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1. About this Energy Plan 

The main aim of the Energy Plan is to provide a map and assessment of the energy-
related opportunities from which our Balsall Heath neighbourhood can benefit, over 
the next 20 years. 
More specifically, it details a number of projects that we can see how to take forward 
much sooner, say in the next 4-5 years. 
Balsall Heath is an inner city neighbourhood of Birmingham. Here, people from local 
organisations were invited to a community conference in 2007 to explore how to 
reduce the neighbourhood’s impact on the environment. ‘Balsall Heath Is our Planet’ 

Ours is not the task of 
fixing 

the entire world all at 
once, 

but of reaching out to 
fix  

the part of the world 
that is within our 

reach. 
 
Clarissa Pinkola Estes, 
American poet and 
writer 
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has been working on these ideas since. A weblog records our ongoing work1 This 
plan is our chance to write down what we have learned. 
BHIOP became a registered company and charity, whose steering group is drawn 
from the main community organisations in the area. These have a long history of co-
operating to achieve regeneration of this formerly run-down inner city area  It 
continues to have some challenging statistics; poor health, low educational 
attainment, overcrowding, worklessness and benefit dependency. There is a history 
of resident-led, bottom-up regeneration. A crucial role is played by faith 
organisations. It is recognised by the government as a Vanguard Neighbourhood for 
Neighbourhood Management.  
Balsall Heath Neighbourhood Forum seeks to empower the community to meet 
more of its own needs and to prevent problems, rather than depending on remote 
bureaucracies to deliver their not very effective cures2.  
This Neighbourhood Energy Plan summarises the opportunities we have 
identified. It also sits alongside and informs the Neighbourhood Plan, which is 
being produced by Balsall Heath Forum in 2011/12 to guide the physical planning of 
the neighbourhood. Balsall Heath is one of 17 pilot neighbourhoods to draw up a 
Neighbourhood Plan, prior to the Localism Bill rolling the approach out across the 
country. Our Energy Plan is part of this process. This can be shared with the other 
pilot neighbourhoods, and hopes to offer a model for others around the country, as 
neighbourhood planning spreads.  

2. The Big Picture 

Balsall Heath has an energy history, that can be understood in the following ‘ages’;.  
The Wood Age c1500-1840s  -  In these centuries, Birmingham’s young industries 
stripped the tree cover around the town, resulting in much of Bordesley parish 
becoming a degraded ’heath’  1541 ‘Bordishalle Heter’  
The Coal Age c1840s -1960s – Balsall Heath was built as a new residential suburb 
for Birmingham. Coal was consumed on a huge scale to fire the bricks. The area 
was accessed by a steam railway, later a tram system. Buildings were heated by 
coal fires in every room. Town gas and electricity were made by the city council from 
coal. 
The Oil Age c1960 - 2011 - oil and gas fields were exploited under the North Sea.  
Gas-fired central heating became normal in buildings. Mass private car use, instead 
of the defunct train and tram services. Electricity generation was concentrated at 
remote power stations (which wasted most of the energy released). 
Now the end of the age of cheap fossil fuels has arrived. Britain’s oil and gas 
fields have peaked production, and we are importing on a large scale, in a world in 
which most oil fields have peaked and demand tries to outstrip supply. 
Balsall Heath needs to plan for its future, one that will be shaped by the ‘energy 
transition’ that is required to The Solar Age. 
We must change our dependence on imported sources of energy. In practice these 
are the fossil fuels, consumed as; 
                                                
1 http://balsallheathisourplanet.wordpress.com 
 
2 Dick Atkinson; ‘Civil Renewal: mending the hole in the social ozone layer’ Pub.Brewin Bks 
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• electricity from coal or gas-fired power stations,  
• gas for heating boilers,  
• petrol and diesel for vehicles. 

If we acknowledge the threats involved, we can turn them into opportunities, so as to 
realise a better quality of life, and create many new businesses and jobs. This 
requires us to work together, instead of just being individual consumers of energy.  
The goal can be a neighbourhood that is more resilient and capable of dealing with 
our common problems. Balsall Heath can become an ‘eco-neighbourhood’, which is 
sustainable and is attractive to residents and visitors. New businesses and skills will 
allow residents to compete for jobs in growing areas. 

The End of Cheap Fuel 
There is an increasing global demand for all natural resources. The human 
population of the world has doubled from 3 billions in 50 years. We have reached 7 
billions in 2011, growing at 70 million people every year3. Rapid economic growth is 
taking place in China and India. As a result, all energy and materials prices are rising 
steeply, even in a global recession. This trend is unlikely to be reversed.  
 ‘Peak Oil’ is the name for the scenario where the most easily-extracted oil in the 
world has been extracted; new supplies being inherently costly to exploit. Most oil 
fields have peaked production4. Humanity has used millions of years of fossilised 
energy, in just one hundred years. World oil prices are today higher than they have 
ever been – despite an economic recession. Gas and electricity tend to follow oil 
upwards in price. There seems to be no way back to cheap energy. The other 
commodities traded on the world stage, crucially food, all contain ‘embodied’ oil, so 
will follow it upward in price.  
The only cheap fuel in the future will be the fuel we do not use (the so called 
negawatts). 
Every locality will need to plan to make a transition away from dependence on oil 
and to live on a smaller energy budget. There is a national movement of Transition 
Towns and Transition Initiatives5, who create ‘Energy Descent Action Plans’6  
The total energy bill for Birmingham has been calculated at £1,500 millions a year7, 
so Balsall Heath (as 1/70th of the city’s population) pays around £21 million a year to 
the 6 big gas and electric suppliers, all of which millions leave the area. We need to 
change this situation and build our own local energy economy. 
Carbon and Climate 
Carbon dioxide (CO2) is the gas released by burning the carbon-rich fuels; coal, 
gas, and oil. People cannot see or taste it but its effects cannot be denied. It is the 
principal ‘greenhouse gas’ holding heat to the surface of the Earth. Without it the 
temperature would be minus18 C. Science has known about this warming effect for 
100 years.  
                                                
3 World Population http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/ 
 
4 Peak Oil Taskforce http://peakoiltaskforce.net/download-the-report/2010-peak-oil-report/ 
5 Transition Network http://www.transitionnetwork.org 
6 Transition in Action; Totnes energy descent action plan for 2030; Transition Town Totnes 2010 
7 Birmingham Climate Change Action Plan 2009 
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Mankind’s burning of fossil fuels has released the fossilised carbon accumulated by 
plant growth over millions of past summers. There is 25% CO2 in the air than just 50 
years ago, and 40% more compared with 200 years ago8. Measurements from ice 
samples from Antarctica show that this level of CO2 (395 parts per million) has not 
been seen in the last hundreds of thousands of years9.  
All temperature measurements from around the world confirm that the increased 
CO2 is making the world warmer at the surface. If there are also natural cycles at 
work, then it is even more imperative not to add to them with man-made climate 
instability. Now that we know about this, we have a moral duty to reduce our carbon 
emissions for the sake of future generations. 
Birmingham’s average temperature is 1 degree C more than it was, according to 
Birmingham University10. We are the city farthest from the cooling influence of the 
sea. The inner city is an Urban Heat Island, several degrees warmer than the 
surrounding countryside, due to the streets and buildings absorbing heat. Warming 
is especially an issue for Balsall Heath.  
Future temperature rises are unavoidable, as CO2 takes 40 years to leave the 
atmosphere. The predictions are not of ‘nice warm weather’, but for more frequent 
heat waves, with dangerous heat stress, especially for elderly people as in 2003 and 
2006. In 2011 we have had an unprecedented heat wave at the start of October  
(29 C or 84 F). Our buildings are not designed for high temperatures but we will 
have to adapt to them. 
More energetic weather systems result in more violent storms. The 2005 
Birmingham Tornado ripped through Balsall Heath. It injured 19 people, damaged 
hundreds of buildings and cost millions of pounds in repairs. It was driven by a 
temperature difference of 6 C before and after. More such extreme weather events 
are predicted; heat waves, droughts, and rain arriving as violent rainstorms flooding 
properties as the street drains are unable to cope. 
The Energy Plan has to include adapting to these conditions, while doing our part 
not to add to the problems. Fortunately, the measures to adapt to a changed climate 
and those to reduce our carbon emissions, are similar.  
Our Low Carbon Future 
The UK government has adopted a target of 80% reduction in carbon by 2050, 
bound by the world’s first Climate Change Act, which binds future governments to 
transform Britain to a low carbon economy11.  
Birmingham City Council has adopted a target to reduce the city’s carbon dioxide 
emissions from burning the fossil fuels by 60% by 202612. For Balsall Heath our 
share would be about a reduction of about 3,374 tonnes of carbon dioxide per year 
until 2026. 
Nuclear energy is considered low carbon, but it does not offer an easy ‘solution’. 
Britain’s nuclear plants are ageing and will soon close. New nuclear stations would 
                                                
