also make clear to everybody why the survey is being done and why it is important (your aims and objectives) and tell them what will happen to the data collected, who will have access to it and how the results will be used and fed back.

· If you are using an interviewer-administered approach, make sure people know this in advance and tell them who the interviewers will be.  For the Ashton Hayes baseline survey we told the community via a newsletter a few weeks in advance that students from the University of Chester would be conducting the survey during May.  We introduced the students at our launch event in January and the first thing they did in May was to distribute a leaflet to each household saying who they were (with a photograph), what was involved in the survey and when they would be calling.  They also wore University sweatshirts so that they could be easily recognised which is particularly important where more vulnerable members of the community are concerned. They also asked people who did not wish to take part to place the leaflet in an easily visible window so that they would know not to call at the house.

· Make sure that people are informed about when the survey will be taking place; which days and at roughly what time of day.

· Alternatively, if you are planning to do a postal questionnaire, let people know in advance when the questionnaires will be distributed and either when they will be collected or by when you wish to have them returned.  In the latter case, either have a central and easily accessible collection point(s) (e.g. shop, post office, church, pub) or provide an SAE or freepost envelope.

Measuring your community’s carbon footprint
The Ashton Hayes baseline survey is freely available for you to use or adapt to suit your own purposes.  However, it is just one of many possible approaches.  It is important to think carefully in advance exactly what you wish to get out of the survey and in how much detail you wish to explore the carbon footprint.  You should weigh up the amount of detail you will ask for against the time it will take each respondent to complete.  For the Ashton Hayes household baseline survey we deliberately went for an approach that would pick up most of the primary sources of carbon emissions without asking too much of the respondents.  Although we could have delved further into sources of ‘embedded carbon’, for example in foods and household products, we decided it was preferable in the first instance to get as large a sample as possible covering the key sources of carbon dioxide emissions for which the calculations are relatively straightforward.  We are looking into more detailed studies for our follow-up surveys.  There is now much more information available and many easily accessible carbon calculators (e.g. on the world wide web) but at the end of the day the choice of approach and the specific questions to ask depend on the aims and circumstances of each community project. So far we only have results for our domestic output.  We have some community buildings and some small businesses in the village and we produced a separate version of the survey questionnaire for these.  We found, however, that a ‘one size fits all’ approach did not really work in this situation and so we are gradually carrying out surveys of each business and building, adapting our questionnaire to fit their individual circumstances.

Some of the important considerations for your approach are as follows:

· Plan how the survey is going to be conducted, postal questionnaires, door-to-door surveys, or in-depth interviews. 

· The mix of people may influence this, e.g. door-to-door surveys may not be appropriate where the majority of people work during the day.

· Determine what you want to achieve from the survey, compile a range of questions and order them, if necessary into sub-categories e.g Home Energy, transport and travel so that each section is clear and follows logically. 

· Test out the initial draft of the survey/questionnaire with a sample group and ask them for feedback on what they found good/helpful/clear, what was difficult to understand or answer, problems with terminology etc. 

· Make amendments as necessary before conducting the main survey.

Calculating the emissions

Make sure that you can calculate the emissions associated with each of the items in your survey.  Having said this, you may wish, as we did, to ask questions that do not lead directly to an emissions calculation but which provide contextual information. If using our calculator, ensure that the questions which provide data for the calculator are included in your survey questionnaire (see calculator instructions and notes in the Appendix).  If you wish to go beyond this and incorporate other sources of carbon emissions then ensure that you have the necessary information (such as conversion factors) required to carry out the calculations.  Useful sources here are Defra (e.g. Defra, 2003, Guidelines for the Measurement and Reporting of Emissions by Direct Participants in the UK Emissions Trading Scheme; the Energy Saving Trust’s website: www.est.org.uk; or Mark Lynas’ book, Carbon Counter published in 2007 by Harper Collins, ISBN: 978-0-00-724812-4).

Given that you are unlikely to get a 100% response to your survey, you will need to find some way of scaling up your results to get an estimated figure for the whole community.  We decided to divide up our results by house type (detached house, mid-terrace, end-terrace etc) and then to calculate an average value for each.  Having checked the response rate from each house type we counted how many of each type were to be found in the village and multiplied the average value by this figure to get a total for each type.  We then added up these totals to get an overall total for all households in the village.
Reporting the results

Collectively

Produce a summary of the results for the project as a whole. This might include the number of households that participated in the survey, the total amount of CO2 emissions produced, the average carbon footprint per household, the relative proportions of the footprint coming from domestic energy use, cars, flights etc. The results can be summarised and presented as a poster that can be displayed in public places, put onto a community website and presented at community events.  Publish your results as a press release to get media coverage and thus encourage more members of the community to take part.

