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Cooperative joy gives  
Plymouth new energy21 l Good news alert: community 

benefit societies really benefit 
the community

collaborated with a range of 
organisations in the quest to change 
Plymouth’s energy future. This has 
since evolved to include affordable 
or free insulation and boiler schemes, 
a fuel debt advice service, a home 
energy team, a volunteering and 
training programme, and a health 
service referral pilot project.

The PEC’s primary mission is to give 
the people of Plymouth the power 
to transform how they buy, use 
and generate power in the city. By 
working together as a community 
they now have the authority to change 
their energy future for the better. In 
essence, it’s all about people power.

The PEC’s work focuses around three 
core energy goals: reducing energy 
bills, improving energy efficiency  
and generating a green energy 
supply in the city.

Who are the  
key partners?
Plymouth City Council, Plymouth 
Energy Community, volunteers,  
the public, plus support from  
private energy companies  
in the way of community grants.

What has been  
the impact?
The new community society has 
helped 170 households clear 
over £115,000 fuel debt through a 
dedicated fuel debt advice service. 
Further, the community benefit 
society has provided free training 

What is  
the context? 
Back in 2013, more than one in ten  
of Plymouth’s households lived 
in fuel poverty. This meant that if 
residents’ homes were heated to 
a comfortable temperature, their 
remaining income would fall below 
the official poverty line. This gave 
people the difficult choice between 
a healthy, heated home and food on 
the table. Exacerbating the issue, 
Plymouth also contends with a largely 
inefficient housing stock.

In line with its cooperative ethos, 
Plymouth City Council recognised 
that community energy could be  
a potential solution to rising fuel 
poverty and rising carbon emissions. 
The local authority provided a start-
up loan and grant, got together 
founder members and, after much 
community engagement, helped 
formulate a business plan for a new 
community energy group in the city.

What’s the story?
In July 2013, Plymouth Energy 
Community (PEC) was born. With 
100 founder members, the council 
passed full control to a newly-formed 
board of volunteer directors, taken 
from backgrounds across the city.  
A unique service level agreement 
was formed for the council to provide 
PEC with staffing expertise from their 
low carbon, business, finance,  
legal and human resources teams.
After starting with a simple switching 
and advice service, PEC quickly 
began applying for funding and 
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to 48 volunteers and, through this 
process, enabled four to complete 
the Level 3 City and Guilds in Energy 
Awareness.

The dedicated advice team run by 
volunteers has helped 55 households 
save a total of £27,000 from next 
year’s energy use. On average, 
people saved £203 per year by 
switching and a further £141 through 
acting on advice. By providing 
information and support at over 
250 events and presentations, the 
volunteer advice team has helped 
another 3,000 households, while 
arranging access grants for external 
wall insulation at 700 homes.

In 2014, alongside the development 
of core frontline services, Plymouth 
Energy Community set up PEC 
Renewables to fund and build 
community owned renewable energy 
installations in the city. Members 
of the public were invited to buy 
community-shares with a minimum 
outlay of £50. Over £600,000 was 
raised and, in addition to a £500,000 
loan from Plymouth City Council, this 
provided 21 schools and community 
buildings with free solar panels. 
In 2015, a second opportunity was 
given to buy shares and another 
£850,000 raised. This was again 
matched with a £500,0000 loan from 
the city council and another nine  
solar roofs were built, including 
Plymouth’s largest, which crowns 
Plymouth Life Centre.

Towards the end of 2015, Plymouth 
Energy Community teamed up with 
a local economic development trust 

l Clean, cheap and renewable 
energy is Plymouth Energy 
Community’s driving ambition 



Council in Ham, Devonport and  
St Budeaux. 

This sees homeowners and private 
renters receive free home visits  
and energy-saving measures such 
as LED lighting, draught proofing 
and heating controls. This is 
funded by Intereg’s Climate Active 
Neighbourhoods programme.

Dave Garland, founder director of 
PEC and present PEC Renewables 
Chairman, said: ‘We set out to create 
a community of like-minded people, 
who are committed to helping 
transform all things energy-related  
for the benefit of the local community, 
and we are doing just that!’

Who are the key 
contacts?
Giles Perritt, Assistant Chief 
Executive, Plymouth City Council. 
giles.perritt@plymouth.gov.uk  
01725 398 618
This case study was provided by our 
partners at the Co-operative Councils’ 
Innovation Network – a collaboration 
between local authorities committed 
to transforming the way they work 
with communities, drawing on  
co-operative principles.  
www.councils.coop 

to turn derelict land into a solar array. 
The race was on to do this before  
the government cut the solar 
industry’s subsidies. 

In March 2016, the 4.1 megawatt 
ground-mounted array in Ernesettle 
was generating enough clean energy 
to meet the annual needs of 1,000 
homes. This saw the PEC raise nearly 
£1 million in community shares.

These community owned installations 
allow investor members to receive 
a fair return, provide low-cost clean 
energy and a valuable educational 
resource to host organisations.  
They also generate a vital community 
benefit fund to ensure longevity  
for PEC’s core services.

What have been 
the key elements 
of success?
With over 1,200 individual and 
organisational members, the Plymouth 
Energy Community has been able to 
skip lengthy procurement processes. 
This has assisted its work with a range 
of parties.

The support and foresightedness 
of Plymouth City Council has been 
integral to the project’s inception and 
success. The local authority provided 
the start-up finance, signposted 
access to funding streams and 
sourced founder members and 
volunteer directors. 

The organisation was also responsible 
for the invaluable provision of staff 
through an innovative shared services 
agreement. This meant the PEC was 
able to launch and then grow at an 
unprecedented rate for a community 
energy group. 

As a consequence, groups and local 
authorities all over the country are 
striving to replicate this successful 
collaboration.

What has been 
learned?
Where there’s a will, there’s a way. 
Through working with a number 
of organisations, Plymouth Energy 
Group has created tools and 
relationships to help the community 
achieve their three energy goals. By 
raising awareness and understanding 
of the energy options available, 
the community has the knowledge 
and power to take action. It also 
pays to be ambitious in solving the 
associated issues of energy use. 

In 2016, the PEC secured finances 
through The Healthy Homes Fund 
from the British Gas Trust. The money 
was to address the impact that 
poor housing can have on health. 
During the 12-month project, the 
PEC worked with health providers to 
target individuals with existing health 
conditions exacerbated by the cold 
or damp.

In June 2016, the Big Lottery Fund 
provided £500,000 over four years  
to help people living with disabilities 
and illness in Plymouth stay warm 
and well. 

In October 2017, after adding five 
new advisors to PEC’s Energy 
Team, a new project was launched 
in partnership with Plymouth City 
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