8 CO2 315 ppm to 395ppm US National Oceanic & Atmospheric Administration www.esrl.noaa.gov 
9 Antarctic ice cores  http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2008/05/080514131131.htm 
10 Birmingham’s Climate Portfolio – Be Birmingham 2010 
11 ‘The UK Low Carbon Transition Plan’ 2009 www.decc.gov.uk 
12  Birmingham Climate Change Action Plan 2010+ www.bebirmingham.org.uk 
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be expensive and slow to build; they would need to have elaborate safety 
precautions. Nuclear stations have to be at remote coastal locations, where most of 
the energy is wasted –more being lost in transmission. Nuclear energy cannot be a 
‘Birmingham solution’. 
There will not be ‘economies of scale’ in building new nuclear stations, because 
important European countries have now rejected a nuclear future, following the leaks 
in Japan. Nuclear power will rely on imported uranium, which requires a lot of energy 
to extract and process. It is a scarce mineral, subject to global competition, to 
monopoly and rising prices. There is the cost of storing dangerous radioactive waste 
from the process. We will be better advised to rely on the actions that we ourselves 
can take to increase our energy independence. 
The Sun by contrast is actually a natural and safe ‘nuclear fission’ reactor, which has 
burned for millions of years. It is the source of all life on earth and is expected to be 
so for more millions of years. It delivers more energy to every square metre of the 
earth than humanity needs or can use -if we have the right technology to harvest 
and use it. The future must lie with natural renewable energy sources, derived from 
the Sun, the Earth, or the Moon (tidal). Costs are falling rapidly, as these 
technologies are adopted around the world. 
The national target is to increase the use of renewable energy to 30% of UK 
electricity generation by 2020, which will be a sevenfold increase over 10 yerars.  
A report for Friends of the Earth has warned that if Britain fails to make the move to 
renewable sources of energy by 2020, then the extra gas and coal that we shall 
have to burn will add £300 a year to household bills13. We would lose the opportunity 
to create new businesses and jobs. 
Progress is rapid; by mid 2010, renewable energy in Britain supplied 50 % more 
electricity than in the same period of 2009, accounting for nearly 10 % of electricity 
generation14. By mid 2011, 100,000 people were feeding renewable electricity into 
the grid. To provide an incentive for this change, special rates for renewable 
electricity and heat have been created. The ‘Feed In Tariff’ has offered an attractive 
start rate, but it will diminish every year, so acting soon make sense.  
WWF-UK has shown that if growth is sustained Britain could reach 90% of electricity 
from renewable sources by 205015 
Practical renewable energy technologies exist that can be used at community level. 
Installation costs are thousands of pounds, not millions, and natural energy can be 
harnessed by adapting the buildings we already have. Low carbon energy can be 
local energy.  
A Neighbourhood Energy Plan must focus on getting the benefits for our 
neighbourhood from this ‘renewable energy revolution’. We are one of many ‘Low 
Carbon Communities’ in Britain now moving in this direction16  
                                                
13 “The Dirty Half Dozen” – www.foe.co.uk/resource/reports/dirty_half_dozen.pdf 
14 DECC ‘Energy Trends’ September 2011 
15  Positive Energy” Jenny Banks & Nick Molho, WWF UK, 2011 http://www.wwf.org.uk 
 
16 Low Carbon Communities www.lowcarboncommunities.net 
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3. Our Objectives 

1. Power Down - reduce the burning of fossil fuels, i.e. to get the ‘energy 
service’ we want, using lower inputs of fuel.  

2. Power Up - make use of the free natural energy resources which are 
available in the neighbourhood.  

Objectives for fuels 
• Reduce the burning of fossil fuels  
• Reduce emissions of carbon dioxide 
• Achieve a jump in the efficiency of use of fossil fuels - do more with less 
• Adopt more energy efficient ways of living 
• Use waste heat, including that from generating electricity 
• Reduce the consumption of outside energy and the money flowing to outside 

suppliers 
Objectives for natural energy 

• Meet more of our energy needs from sources within the neighbourhood 
• Prevent loss of solar heat, through insulation of buildings 
• Store solar heat and recover it 
• Generate electricity by photovoltaic roofs and potentially wind power 
• Use energy from waste food, wood and other wastes 

Objectives for community 
• Demonstrate the energy efficiency and natural energy technologies 
• Explain and promote, giving independent advice  
• Share expertise and knowledge managers of community buildings 
• Inform small business owners 
• Work with social landlords to improve their stock 
• Make financial savings, earn money and circulate it within the area 
 

4. Energy Sources in Balsall Heath 

We must investigate and find ways to utilise the energy sources that exist in our own 
neighbourhood. If energy sites and stores can be located close to energy users, then 
this will minimise the losses in transmitting energy. The ‘Neighbourhood Plan ‘for 
Balsall Heath has a valuable role to play in defining suitable energy sites and 
reserving them from alternative uses.  

Photovoltaics (PV) 
Solar PV panels convert daylight into electricity. It is a form of generation well-suited 
to cities. Made in millions, the price of the panels is falling and the yield from each 
panel is improving.  
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Solar pv panels do not require warm, sunny weather. Germany is the country in the 
world with most installed solar PV and has a similar climate to the UK. Solar PV 
does benefit by the long hours of daylight in summer as we go north. Solar electricity 
generated mainly in summer complements wind power, because wind is mainly 
available in winter. Britain is Europe’s windiest country, which will be exploited via 
wind turbines both at sea and on land. Connecting though the electricity Grid allows 
diverse sources of electricity to be shared and balanced. 
Any broadly south-facing roof can accommodate PV panels.  The current is inverted 
to supply the building, with any surplus going into the neighbourhood electricity grid. 
PV turns existing buildings into mini power stations, reducing the neighbourhood’s 
demand on the national grid. Solar PV will be an important element in ‘community 
renewable energy’. 
Since we cannot store electricity, it is important to match supply and demand locally. 
PV should be installed on public buildings, shops and schools etc that require 
electricity in the day-time, but also on private housing, which will export power in the 
middle of the day, but demand it back in the early morning and early evening.  
Balsall Heath roofs are well suited to PV since the streets mainly run east to west, 
giving most of the buildings a south-facing roof.  

How to put solar pv onto existing housing is discussed further in the 
accompanying report ‘Energy Plan for Housing in Balsall Heath’  

Wind power 
Medium-sized wind turbines are cost effective and profitable today, as a source of 
electricity to sell to the grid. The availability of wind is well known and reliable over a 
year, though it varies from hour to hour and day to day17. The problem is that in the 
buildings and trees in a city rob the wind of its speed and create turbulence. There 
are wind turbines in some school grounds on the south west fringe of Birmingham. 
Tall masts are needed to get the best wind speeds.  
Issues with wind power are planning permission, interference with mobile phone 
masts and communications, noise (but latest turbines are much quieter than early 
ones) and visual intrusion. For the above reasons, very large turbines are unlikely, 
small wind turbines on buildings do not work and have been withdrawn from sale, 
but medium-sized ones, suitable for community ownership may be possible.  
Balsall Heath is on a ridge on the Birmingham plateau. The best site is probably the 
northern end of the Moseley Road, where westerly winds blow along the Middleway, 
and where the valley of the River Rea drops away, channelling in winds from the 
south-west. Wind speeds around an average of 5 metres a second could be 
expected. 
Water power 
The River Rea (pronounced ‘Ray’) formerly had five water mills along it in the 
Cannon Hill area. The river runs from Cannon Hill Park, past the Cricket Ground and 
in tunnel to Digbeth coach station. The river is in a concrete channel to prevent 
flooding and is made to lose energy by going over small weirs. An opportunity to 
generate electricity from it was lost at that time. Some small hydropower project may 
be possible in Cannon Hill Park.  MAC Midlands Arts Centre or Warwickshire Cricket 
Ground would be the obvious users of the electricity.  
                                                