Individually 

Provide each participant with their household carbon footprint so that they can see what they are contributing to the community footprint. Also provide them with an average for their particular house type so that they can see how they compare. Individual household feedback provides an excellent opportunity to encourage behavioural change and you should try to provide each household with a set of suggested actions that they can take to reduce their carbon footprint.  As feedback from the Ashton Hayes survey, we provided each household with an individual set of suggested actions tailored to the information that they provided in their questionnaire.  These were divided into short term/low or no cost, medium term/medium cost and long term/high cost actions and were accompanied by an indication of the likely carbon savings associated with each and sources of further information. An example feedback letter is provided in the Appendix. The types of action suggested range from low cost ways in which they can start to reduce their footprint, through behavioural changes such as turning lights off, not leaving equipment on standby etc, through to a range of medium to high cost measures that they could consider (such as installing wall or floor insulation, or a solar thermal panel). It is important to tailor the feedback on an individual basis based on the answers to the survey. E.g. cavity wall insulation is not appropriate if the property has solid walls.

Learning from mistakes

It is rare to get anything right first time.  Inevitably there will be mistakes and it is important to recognise and learn from these as you reflect on each stage of the process.  We learned a number of lessons from the Ashton Hayes baseline survey.  Simple errors included not putting a return address on the questionnaires. We had anticipated that all of the survey would be interview-administered and, indeed, the vast majority was.  However, in order to maximise the return rate the student group put questionnaires through letterboxes where they had not found anybody in after three attempts, with a request that the completed questionnaire be returned to their base in the village Doctors’ surgery.  A number of questionnaires were returned in this way but one found its way to me at the university some six weeks later, having been around several other departments first.  Thus take a belt and braces approach and allow for contingencies by providing alternatives for survey return.

A related issue involved the students’ working day.  They worked mainly between 10am and 6pm on weekdays but this meant that they were not able to contact several households where everybody was out during those hours. For the follow-up survey in 2007 we will suggest that they work an ‘evening shift’ on a few days and also at least one weekend day to maximise the opportunities for contacting all households.

Another simple mistake was not making it absolutely clear that we were looking for return journeys in the question about flights.  Again, easily rectified and another example that emphases the importance carrying out a pilot survey.  It won’t pick up everything, but it will get a lot.

Follow up and encouragement for action

It is important to keep the momentum going between surveys.  Information about the project, further developments, news, savings that have been achieved and so on can be disseminated through an existing newsletter with a column dedicated to the project, or through a website. These can carry up to date information with advice and tips on how to save energy and carbon, grants available for insulation or renewable technology, upcoming events and developments within the project. A discussion board where people can share ideas and tips on what has worked to help them save emissions can also be very useful.  This sort of information can be communicated through work with community groups, for example by giving talks or practical demonstrations in schools, WI meetings, brownies, scouts etc. 

Other surveys you may consider

Biodiversity

A biodiversity survey can be useful in order to assess the existing vegetation cover in the area, and the amount of carbon this can absorb as a carbon sink.  It is also a valuable community exercise in its own right.  Again look first within your community for people with the appropriate expertise, but also to schools, colleges and universities for expert help. Our student group completed two types of biodiversity survey during 2006.  First they surveyed lengths of hedgerow that had been surveyed 30 years earlier by the Women’s Institute.  The object of this survey was to look for any changes in the diversity of our hedgerows.  The results suggested that little had changed in the sample hedgerows over the thirty year period and, most importantly, that there had been no loss of hedgerows, nor any reduction in their biodiversity.  The group also completed a land cover survey, which involved them in checking every part of the parish and colouring in a base map to record the cover of deciduous and coniferous woodland, pasture and arable land.  This information will be used as a basis for our calculation of the parish’s carbon sink, that is, the amount of carbon dioxide taken out of the atmosphere each year by green plants in the process of photosynthesis.  These calculations are proving more difficult than we initially anticipated and we will issue updates on our progress in this area via our website.

Socio-economic

You might wish to include some socio-economic questions in your survey questionnaire in order to provide for a deeper analysis of your carbon footprint data.  Variations in the size of footprint within a group of houses of the same type might be related to socio-economic differences such as household size, age profile or occupations of the inhabitants. In the Ashton Hayes baseline survey we found a very wide range of footprint sizes among detached houses but a much narrower range among detached bungalows.   Collection of such data increases the length of the questionnaire and also imposes an overhead in terms of analysis effort and thus the pros and cons should be carefully weighed up before a decision is made.  However, if the data are to be collected then analysis of the results might prove attractive to a student wishing to investigate these issues for a dissertation project for instance.

Lifestyle issues

Similarly to socio-economic data it might also prove both interesting and useful to collect information on lifestyle issues.  Switching to a low carbon lifestyle inevitably involves change and collecting information on current habits and preferences can assist when deciding which particular areas to focus upon for local campaigns.  Data collected here might include access to public transport – types, cost, convenience, reliability etc, usual shopping habits – how far respondents travel, use of online delivery, farmers markets etc.  Holiday & travel destinations, recycling and composting are other topics worthy of investigation.

