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The coronavirus has made us think about our
lives, how we were living and what we might
do diﬀerently. While in a pandemic it seems
the world is changing totally, in many instances
changes have been accentuated or speeded
up. We were already using video conferencing
and working from home, but now will do so
more o en. The pandemic has given us
permission to try new things.
It has also helped us to see the impact our
ac ons can have on global issues such as
climate change and pollu on. We need to
seize the opportunity to make life cleaner,
greener and fairer, with a just transi on to a
carbon-free economy.
Policymakers need to set parameters so it’s
easier for businesses, ins tu ons and
individuals to act sustainably. Regulators need
to make it harder to behave unsustainably,
while incen vising good behaviour. Economic
s mulus should support carbon-free projects,
with costs shared fairly. Businesses must focus
on people and the planet, as well as proﬁt. The
ﬁnancial system is key here and investors are
increasingly aware that performance on
‘Environmental, Social and Governance’
factors is central to future proﬁtability.
Civic groups can also support wider societal
change. The Pope has spoken of the
coronavirus and climate change as symptoms
of the damage we are doing to the world,
urging greater care. We must equip young
people with resources to address these global
challenges – so they not only understand the
issues, but also how to make changes.
Refo c u s i n g t h e e d u ca o n syste m o n
sustainability is vital.
I’ve been impressed by the enthusiasm, radical
ideas and variety of responses to the
Sustainability First Art and Essay Prizes.
Ranging from prac cal experience-based
recommenda ons, to sensi ve reﬂec ons on
the nature of humanity and how we relate
with each other. I hope this work will inspire
policymakers, regulators, businesses and
individuals to consider how we can all build
from the corona crisis toward a more
sustainable future.
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As a lifelong advocate of sustainability and a
prac cing ar st, I understand the importance
of bringing in new crea ve perspec ves to
inform the work of policymakers and
businesses. Through these compe ons,
Sustainability First has ac vely sought to
understand from young and crea ve people
how the coronavirus has impacted our society,
economy and environment. We want to learn
from their experience and ideas as we seek to
address other global challenges including
climate change, pollu on, biodiversity loss
and social inequality. We don’t want to see a
return to ‘business as usual’. We want to see a
fairer and more sustainable ‘new normal’ as
we emerge from the corona crisis.
This means redesigning and rethinking the
way we run our economies and socie es so
that we value individuals, communi es,
educa on, crea vity and nature – and not just
economic growth. We need to value far more
the health of environments and people;
shi ing away from a focus solely on gross
domes c product (GDP) to wider indicators of
sustainability – including life sa sfac on and
well-being.
It has been a privilege as a judge of both
compe ons to learn so much and be inspired
by so many of the excellent compe on
entries. A big thank you to all the entrants on
behalf of Sustainability First.

I congratulate Sustainability First on their
imagina on and ini a ve by invi ng ar sts
and young people to share their visions and
expecta ons for their sustainable futures. The
star ng point is the emergence of society from
coronavirus and its deadly grip on the human
race. In the split second of one month, the
health of eﬀec vely everyone alive was at risk,
though to wildly varying degrees.
Nevertheless, in that nanosecond of the me
period of humanity, which itself is a
nanosecond of the expanse of life on Earth,
what we took for granted is no more.
The excitement of these wonderful essays and
artworks lies in the courageous and
phenomenal hope expressed. We are entering
a period of new possibili es. Arguably, the
most enduring of these futures lies in
sustainability. This is the dynamic of providing
everyone with the knowledge, the skills, the
drive, and the capability to help shape this
magniﬁcent planet.
Of course, given the inequali es and injus ces
of the pre-virus age, and the manner in which
the virus has magniﬁed these, it will be a
staggering challenge to achieve global
sustainability. The essayists and ar sts think
diﬀerently. They express themselves with
op mism and passion, in ways that are
compelling and credible. Above all, under the
guidance of Sustainability First, they reveal
that sustainability is indeed the only way out of
the pandemic that can ensure a habitable
planet and an equitable humanity.

“The essayists and ar sts think diﬀerently.
Above all, under the guidance of Sustainability First,
they reveal that sustainability is indeed the only
way out of the pandemic...”
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Cover image: Estelle Woolley (Highly Commended)
Breathe, photograph self-portrait with moss, 2020
Estelle presents a self-portrait made during the ﬁrst week of isola on in response to the
coronavirus pandemic. The facemask, an increasingly familiar sight in the everyday
world, is made using moss from the garden, ac ng as a ﬁlter.
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Preface

About Sustainability First

S

ustainability First is a think tank and charity that promotes prac cal, sustainable solu ons to improve environmental,
economic and social well-being. We are a trusted convenor on public u lity issues and have a strong track record of
bringing stakeholders together in mul party projects in the public interest.

At the beginning of the pandemic, Sustainability First launched a Corona Build Back Be er Work Programme to understand the
implica ons of Covid-19 for sustainability and to help ensure a smart, fair and green recovery. The Sustainability First Art and
Essay Prizes are a key part of this ac vity. The 'Next steps' sec on at the end of this book outlines our future plans in this area
and explains how this ﬁts into our wider work.

Sustainability First Authors

Acknowledgements
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steps needed to deliver a sustainable future, a er Covid-19. It has been
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at Annex D.
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The views in this virtual book do not necessarily represent the views of Sustainability First, or its Associates.