17 Encraft renewable energy calculator www.encraft.co.uk/ 
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Water Source Heat 
Heat may be extracted in winter from pools or from running water, in winter, using a 
heat pump to heat buildings or for hot water; again relevant to the River Rea. 
Air Source Heat  
Heat pumps can be used to extract heat from the air. Some have recently been 
installed at Birmingham Municipal Housing Trust property on its Pershore Road site. 
The problem is that air is coldest in winter, when heat is most required. One unit of 
electricity to run the pump is supposed to produce 3 units of heat – but electricity 
costs 3 times as much as gas. A report by the Energy Savings Trust found that heat 
pumps may not produce any savings compared to an efficient gas boiler18. 
Ground Source Heat 
Unlike the air, the ground is a constant 10 C, all through the year, at a depth of 1.5 
metres. This is a combination of stored summer sunshine and heat escaping from 
the Earth’s crust. This low-grade heat can be extracted by passing pipes 
underground and circulating the water through a heat pump. It produces low 
temperature heat suited to under-floor heating, or a ‘heat wall’, in new buildings. It 
can also be reversed to provide cooling in summer. Requirements are a substantial 
area of ground and a heating system not reliant on radiators. Alternatively ventilation 
air can be preheated in winter by drawing it through the ground via a heat 
exchanger. New non-domestic buildings after 2019 are supposed to be built to be 
‘zero carbon’ and ground source heat may be a contributor to meeting this goal. 
Solar Heat 
The ‘Renewable Heat Incentive’ is a government scheme planned to make a 
payment for all the heat generated by solar panels installed after July 2009. £860 
millions are allocated by the government for the scheme, even in a time of financial 
restraint. The actual output will be measured. It is suffering some delay, especially 
regarding larger schemes 19. The Renewable Heat Premium during 2010-11 is only 
for houses off the gas grid, so not applicable to Balsall Heath. The ‘green’ energy 
company ‘Good Energy’ has been paying a premium for solar hot water to its 
customers for some time. 
The Balsall Heath Children’s Centre was built with solar water panels, some years 
ago, integrated with the gas boiler. This helps to keep down the cost of running the 
centre. Solar is applicable to all buildings with substantial hot water demand. Space 
for the storage tank can be an issue.  
Mosques usually have large roofs and they use hot water for ritual washing of 
worshippers. Some mosques have expressed interest in using solar panels to meet 
some of their demand.  
The biggest user of heat in Balsall Heath must be Moseley Road swimming baths. 
The 2 baths themselves have to be heated, and there is a requirement for hot 
showering. This is also a Grade II* listed building, and an iconic symbol of the area, 
but is constantly under threat of closure. Residents desperately need exercise, but 
there is no gym. Swimming is a type of exercise suited to most people.  
                                                
18  Energy Saving Trust  http://www.energysavingtrust.org.uk/Generate-your-own-energy/Heat-pump-field-
trial/ 
 
19 OfGem http://www.ofgem.gov.uk/e-serve/RHI/Pages/RHI.aspx 
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The large south-facing roof of the Baths would be very suitable for locating solar 
thermal panels, to preheat the water. Demand for swimming tends to be greatest in 
summer, when solar is most available. Solar heat could be integrated with combined 
heat and power, see below. 
Inter-Seasonal Heat Storage 
Solar heated water can be pumped into pipes in the ground through the summer to 
warm it, then recovered in winter, via a heat pump for under-floor heating. It can also 
cool the building in summer. A building with a car park or grassed area would be 
ideal for this, e.g. a school or health centre etc. It is claimed that this can double the 
efficiency of a ground source heat pump20  
When constructing a new building, ‘energy piles’ or ‘thermal piles’ can build the 
capacity to store and recover ground heat into the foundations of a new building21 
A more ‘low tech’ approach is proposed at the Old Print Works (Make It Zone) on 
Moseley Road, which is store the warm water in tanks in the basement where it 
would directly warm the foundations and subsoil, using thermal lag to prevent the 
structure cooling too much in winter. ‘Super-insulation’ will be used to hold the heat 
within the building22  
Cooling the City 
Our existing buildings need to be kept cool in summer. The danger of hotter summer 
weather is that air conditioning could be installed in buildings, which would demand 
electricity use and the carbon emissions from generating it.  
It can be argued that well-designed buildings should not need air conditioning units. 
Trees and shade pergolas can cool by casting shade. Many countries use awnings 
to shade windows. There are now solar pv shades that also generate clean 
electricity. Walls and roofs can be painted white to reflect heat. Loft and wall 
insulation would keep buildings cool in summer, as well as warm in winter. 
Car parks trap and reflect a lot of heat. We must beware of tarmacing over grass 
verges for car parking. They should be surfaced in ways that do not hold heat. Grass 
is cooling by evaporation and can take the weight of vehicles using ‘grass protection 
mesh’. Trees or a ‘green wall’ can be added, to cast shade over a car park. Car 
parks can be built with ground source heat pipes below, to warm an adjoining 
building in winter. 
Increased slabbing of private gardens for parking is creating problems of run-off and 
drainage. The storm drains cannot cope, which is already leading to flooding 
downhill (e.g. Brighton Road). Soil, grass and shrubs act as a sponge, slowing run-
off. Planning permission is required for more than xx square metres of impermeable 
surfacing, but the installers do not seem to warn householders, so there is ignorance 
and avoidance of the regulations. Impermeable alternatives are not being offered to 
people. A demonstration garden for people to visit could be helpful. 
Open spaces need to be shaded by trees. Balsall Heath Forum has planted 150 
trees on public spaces in 2009. Trees slow wind speeds, trap carbon from the air 
and build up soil. A tree fixes one tonne of carbon in its lifetime. There has to be a 
continuous tree planting programme, because trees are lost for a variety of reasons.  
                                                
20 ICAX http://www.icax.co.uk 
21 Energy piles http://www.skanska.co.uk/Services/Piling--foundations/Foundation-techniques/Energy-Piles/ 
22 Make It Zone http://makeitzone.org 
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District Heating 

A single boiler heats water which is circulated to buildings through a ‘heat main’. 
Solar heated water could also be fed in. The key is matching demand and supply. 
Ideally, a system includes buildings that are in use in the day-time, such as schools, 
with homes that have an evening peak usage. The approach has been used on 
blocks of flats, but terraced housing might be suitable. The cost is in digging up 
streets, but it may be possible to lay them through front gardens. 

Combined Heat and Power 

Combined Heat and Power systems (CHP) can be up to 90% efficient, compared 
with 30-40% for existing power stations which waste most energy via their cooling 
towers. CHP works by piping gas into buildings and through engines to generate 
electricity, with the waste heat being captured and used for central heating or hot 
water. Two useful forms of energy are obtained from one fuel. Losses of both 
electricity and heat are small, as they are being used close to their origin. Heat can 
be used in the building or shared through district heating pipes laid underground. 
CHP is normal in many countries, and becoming popular in Britain. CHP can be 
sited in cities, unlike coal or nuclear generation. It ican be eligible for the Feed In 
Tariff and potentially for the Renewable Heat incentive. 

Birmingham has a strategy to cut its carbon emissions and generate its own power 
through large CHP plants via ‘Birmingham District Energy Company’, a partnership 
with Cofely23.. Birmingham district energy schemes save in excess of 10,000 tonnes 
of CO2 emissions per annum.  There are ambitious plans for many such CHP 
stations in a ring around Birmingham.  
There are CHP operates plants for the Broad Street area, at Birmingham and Aston 
universities, and at some hospitals, such as Moseley Hall Hospital (110 kw). CHP 
suits a ‘campus’ with a variety of users for the heat, drawing at different times of the 
day, e.g. schools in the day and homes in the evening. 
One question is what is the use of the hot water from CHP in summer-time?  A 
report by Council’s Urban Design team has indentified Moseley Road swimming 
baths as an ideal site for CHP24. The CHP plant at Aston University campus includes 
the historic Woodcock Street Baths. Gas would be saved in heating baths water and 
showers. Surplus hot water could be exported, via a heat main laid to adjoining 
users such as the Balsall Heath Health Centre and pharmacy25. Surplus electricity 
from a CHP plant would be sold to the local grid and this attracts the feed in tariff 
payments. Renewable Heat incentive gives a second payment for the heat. This 
would obviously depend on Birmingham City Council committing to a long term 
future for the baths on this site. A flow of income to support the running of the Baths 
would be created from sale of surplus energy. See section below ‘Balsall Heath 
Power Station’  

Energy from Wastes 
The great majority of municipal waste in Birmingham is burned in the Tyseley 
incinerator. Landfill sites are becoming too expensive to use. The incinerator is 
                                                
