Visioning a better future for Worcester 2029

1. BBC Hereford and Worcester Interview transcript – April 2029

Local entrepreneur wins innovation award

Interviewer

This morning we are talking to local entrepreneur and businesswoman Julie Smythe who has just been awarded the King Charles award for environmental innovation for her Homewrap company based here in Worcester.

Julie – what is Homewrap?

Julie

Homewrap is a cooperative of local artisans that has come together over the last 5 years to help people improve the insulation standards of their homes – in particular those older properties with solid walls constructed before modern building techniques were available.  We chose a not-for-profit business model and work with the homeowners themselves, often groups of close neighbours getting together to help each other as small cooperatives.   We offer a complete backup from initial feasibility studies and design through to construction and finishing.  Wherever possible, the owners are encouraged to learn to carry out much of the work themselves, and then, in due course, pass on some of their skills to the next cooperative – it sort of spreads like a virus!

Interviewer

What does a typical Homewrapped house look like?

Julie

We have basically two options – to clad the outside of the house with an insulating layer, which has the benefit of minimal disturbance to the occupant but significantly affects the appearance of the property, or to work, room by room, to insulate inside.  This marginally reduces the size of rooms, but is just as effective and allows homeowners to convert their property incrementally as they can afford it.

We have found the City planning department is now much more relaxed about visual changes to properties than they would have been 20 years back – the energy saving imperative trumps the aesthetics, but we still manage to make homes look attractive.

Interviewer 

How do you source your materials?

Julie

Wherever possible, we get things locally – since the formation of the Severn Vale forestry project, more and more local farmers and landowners have planted up odd corners of land to trees – these are now supplying sustainable, if modest, yields of wood – jobs for growers and for converting the timber for use.  The Worcestershire Wildlife Trust is participating too, with small coppices on some of their nature reserves – biodiversity benefits and trees help to combat climate change.

The insulation material is based on a cob mix of lime and hemp, locally sourced from Worcestershire farms.

Interviewer

What got you interested in this line of work?

Julie

I was a member of a local group of young people called “The Hive” back in 2009.  We had a vision of building an “Earthship” in the city – it took some years to achieve, but when we succeeded it was an inspiration – a building totally self contained in terms of energy, water, and waste, constructed mainly for materials that would then have gone to landfill – amazing to see how far we have come – the concept of dumping things into holes in the ground was so wasteful – we’ve come a long way since then.

I studied engineering and construction at Worcester Uni – strong emphasis on good design for low carbon living, before my gap year, when I lived with a rural community of 12 families that were building their own eco-homes.  It was an inspiration to see how people worked together, shared skills, grew their own food and still had time to enjoy life, make music, dance and play with their children.  I came back to Worcester buzzing with ideas – bright new eco-homes do not solve the problem for people living in existing energy wasting houses – what could be done for them?

Interviewer  

What help did you get to set up the Homewrap cooperative?

Julie

The Uni was a great help – they offered technical advice from their business park on the Grove Farm estate.  The City council found us an office work base in redundant retail premises.  We then pulled together a cooperative of local self-employed small builders and joiners, offering training in working with private homeowners to pass on skills – a new experience for many of them.  We established a network of local suppliers in the county and found 4 neighbours in a terrace of traditional houses in the Arboretum that were willing guinea pigs.   The cheerful and energy efficient homes that were created caused a stir – others wanted to join in and the whole thing snowballed.

Interviewer

Are there any other spin-offs from Homewrap?

Julie

Absolutely – we soon found that while we had the outside scaffolding up was the ideal time to fit solar panels or photovoltaics to the roof – Worcester Bosch have been a great help in pioneering a mix of renewable and traditional energy provision – most of our wrapped housing now produce most of their own heat and light. 

But let’s not forget the social gains – people in neighbourhoods working together, old and young, building community while building better homes.

See these links for background  

http://www.bebo.com/Profile.jsp?MemberId=7500357536
http://www.canonfromecourt.org.uk/ccfc.html http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/4939642.stm
2. Berrow’s Journal, April 2029

Make it So! makes it to 20!

Kids and grownups of all ages flocked to Pitchcroft for the twentieth Make it So! birthday bash last Saturday.  Trekkie fans spotted Jean Luc Picard from the Enterprise mingling with the crowd, reminding everyone that we can all play a part in building a resilient and vibrant city.  

The Mayor of Worcester, when opening the celebration event said “Make it So! has built bridges between the generations and sharing enthusiasms and skills has become part of the fabric of Worcester life in these challenging times.”

Make it So! has come a long way from humble beginnings in the recession of 2009 when the Worcester Volunteer Centre took over an empty shop for people to drop in and share skills for cooking up hearty, healthy food from local produce.  

Encouraged by the Worcester Technical College as part of its education outreach programme, Make it So! now offers short courses run by volunteers on everything from bike maintenance and woodwork to kite flying and storytelling.

The stalls around the Pitchcroft were a feast for the eye and the stomach.  The Make it So! garden-share team displayed their produce and offered tips on organic gardening and pruning.   The fashion parade of funky clothing, designed by youngsters and put together with help from mum’s and grannys (and even some dads) went down a storm.  Katie Doe won the prize for the most original after-use of a TetraPac.  Make it So! cider and perry washed down the bring-and-share feast and the evening rounded off with a barn dance.  Here’s to the next 20 years! 

See link

http://transitiontowns.org/TransitionNetwork/12Steps  item 10 Honour the Elders

3. Dear Grandpa

I lay on the riverbank last night at dusk.  As darkness fell the stars came out and the milky way spangled across the sky and everything went still.  It was amazing – I felt so small and yet, somehow, so connected.

I remember you saying that in your day, the night sky was blotted out with electric flare from shops and streets and the noise of traffic never stopped.  Hard to imagine that now, when energy is so precious.

And as the moon sailed up to glance at herself in the Severn, I heard a tawny owl hoot from the apple orchard – it was the Tech College car park in your day.

Some things are difficult, but I’m glad I live now.

Poppy

April 2029 

See these links for background 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/1967803/Noise-pollution-map-warns-of-health-risks.html 

http://www.britastro.org/dark-skies/about.htm
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