23 Birmingham District Energy Company 
24  
25 http://www.friendsofmrb.co.uk/2010/07/potential-for-energy-and-water-savings-at-moseley-road-baths/ 
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highly inefficient and burns a mix of food, water, plastic, paper with incombustible 
items (that become ash). It wastes most of the energy released, only a small fraction 
becoming electricity (a waste of energy plant). It should not be regarded as 
‘renewable energy’. 282,000 tonnes of CO2 come from it annually, the biggest 
source of emissions in Birmingham26. 
Waste is becoming too valuable to burn or bury. One estimate is £120 a tonne for 
the value of the materials in household waste, if kept separate and sold to 
processors. Friends of the Earth calls for domestic rubbish to be halved by 202027. 
Rubbish should diminish rapidly in the future. The end of the Council’s contract with 
the owners Veolia in 2019 is a golden opportunity to trial more efficient solutions, 
some at neighbourhood level as described in a report by Friends of the Earth and 
the Chamberlain Forum.  
Gas from Waste 
As recycling rates increase an increasing pert of ‘residual waste’ is going to be 
waste food and other ‘putrescibles’.  Balsall Heath and the ‘Balti triangle’s 50 
restaurants and take-aways have a problem with waste food, which is encouraging a 
huge population of rats, plus cockroaches, gulls, pigeons, foxes and other ‘pests’. 
Taking to landfill is a pollution problem, as uncontrolled methane leaking is a 
powerful greenhouse gas. It is wasteful to burn food. Instead it should be collected 
and composted or digested in enclosed vessels, making renewable gas by 
Anaerobic Digestion (AD).  
Aston University Bioenergy Research Institute has an innovative plant opening in 
autumn 2012. This will digest organic waste to make biogas, then heat the 
indigestible matter to give syngas (pyrolysis). The gas drives a CHP plant. It is a 
highly efficient. CO2 gas emitted can be trapped and used to grow algae that can be 
turned into an vegetable oil. They plan a new energy industry, powered by the city’s 
own waste28.  
The liquid product from AD is a liquid fertiliser. The CO2 emitted from CHP can be 
used to warm and fertilise horticultural glasshouses, growing tomatoes and other 
tender crops.  
Renewable gas can be stored, piped and injected into the grid29. The latter approach 
is proposed by EON to avoid the need for storage.  
Small scale AD is used in many countries. It might be viable for a group of 
restaurants that produce a continuous supply of food waste. Grass mowings could 
be digested in an AD plant. The Community Composting Network has a project to 
trial small scale anaerobic digestion30. Ecotricity is making its renewable gas a 
selling point to customers31. 
Food collection may be a service that could be done by social enterprises, such as 
Birmingham Community Recycling32. Waste food is 75% water- so it makes no 
                                                
26 In Your Backyard Air Pollution http://www.environment-agency.gov.uk/homeandleisure/124274.aspx 
27  
28 Aston Uni EBRI http://www1.aston.ac.uk/eas/research/groups/ebri 
29 ‘The Potential for Renewable Gas in the UK’ 2009 National Grid 
30 CCN http://www.communitycompost.org/index.php/projects/mad/46-mad 
31 Ecotricity http://www.ecotricity.co.uk/our-green-energy/our-green-gas 
32 Birmingham Community Recycling http://www.shopforchange.info/community-recycling-cic/ 
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sense to transport it long distances. The best location for AD in Balsall Heath CHP 
would be close to a big heat user, such as Moseley Road Baths, or Joseph 
Chamberlain College. 
Wood Waste 
‘Biomass’ boilers use pellets or chips of waste wood from the scale of a house up to 
a district heating scheme. Birmingham Friends of the Earth has installed one in an 
attempt to make their building in Digbeth zero carbon.  
The ideal place to burn biomass is in a city, where both electricity and  waste heat 
can be used in a biomass CHP scheme. This is the source of energy for the 
BEDZED zero carbon housing in London. 
Biomass boilers are eligible for the Renewable Heat Incentive from April 2012, which 
will further  improving their economics. 
The security of the fuel supply is a question issue. Britain has doubled its tree cover 
in the last 80 years and most of this has yet to be managed for waste wood, while 
the use of wood as fuel is still very minor. There is a proposal to plant a huge new 
belt of trees around Birmingham. The RHI is giving an expectation of a future 
demand that is stimulating companies to invest in making the fuel. 
Tree surgeons produce a lot of logs and wood chips, which they have to dispose of, 
but they are damp and would need drying before use as fuel. There is a 
neighbourhood plan to cooperate in managing the grounds of the various housing 
association properties in Balsall Heath. This could supply wood chip. 
A project to make ‘logs’ from autumn leaves has had some difficulties, (e.g. the City 
Council wanting to be paid for their leaves!) 33 
Jericho Foundation has a wood recycling project. Furniture and other wooden items 
are sold, or remade into new products. The sawdust is being compressed to 
briquettes for fuel34. These can be burned in wood burning stoves that are approved 
for a smokeless zone. An advantage is that this waste wood is already quite dry. 
Value from Waste 
Birmingham’s municipal waste recycling rate of 32% lags behind other authorities 
such as Walsall 47%35. Having removed the food waste, we would be left with clean 
items that can be reused or recycled. This saves the energy of manufacturing new 
items. Re-use saves the most energy and can be done at neighbourhood level. 
Charities already do a good job collect clothing door to door, and sell furniture, 
books, household items in charity shops in Balsall Heath.  
There are potentially many jobs when we stop burning waste and recover its value. 
All the items collected by the council in ‘bulky waste collections’ from streets are 
burned in the incinerator, although at least half could be sold according to the 
experience of CSV Environment  in Birmingham. 
Jericho Foundation is trialling diverting and selling items from council waste sites. 
There are plans to repair unwanted bicycles. There are Reuse Centres in London, 
Scrap Stores and other examples around the country. Leamington Spa has the 
                                                
33  Leaflog http://www.leaflog.com/index.php 
34 Jericho Foundation http://www.jcp.org.uk 
35 Recycling rates 
http://www.resource.uk.com/article/Latest/Zero_Waste_Race_local_authority_residual_league_table 
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successful Re-useful Centre36. Other examples of re-use centres are in Milton 
Keynes, Wrexham, Northampton. The scale is comparable with an urban 
neighbourhood such as Balsall Heath, another example being Seagull Recycling in 
Skegness37.  Presteigne in Powys is an example of a town in which the community is 
taking responsibility for its own waste and recovering the value in it38.  

 

Balsall Heath Re-use Centre 
1. Space to accept and store and resell unwanted items from residents with 

drop off external yard  
2. Sales area and internal show room, office  
3. Operated by a social enterprise to provide work experience, training and 

job opportunities. 
 

5. Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) 

Business costs 
Balsall Heath has many small family-owned businesses - mainly shops, cafés, 
restaurants or takeaways. Small businesses find that fuel costs are now a serious 
element in their profitability. Fuel bills are in competition with the wage bill, so 
sustainable jobs depend on energy efficiency. Our small business sector may not 
exist in future, unless fuel consumption can be cut. Large businesses are ‘investing 
to save’ and this could increase their advantage, e.g. large supermarket chains, 
sucking even more money from an area like Balsall Heath. 
A profitable small business sector will retain income in the area and gives a choice 
of local ‘offers’, so that people do not have to travel to shop. There is free energy 
saving advice available from the Carbon Trust, or from Birmingham Chamber of 
Commerce. 
Heating 
Just keeping doors to businesses closed can save much heating in winter, at no 
cost. There is a national campaign to Close the Door which commissioned research 
from Cambridge University that proves 50% of shops’ energy is wasted if doors are 
left open, but also that customers are not deterred by having to open a door 39 A trial 
by Birmingham Friends of the Earth in Kings Heath has revealed much interest from 
shopkeepers in Close the Door.  
Some shops are overheated and could save, just by turning down the heating. A 1 C 
lower thermostat setting can save 10% of the heating load according to the Energy 
Savings Trust40. 
 
                                                
36 Re-useful Centre www.action21.co.uk/reuseful_centre.html 
37 Skegness www.seagullrecycling.org.uk  
38 Presteigne http://www.cwmharrylandtrust.org.uk/presteigne_norton_zero_waste.html 
39 Close the Door  http://www.closethedoor.org.uk 
40 Energy Savings Trust http://www.energysavingtrust.org.uk 
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Lighting 
There is a huge potential to save electricity through energy-efficient lighting in 
offices, shops and restaurants.  The payback can be just one year, with long term 
savings. Low energy lighting and appliances should be considered before solar pv 
generation. 
Refrigeration 
Balsall Heath has many shops selling food, also cafes, take ways etc using fridges 
and freezers which are a significant user of electricity. Fridges must have doors or 
curtains to keep the cold in. 
There is a good fit between the demands of refrigeration and the availability of solar 
PV on the roof, i.e. more electricity in daytime than at night, and more in summer 
than winter. 
Washing Up 
The 50 restaurants in the Balti Triangle are potential users of solar water for washing 
dishes and hand washing. Solar hot water could be plumbed into dishwashers. 
Water heated during the day can be stored and used in the evening. 
Laundry 
Laundries and launderettes are large users of hot water and electricity, mostly in 
daylight hours, so they have a good fit with solar energy. Washing machines can be 
plumbed to use solar heated water. Balsall Heath has no launderette. A Community 
Solar Launderette would meet a need in the area. 
Capital Costs 
The national Green Deal scheme, starting in Oct 2012, will allow owners of business 
premises to have renewable energy installed, and pay the cost back through a 
monthly charge that is matched by their energy savings. Tenants could be protected 
from fuel prices rises if the landlord agrees, but the capital value of the equipment 
goes to the landlord. 
Green Business Club 
Local businesses could be encouraged to meet and help each other to ‘go green’. 
‘Industrial symbiosis’ is a procedure for businesses to compare their wants with 
others unwanted outputs, then trade, e.g. wastes, services. An existing business 
forum could be the best avenue for this. Businesses would identify many ways to 
help each other cut waste41  
 

6. Community Buildings  

Balsall Heath is an area where many of the large buildings are owned by community 
organisations or public bodies. They provide vital services, while employing and 
training many residents. They are faced with reduced grant income from public 
sources, due to the long-term need to pay back the government’s debts. If they 
cannot reduce their running costs, they may not be sustainable in future, with 
serious consequences for everyone’s quality of life. Their buildings are mostly old, 
poorly insulated and wasteful of energy. Energy efficiency will be a matter of survival 
for community buildings.  
                                                
41 http://www.nisp.org.uk 
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Balsall Heath Is Our Planet has produced 6 energy plans for community owned 
buildings, showing how much needs to be done to stop waste of energy and move to 
onsite energy sources. There are probably another 6 community or publically owned 
buildings which need attention. In particular, along the Moseley road are several 
large impressive heritage buildings struggling to survive – Baths and Library, Old 
Print Works, Art School. These buildings together have the potential for a thriving 
centre of Balsall Heath for residents that also bring in visitors. But energy efficiency 
will have to be tackled to make them sustainable. 
Our large roofs are an asset – together they can form a ‘Balsall Heath Solar Power 
Station’, feeding clean electricity into the local grid, while earning money for the 
neighbourhood. Solar pv installation has begun, with the Balsall Heath Church 
Centre on Edward Rd/Mary Street. It has an 8 kilowatt system installed March 2011. 
This uses flexible thin film amorphous sheets stuck directly down with adhesive (no 
panels). The earnings are helping to meet the costs of activities in the building, 
which offers a day centre for elderly people and other activities.  
Examples from the New Economics Foundation suggest that every £100 of income 
spent by local organisations in the community generates another £50 spending 
before it leaves the area42  

Schools and colleges 
Birmingham City Council has announced (September 2011) its plans to invest in 
Solar pv on 165 city schools, using the economies of scale obtained by Birmingham 
Energy Savers. It will be up to the schools to maximise the educational benefit. 
Joseph Chamberlain 6th Form College has large roofs, with potential for PV 
generation, as does the Women’s Academy of South Birmingham College on 
Edward Road. 
The Salix scheme makes loans to public bodies for energy schemes and has 
recently received further funding43. 
10:10 is piloting ‘crowd funding’ of school PV from parents, teachers, local 
businesses in their ‘Solar Schools project’44.  
 
The Health Centre 
‘Balsall Heath Health Centre’ on Edward Road has a large south-facing roof. It uses 
daytime electricity and much hot water; it seems ideal for both solar thermal and PV.  
It backs onto the Moseley Road Baths and there would be benefits from cooperating. 

Balsall Heath Power Station 
 

Solar pv systems on roofs of various community buildings  
20 kwp X 10 buildings = 200 kwp = 160,000 kw hours/ year 
Schools 5 primary schools 45 kwp = 225 kwp = 180,000 kw hours/ year 
CHP plant at Moseley Road Baths – 100 kwp of electricity plus heat 
                                                
42 The Money Trail , NEF 2009 www.neweconomics.org 
43 Salix finance http://www.salixfinance.co.uk/home.html 
44 Solar Schools  http://www.solarschools.org.uk  
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a) Initially gas fired, heat distributed via heat main to health centre and 
other neighbours 

b) Potentially using renewable gas from Anaerobic Digestion plant using 
food waste from restaurants 

c) Heat main to circulate surplus heat to Health centre and other buildings 
in the area; Public library, Moslem students’ house, Old Print works/Make 
it Zone, former Art school. 

d) Horticultural greenhouse to use the moist, warm, CO2 rich exhaust air 
and the liquid fertiliser from AD plant. 

e) A ‘microgrid’, to collect our electricity and supply at a low price to 
adjoining buildings. Such a microgrid has been planned for the village of 
Ashton Hayes in Cheshire45  

 
7. Investing in renewable energy 

Money is a form of energy, or represents energy. Money mobilises and incentivises 
people to action. Building a local money system will increase the resilience of the 
neighbourhood. If this is tied to energy saving, then money presently flowing out as 
fuel bills will be retained and circulated within the neighbourhood. 
There are guaranteed income streams from clean energy generation, the Feed In 
Tariff and Renewable Heat Incentive. The FIT has been very successful at 
encouraging 100,000 new installations in the UK and bringing down the price of the 
equipment. The government will reduce the new rates for 2012 on solar PV, as the 
price of installation has fallen so much and electricity prices have risen. The rate of 
return should still be attractive to investors. Energy savings will increase in value, as 
fuel prices rise. This should be a low risk investment. 
A community tariff is proposed to keep up the incentive for schemes that are 
intended to benefit communities rather than private companies.  
Community organisations generally have difficulty finding the thousands of pounds 
required for capital costs to install community energy systems, despite the long term 
benefits.  
We need to have a mechanism to connect community energy investment 
opportunities with local savers. Not everyone has a south facing roof for solar PV (or 
has already done this!) Many people have some savings, but they are earning only 
very low rates of return in financial institutions. The recession means interest rates 
are very low unlikely to rise in the near future.  Many Moslems will not invest in 
interest bearing accounts, and so have a long term problem finding a return on their 
capital apart from renting properties. Property prices have been stable, in contrast to 
the rises we used to experience.  
In 2011, BHIOP has discussed this situation with Sustainable Moseley (SUSMO) 
and Kings Heath Transition Initiative, which are similar energy saving initiatives to 
the north and south of us.  We are setting up an Industrial and Provident Society 
(IPS) that can issue shares and raise capital from individual savers.  We have 
                                                
45 Ashton Hayes www.goingcarbonneutral.co.uk 
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partnered with national Community Renewable Energy (CORE)46 and are calling our 
IPS ‘CORE50’, because the 50 bus joins the three neighbourhoods.  
Cooperating gives us a pool of investors, and of knowledgeable and committed 
people to direct the project. CORE50 has advice support from Cooperative 
Enterprise Hub, CORE and the WM Low Carbon Economy programme of 
Sustainable West Midlands. 90 similar initiatives are appearing around the UK.  
Owners of community buildings are likely to be offered free installation and free 
electricity (available in daylight hours), in exchange for reassigning the Feed In Tariff 
to CORE50. Surpluses will be used to undertake further energy saving work and can 
pay a dividend to local investors. 
An alternative could be the new Cooperative Energy which will use the Co-operative 
Bank as ethical lender to finance solar pv installations47. 
Birmingham City council cabinet member Cllr Paul Tilsley announced in September 
2011 an idea for the Council to sell electricity to Birmingham residents and 
businesses, as was done in the 19th & early 20th century. The electricity from PV or 
CHP that the Council installs could be bought and used in the city, without the need 
to go through one of the Big Six energy companies. 
 

8. Housing – affordable warmth and power 

Existing housing stock 
Nationally, it is said that two thirds of the houses we will live in 2050 are already 
standing today. In Balsall Heath, it will be an even higher proportion. We must plan 
to a programme of ‘retrofit’ our existing homes to be much more energy efficient.  

 
 

 

 

 

New Housing  

Very little new housing has been built in Balsall Heath in the 21st century. For 
people to become new house owners, prices will have to fall and this will not happen 
unless more houses are built.  
There may be a substantial site for new housing identified in the Neighbourhood 
Plan for Balsall Heath. All new houses built in Britain must be ‘zero carbon’ by 2016 
which gives the chance for a demonstration of highly energy efficient housing with 
the infrastructure to support it. 

The Eco-village  
                                                
46 CORE Community Renewable Energy  www.corecoop.net 
47 http://www.cooperativeenergy.coop 
 

Energy retro-fit programme for existing 
housing  

[outlined in the accompanying report] 



 18 

A new Eco-Village would be a zero carbon housing project in Balsall Heath. 
Creative and pioneering new residents will be attracted, if they can build their 
own homes to the design guidelines of an eco-village. Social landlords may wish 
to build affordable homes to rent or buy. 
It will be easier to achieve zero carbon living for a whole community. The cost 
does not have to be greater than conventional housing, if energy efficiency is 
designed in from the start. Ideas such as these can be included. 

1. Houses to be aligned to give an optimum orientation for solar panels and 
windows for passive solar gain 

2. Earth sheltering to prevent heat loss 
3. Wind turbine, if the site is suitable, with buildings planned so as to 

channel the prevailing wind to it 
4. Heat main installed to share heat from a CHP scheme, generating heat 

and power. This could include Joseph Chamberlain college which uses 
heat in the daytime. 

5. Streets to be ‘home zones’ without through traffic, safe for walking, 
playing, with spaces for car club vehicles 

6. Gardens, to allow food growing 
7. Zero run-off with porous surfaces that allow rain infiltrating the ground 
8. Net zero water use, e.g. rain water storage system and grey water reuse 
9. Planting of trees and shrubs, to give a sheltered microclimate 
10. Some space on site to run small businesses, including a community owned 

shop. 
New housing should minimise high-energy materials, such as steel, aluminium, 
or concrete. Instead, onsite materials should be used, top soil, earth, clay, 
reclaimed timber, bricks and rubble of demolished buildings. Existing buildings 
should be incorporated into new development where possible, rather than 
demolished.  
Multi-storey buildings will save land space, but care must be taken to prevent 
the shading of other buildings, especially the roofs and undesirable wind tunnel 
effects.  
 
9. Water 

Birmingham’s mains water comes from mid-Wales. It has to be pumped and treated 
to drinking water quality and waste water treated. There are energy costs to all this. 
The rising cost of water is largely driven by the rising cost of fuel, and water 
companies are warning of more rises to come.  
Since land for new reservoirs is expensive, it makes more sense to store water 
where we need it, in cities.  
Rain storage 
2011 has been a very dry year and our rainfall is becoming more uncertain. In future, 
Balsall Heath can use more of the rain that falls on it from roofs.  
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Rain butts can divert rain from downpipes of buildings for use outside; washing cars, 
windows, patios, watering gardens, greenhouses, animals. Balsall Heath Forum has 
been installing rain butts and compost bins art community buildings, but more could 
be done.  
Rainwater harvesting in large tanks for individual buildings would help prevent 
flooding of drains. It can be used for toilet flushing (one third of water use), for 
washing of clothes, people, cars, watering of gardens. This saves both on the cost of 
water supply and on drainage of rain fall to public drains. Such systems have been 
too expensive for widespread use, but higher water costs may mean they are 
economic in more situations. 
Trees are showing signs of stress in the warm, dry springs and summers that we 
seem to be experiencing. On public green space, ditches, swales and pools could be 
used to hold rainfall and allow it to infiltrate into the ground.  
Water saving devices 
Buildings can do much to conserve water by low cost devices; low flow showers, 
spray taps, waterless urinals. ‘Grey water’ outflows can be used, for example. to 
water gardens. 
Saving hot water saves on both the gas and water bill. Mosques use large amounts 
for ritual washing. The Hamza mosque, Church Road has made big savings by 
using flow regulators (EON Showersave). 
Boreholes 
The Moseley Road swimming baths were built in 1907 with a borehole, for its own 
water supply, sunk 727 feet down to the underlying strata to provide 10-20,000 + 
gallons an hour. This should be re-opened, to cut the costs of paying for water. 
There is actually a problem of the water table rising under Birmingham, since many 
industries that used to do this have closed down.  
There seems no reason why new boreholes should not be sunk in the 21st century to 
extract water. Specialist well drilling firms can advise. 
 

10. Food Growing 

Modern farming is very energy-intensive and dependent on oil for fertiliser, vehicles 
and food processing. Food prices are rising and cheap food is unlikely to return 
because of population pressure and the stresses of climate instability on global 
harvests. We are using a lot of land in other continents to grow our food which may 
not be available for much longer. Transport of fresh and perishable foodstuffs 
especially by air is going to be much less viable in future. ‘Food miles’ are going to 
be important. 
Birmingham is said to be the ‘fattest city in Europe’, with 29% of the adult population 
are classified as obese48.  We are advised to eat 5 portions of fruit or vegetables 
every day, for good health and are already suffering for lack of these items. As 
prices rise, people may cut back on just the fresh produce that has the most vitamins 
and minerals. 
                                                
48 Association of Public Health Observatories http://www.apho.org.uk/resource/item.aspx?RID=50321 
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Salads and fruits are the most likely foodstuffs to be thrown away and wasted 
because they are the most perishable49. Fortunately it is fresh herbs, leaves, fruit 
and vegetables that can most easily be grown on small city plots close to where it 
will be eaten.  Food can be picked and eaten in the quantity and at the time at the 
time of optimum ripeness and nutritional value. Home grown food will not replace 
food from shops, but would complement it.  
Cultivation involves healthy exercise and has social benefits, bringing people 
together across ethnic divisions etc. Community gardens can be a source of pride 
for all. There is evidence that working in gardens can benefit people’s mental health 
make them more employable and even lower the rate of petty crime 50. 
Growing spaces like the plant Nursery with glasshouses shown on old maps, behind 
Tindal School, has long gone, but there is a lot of ‘public open space’ owned by the 
Council that produces only grass cuttings. The Neighbourhood Plan can consider 
whether some of this underused land can be allocated to food growing. 
Private Gardens 
25% of the land area of Sparkbrook ward consists of private gardens, but some is 
lost every year. Garden sharing is one approach, matching gardeners with who want 
growing space with those who cannot manage their garden.51 Another is Grofun, 
used in Kings Heath, where garden owners help each other bring gardens back into 
cultivation52.  
Birmingham Friends of the Earth have pioneered temporary growing in builders’ 
bags on concreted or tarmaced sites. 
Some people have lost control of their long gardens and no longer want lawns and 
private hedges. Balsall Heath Forum green team has communalised much of the 
garden space behind Cheddar Road, with the residents approval, giving a grassed 
area for children’s play. Long term maintenance may be an issue. Such reclaimed 
areas might be divided into raised beds for cultivation. 
A Demonstration Garden would help people to see what is possible. 
There seems to be a need for training in gardening skills and knowledge, 
somewhere to buy plants and seeds, tools to borrow and share.  
Balsall Heath is an orchard, with many fruit trees in private gardens. There may be 
gluts of fruit at times, that people cannot use or store. Produce-swapping events 
have been held by Birmingham Friends of the Earth, an idea that can be used 
anywhere. A scheme called Urban Harvest picks the members’ fruit, leaving behind 
bottles of juice53.  
The Community Garden Centre at St Paul’s Road shows growing and sells plants 
and seeds, but it is restricted by its site. Could a swap of the site be arranged to 
somewhere more capable of expansion? 
The Balsall Heath City Farm, next to the Children’s Centre, shows that ducks and 
hens can be kept successfully and eggs sold to the public.  
                                                
49 WRAP http://wrap.s3.amazonaws.com/the-food-we-waste.pdf 
50 Benefits of gardening http://www.skillsdevelopment.org/pdf/Roots%20to%20work%20report.pdf 
51 Transition Town Totnes Gardenshare www.transitiontowntotnes.org/projects/gardenshare 
52 Grofun, Kings Heath http://kingsheathtransition.wordpress.com/projects-2/grofun/ 
 53 Urban Harvest  www.urbanharvestbham.org 
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Any new homes built in future should have gardens attached, or nearby, where 
people will be able to grow food. These have to be protected from slabbing over for 
car parking. 
Allotment gardens  
These are popular in Birmingham and are mostly fully occupied, but there are none 
available in Balsall Heath or nearby. It is a responsibility of the City Council to offer 
allotments to those who ask for them. One or more sites should be identified and 
reserved in the ‘Neighbourhood Plan’. A number of small sites will help everyone 
who wishes to walk to their allotment.  
Thought must be given to the water supply, e.g. river, or rain, or underground water.  
Growing sites would ideally co-locate with a composting site for garden and food 
waste, for a supply of soil nutrients. Composting can be done at neighbourhood 
level. Birmingham City Council pays for a collection of garden waste from every 
street which is transported to a composting site out of the city (Pershore?). There 
could be ways to save on the transport of this waste and use it within the 
neighbourhood. Autumn leaves could be included. Obviously, this has to be done in 
ways that do not encourage rats. CSV Environment has run community composting 
schemes here in the past. The site could be combined with an area of community 
gardens.  
Balsall Heath is working towards managing collaboratively the garden areas of the 
different social landlords. Composting this garden waste within the area makes 
sense. There is a national Community Composting Network to advise such 
schemes54.  
 

Balsall Heath Community Gardens 
1. Small vegetable gardens to rent for local residents 
2. Secure perimeter fencing 
3. Using land with existing top soil 
4. Community composting area  
5. Using a water supply that is not metered drinking water for watering 

plants  
6. Communal building and store for gardeners 
7. Individual tool sheds 
 

11. Movement 

Car Use 
The average motorist in Britain drives over 5,000 miles a year, which is equivalent to 
driving to India and back55. Cars are totally dependent on oil, and compete for fuel 
with all the other cars in the world. Progress has been made in making them more 
                                                
54 Community Composting Network www.communitycompost.org 
55 Driving distance http://assets.dft.gov.uk/statistics/releases/national-travel-survey-2010/nts2010-03.pdf 
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fuel efficient, but there are limits to this. The present number of private cars in the 
UK (30 million) cannot be considered sustainable, as ‘peak oil’ bites. We should 
rethink our relationship with the car and plan for a decline from ‘peak driving’. The 
substantial declines in road traffic counts and in petrol sales since 2008 suggest that 
this change has actually begun to happen 56. 
Birmingham is unusually dependent for a large city, on the private car. Car 
ownership has been a symbol of economic success, but it creates issues of space 
for parking, noise and danger on our streets. There are social and environmental 
costs to so many people using a one tonne metal box to get around.  
It is expensive to be a car owner - about £5,800 a year according to the RAC57 and 
the cost of car ownership is mainly upfront; the purchase, depreciation, tax, MOT, 
insurance. This is money diverted from other household expenditure. Today, the 
price of petrol/diesel is at an all-time high. Car ownership is barely affordable to 
many people, but they feel they cannot function without a car. 
Many car journeys are short. Of all trips under one mile, national statistics say that 
20% are driven, 53% of trips under 2 miles long58. People often drive because they 
have a car outside. From a health point of view, driving everywhere is a bad idea 
and most people recognise that they need to use their legs much more often. 
Taxi companies compete strongly with each other which holds fares down, but this is 
still an expensive option for residents, if used frequently.  
The last Census of Population showed that half of households in Sparkbrook Ward 
have no car59. 
Fortunately, Balsall Heath was built 100 years ago, when no-one had a car - or 
thought that they needed one. It has many features that make it possible not to use 
a car, compared with those 20th century suburbs which were laid out for driving. 
Residents have been successful in past campaigns against plans by the City Council 
to widen the Moseley Road, to benefit commuters. This has left the old street pattern 
largely intact, which is a real asset for local movement.  
Car Clubs 
One response to the cost of car ownership is the Car Club. Instead of having to own 
the car you drive, you just pay per journey to use a club car60. They allow people to 
save about £1,000 a year by losing responsibility for the car. Car clubs are common 
in Germany and spreading in some British towns. Birmingham is exceptional in 
having little car club activity but this is likely to change. An example is Common 
Wheels which is a social enterprise61 
The result of paying for each drive is that people only use a car when it would be too 
inconvenient to walk, cycle or use public transport. One car can service up to 20 
people with a booking system, so there are potentially huge effects on the number of 
cars on the road and on parking spaces.  
                                                
56 Traffic counts http://assets.dft.gov.uk/statistics/releases/road-traffic-quarter-2-2011/road-traffic-estimates-
quarter-2-2011.pdf 
57 Cost of motoring http://media.rac.co.uk/pdf/2010-rac-cost-of-motoring.pdf 
58 National Travel Survey 2010, Department for Transport 
59 Car ownership http://www.birminghameconomy.org.uk/download/profiles/wards/wardspa.doc 
60 Carplus http://www.carplus.org.uk/ 
61 Common Wheels www.optionc.co.uk 
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Car clubs can be based at a place of work, a church or mosque, college. Some 
element of trust and ‘common bond’ is useful. A business can avoid the cost of 
owning a company car (about £6,000 a year). Balsall Heath will require some central 
spaces for the club cars to be based.  
Another approach is to use the cars that people own, but are willing to hire out to 
others in the club, e.g. £7 an hour. The club does not own the cars, which provide an 
income for their owners, e.g. Whip Car62  
Cars have an average of between one to two people on board; many empty seats 
are being conveyed around the streets 63. Lift sharing arrangements can be made for 
regular or occasional journeys. The passenger pays towards the cost. The internet 
can help to coordinate lifts, e.g. Liftshare64 A local lift share might be popular for 
weddings and events, e.g. at a mosque.  
It is the job of Travelwise staff to encourage such schemes65  

Slow Down 
The national movement is gathering pace for a 20mph limit in all residential areas. 
This is common in European cities. Some British cities, such as Portsmouth already 
have this, as the default for residential streets66  
This is proposed for Birmingham by Friends of the Earth. Advantages include; 

• Slower speeds help people to drive in a smooth, energy efficient manner.  
• Slower traffic reduces people’s fear of cycling and cycling, including children’s 

journey to school, so encourages the ‘green’ modes of travel 
• City highway engineers would not be able to design for traffic speeds above 

20mph. 
• The lower driving speed hardly affects times for short journeys, i.e. between 

major roads. 
Parts of Balsall Heath are already 20mph zones, so why not all of it? 

Electric cars 
Electricity is a form of energy, but not a source of energy. Electric motors are much 
more efficient than petrol engines, but this gain is lost by the inefficiency and high 
carbon emissions of the coal and gas power stations that supply most of our 
electricity.  
Electric cars would reduce fumes and traffic noise on city streets.  
There is a government grant for electric cars, but they are still very expensive and 
sales are very low to date.  
Some charging points in Birmingham have been removed, since drivers actually 
charge at home, overnight, using off peak electricity. A charging point for customers 
visiting the Balti restaurants on Ladypool Road from out-of-town might be useful, 
since more rapid charging is being developed. 
                                                
62 Whip Car www.whipcar.com 
63  Car occupancy http://www.dft.gov.uk/statistics/tables/nts0906 
64 Liftshare https://www.liftshare.com/uk / 
65 Travelwise http://www.birmingham.gov.uk/travelwise 
66 20s Plenty http://www.20splentyforus.org.uk 
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One potential use for an electric car would be in car clubs. An electric company car, 
charged from solar pv panels on the building or a ‘solar car port’ is an attractive 
combination, as it would have free fuel. 
Biodiesel 
Making biodiesel fuel from food crops is very controversial. It triggers forest 
destruction, and competes with the food supply of people around the world. 
Waste cooking oil, however, is a pollutant blocking our sewers and encouraging rats. 
CSV Environment operates a scheme to recover cooking oil from households and 
businesses called Grease Lightning67. Some community organisations are now 
collecting it and making into biodiesel, to use in their vans, minibuses etc - which can 
be done with simple equipment. It carries a low rate of tax and is cheaper than petrol 
or diesel. Reprocessing waste oil at neighbourhood level makes sense. This is only 
a very minor source of vehicle fuel for the future, however. There could be a conflict 
with health messages, since people should be aiming to fry less of their food. 
Two wheelers 
One approach to reducing energy use is to reduce the weight and the speed of the 
vehicle. Scooters and motorcycles achieve these aims, and save road space and 
parking space. Britain has not used powered two wheelers much, compared to many 
European countries, but this may be changing, due to the costs of driving and public 
transport fares.  
There are now electric scooters and motorcycles and electrically assisted bicycles. 
The latter cost £1,000 and make hills less of a deterrent (contrast £30,000 for an 
electric car). They are becoming popular in some cities. Electricity can be a power 
source that we generate locally, even on individual buildings, so such electric two 
wheelers can be a neighbourhood technology, which will remain independent of the 
price of oil supplies. 

Cycling  
Leg-powered transport is potentially available to most of the population. It is cheap 
and zero carbon.  
Cycling, and walking use the body’s own energy. We need to burn more energy from 
the food we are eating, for health reasons. Birmingham has a rate of one in five 
people obese, the highest in Europe68. Exercise strengthens bones and combats 
heart disease. Walking and cycling can help prevent depression and anxiety. In 
Balsall Heath, the Sports Centre was demolished and the swimming baths is under 
recurrent threat. There is no public gym. We have a crisis of physical inactivity.  
Regular cyclists have been found to have hearts like someone 10 years younger, by 
a Birmingham University study69.  
Birmingham has a very low level of cycling compared to many towns. When the 
streets are closed for a day for the annual Sky Ride large numbers of people have 
appeared cycling. This confirms those focus groups who told the City Council that 
                                                
67 Grease Lightening http://www.stwater.co.uk/upload/pdf/Grease_Lightening.pdf 
 
68 Association of Public Health Observatories http://www.apho.org.uk/resource/item.aspx?RID=50321 
69  Tuxworth, W., Nevill, A., White, C., Jenkins, C. 1986 ‘Health, fitness, physical activity, and 
morbidity of middle aged male factory workers’, British Journal of Industrial Medicine, 43: 733-753.   
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traffic danger is the main deterrent that prevents them from cycling. In 2009-10, the 
strategy reports, 216 cyclists were in reported collisions on Birmingham’s roads70.  
Balsall Heath has the advantage that national strategic cycle route no 5 passes 
through the neighbourhood, from the city centre down to Cannon Hill Park and 
beyond. The crossing of the Middleway at Longmore street is vital to encourage 
walking and cycling into the city centre. The crossing should be a high priority for 
making safer, even at the cost of some delay to drivers and buses. 
Other useful routes taking quiet back street routes are shown on the ‘Cycling and 
Walking Map of Birmingham’ published by the City Council. These could be signed 
and improvements made at low cost. 
The main deterrent to cycling is fear of traffic. Slowing down to 20mph over the 
whole area except ‘A’ roads is most effective. “20s plenty” is the national campaign 
for slower speeds in residential streets.. 
‘Cycle Trains’ have been run in Birmingham in 2011, based on an example in 
Brighton71. People cycle in convoy and they feel safer. ‘Bike It’ is a project where 
Sustrans encourages pupils to cycle to school72, and a cycle train goes to Clifton 
primary school. 
Cycle parking stands and cycle sheds or stores at destinations are inexpensive and 
do much to encourage cycling. BHIOP has requested more stands and 4 new sites 
now have stands. Car parks are the wrong place for cyclist facilities. The rule that 
stands can only be 300 metres apart should be abolished and stands put wherever 
they are needed. Cycle Loops can be fixed to existing street signs. Every new 
development should include adequate cycle parking and storage. 
Second hand cycles can be recovered, repaired and re-sold. Cycle maintenance 
classes would be popular. We have an independent shop Ladypool Cycles. 

Walking  
The School Run means parents taxiing children to school. Of all trips to school and 
college, 45% are by car, according to national statistics73. The streets of Balsall 
Heath are certainly much quieter during school holidays. 
A ‘Walking Bus’ picks up children every morning and walks them to Clifton Junior 
School.  This can displace many car journeys and make the school gate a safer 
place, while freeing parents to get to work. A walking bus should be resourced for 
every primary school.  
Bus Services 
Despite fare increases, the benefits of not having to bear the costs of owning the 
vehicle are substantial. Many people cannot drive for various reasons, too old, too 
young etc. Bus will remain a vital method of transport for Balsall Heathans.  
                                                
70 Bike Birmingham Strategy 2011-15 
71 Cycle Train http://biketrain.org/ 
72 Bike It http://www.sustrans.org.uk/what-we-do/bike-it/wheres-bike-it/bike-it-in-birmingham 
73 Trips by main mode and purpose http://assets.dft.gov.uk/statistics/releases/national-travel-survey-
2010/nts2010-04.pdf 
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A bus holds 80 to100 passengers sharing one driver and one engine. A small shift of 
people from car to bus would have a large effect on number of cars on the road.  
The bus itself can be made more efficient, e.g. hybrid diesel/electric buses in London 
save 30-40% of the fuel.  
Passengers have to wait in all weathers and more substantial bus stands would 
provide better shelter and seating. There are no public toilets in BH, so waiting for 
the bus can be problem. Buses need better information at the stop and online.  
There are security fears and antisocial behaviour on buses, swearing, drink, drugs, 
smoking. The double-decker bus was designed to have two staff; a driver and a 
conductor who supervised the passengers.. Driver-only buses will have to be single-
decker, in the long term. 
West Midlands Travel does not give passengers change, having an ‘exact money’ 
policy. An answer could be if local shops sold advance books or strips of tickets, as 
happens in many countries. 
Inner city residents cannot visit the countryside without a car, because West 
Midlands Travel buses stop before the edge of the built-up area. There could be a 
demand for special bus trips at weekends to country parks, woods or fruit farms.  
Aziz coaches based in Balsall Heath provides a coach hire service. 
‘Birmingham Sprint’ is a proposed ‘bus rapid transit system’ – to be something 
intermediate between a tram and a bus. It would speed up bus travel and would 
change the balance between bus and car traffic on our roads. 
Train Service 
While petrol sales have been falling, more people are using trains than ever in 
Britain.  Birmingham’s Cross City line runs trains every 10 minutes. 
The line that passes from New Street Station to Kings Norton, via Moseley and 
Kings Heath is a candidate for reopening. Balsall Heath railway station stood on the 
embankment between Brighton Road and Runcorn Road. It closed in 1941, as a 
war-time economy measure, to save coal. Today, the line is used by some 
passenger trains going towards Bristol, and is maintained to that standard, but 
Balsall Heathans cannot use it. 

About 30,000 people live in walking distance of the four stations. In 2009, petitions 
were signed by 2,000 people, asking for their reopening. 1 million extra rail trips a 
year would occur, according to a feasibility study for Centro, the passenger transport 
authority74. Plans for reopening local stations, would involve building a curve into 
Moor Street station (as New Street is at full capacity). It is a priority scheme in the 
West Midlands Regional Rail Development Plan75 (2014 onwards) The Local 
Transport Strategy 2011 - 202676  and The Birmingham Big City Plan77.  

The current Centro plan involves reopening all the stations except Balsall Heath. 
Some people think this is too close to the city centre to compete with buses. 
However, Balsall Heath Forum has always supported reopening our station, based 
                                                
74 Centro; Feasibility into Camp Hill rail line 2007 
75 WM Rail Development Plan http://www.centro.org.uk/rail/railstrategy.aspx 
76 Local Transport Strategy http://www.centro.org.uk/LTP/LTP.aspx 
77 Big City Plan http://bigcityplan.birmingham.gov.uk/birmingham-city-centre-vision-for-movement/ 
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on the requests of residents. The Seven Streets have numerous residents who could 
walk to the station, rather than past to the Moseley Road to get a bus as at present. 
Trains would not be as frequent as buses, but can be very reliable and quick into the 
city centre, or to shop in Kings Heath, or access new jobs at Longbridge, the QE 
hospital or University. People could use it for weekend walks on the Lickey Hills.  
The Balti restaurants of Ladypool Road could be reached by visitors on trains from 
the North or South west of the city, or even further afield. Queensbridge Secondary 
and Joseph Chamberlain 6th form pupils could use it daily.  
The cost of reopening the whole line would be considerable, probably involving 
further stations to Tamworth and Aldridge. But if it goes ahead, the cost of a station 
at Balsall Heath would be a very small part. There seems no reason to exclude 
Balsall Heath – the area with the lowest car ownership. The space for the station 
and access to it should be reserved for future use. 

 
Balsall Heath Transport Hub 

1. Plan to reopen Balsall Heath railway station  
2. Plan pedestrian routes and entrances into the station 
3. Add cycle storage and safe cycling routes 
4. Bus stands, taxi rank, short stay parking 
5. Space for car club cars 

 

Consultation and implementation of this plan 
The Balsall Heathan magazine ran an article, alerting residents to the energy plan 
(edition December/January 2011) and asking for their suggestions. 6,000 copies are 
distributed. 
The Neighbourhood Plan for Balsall Heath was being drawn up at the same time 
as this Energy Plan. This has given an opportunity to add its main points to the 
emerging shopping list for the neighbourhood, and include them in the consultation 
exercises being supported by The Princes Foundation and West Midlands Planning 
Aid. These community workshop events held 13,14, 15 December involved separate 
sessions for residents, traders, community organisations, school children. 
A vision for the neighbourhood can be set down in the Neighbourhood Plan that is 
both popular and sustainable. It will be held by the Balsall Heath forum and the City 
Council Planning department to guide future development. 
Balsall Heath Strategic Partnership brings together main agencies in the area; 
police, health, council departments, the voluntary sector. It is considering a formal 
body that could manage funds jointly with a proposal for Neighbourhood Budgeting. 
This is a body that could progress some of the energy opportunities described 
above.  
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