Contact Us
We would welcome feedback. If you have
any comments or would like to discuss
Sustainability First’s Corona Build Back
Be er Work Programme and how you can
support and get involved with this going
forward – please contact Sustainability
First’s Director, Sharon Darcy at:
sharon.darcy@sustainabilityﬁrst.org.uk
Registered Charity Number: 1078994
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www

Visit us
sustainabilityﬁrst.org.uk
Email us
info@sustainabilityﬁrst.org.uk
Follow us
@SustainFirst

Write to us
C/o IEEP, 3rd Floor,
11 Belgrave Road,
London, SW1V 1RB
YouTube:
www.youtube.com/channel/UCav
-zSvntQznFlJj5pJ-cig

Introduction and
Guide to this Book

T

he Sustainability First Art and Essay Prizes, launched in April 2020, invited original, radical
ideas and visions in response to the ques on: ‘How do we build from the current corona
crisis towards a more sustainable future?’ We had a fantas c response to these open calls,
with over 1,200 entries. The judging panels included representa ves from climate change and
environmental policy, business, academia, arts and the media. This virtual book showcases insights
from the essays, shortlisted artworks and reﬂec ons from the judges. It analyses key themes from
the submissions and our survey on this topic and sets out some prac cal recommenda ons.

Throughout the document we reference the ideas and imagery of essay entrants and ar sts by
highligh ng their names in green.
The book has been wri en to be accessible to a wide-ranging audience. It is intended to act as a
pla orm to share the work of the entrants but also to s mulate a dialogue between people from
diﬀerent disciplines and backgrounds at this major crossroads in all of our lives. We want to use this
cri cal juncture for change to ‘Build Back Be er’ and develop a more resilient and sustainable
future.

Guide to this Book
This virtual book begins with Sustainability First’s recommenda ons of how we can build from
the corona crisis towards a more sustainable future. These proposals draw heavily on both the
Essay and Art Prizes entries, responses to our survey and our wider discussions with
academics, decision-makers in government and business and civil society leaders.
The next sec on summarises the themes emerging in the Art Prize entries. The book then
analyses the key themes emerging in the Essay Prize entries. These are split into three groups:
cultural, behavioural and societal change; government policy, regulatory and ins tu onal
change; and business leadership, governance and prac ce. The book ends by outlining
Sustainability First’s proposed next steps in this area.
Annex A contains a brief descrip on of the prize-winning and shortlisted art compe on
entries. The prize-winning and shortlisted artworks and images are interspersed throughout
the book. Annex B summarises the prize-winning and shortlisted essay compe on entries
with hyperlinks to these entries. The Annex notes that the works of many other highly scoring
entrants are featured and credited throughout and summarises our survey.
Annex C sets out the procedure that we followed in running the compe on. Annex D notes
our many acknowledgements, including to all of the fantas c entrants and our dis nguished
judging panels, without whom this book would not have been possible.
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The Corona Crisis
The coronavirus has impacted people across the globe,
upturning everyday life in unforeseen ways.
The loss of life has been devasta ng.

A

t the me of wri ng, the UK has the third highest recorded death
toll worldwide. Global lockdown has slowed economies, leading
to recession, with wider social impacts such as disrup on to
educa on, loss of employment and rising debt for individuals and
businesses. Social isola on and lack of face-to-face personal interac on
has exacerbated mental health issues. Exis ng inequali es have been
exposed and accentuated. Ethnic minority communi es have been
dispropor onately impacted by the coronavirus. Governments have
intervened in economies in unprecedented ways and the lines between
business and state have blurred. Public trust in poli cians has been
adversely aﬀected when the response to the pandemic has been slow.
6

This sudden and drama c change has also oﬀered an opportunity for
contempla on, to pause and reﬂect on the way we have been living: to
ques on consump ve lifestyles, reassess work–life balance and refocus
on well-being. There has been a visible increase in community spirit with
local networks suppor ng vulnerable people and NHS volunteers and
expressing gra tude for key workers. Businesses and individuals, who
were able to, rapidly adapted to homeworking. Daily walks and bike rides
have encouraged us to no ce and appreciate local nature. We have
enjoyed cleaner air from reduced emissions.

Sustainable Recovery

As we emerge from the corona crisis, governments
will focus on economic recovery and building
resilience against future pandemics – and other
global threats like climate change. In the UK there is
an emphasis on the importance of a ‘green
recovery’ and the need to ‘Build Back Be er’. The
corona crisis, climate emergency and calls for social
jus ce, as seen through the Black Lives Ma er
demonstra ons, are in many ways interlinked. Each
of these issues calls on individuals, businesses,
ins tu ons and governments to ques on their
beliefs, a tudes and behaviours, and ask the
ques on: How am I contribu ng to this problem
and what can I do about it? This may feel daun ng,
but the corona crisis has shown us how everyday
choices and ac ons can make a big diﬀerence. To
build resilience at the scale and pace needed,
h o w e v e r, i n d i v i d u a l a c o n s n e e d t o b e
accompanied by structural changes in ins tu ons
and ‘the way society is run’.
Through the Sustainability First Art and Essay Prizes,
entrants have highlighted that we cannot return to
business as usual: with a focus on economic growth,
high consump on and waste, and an unequal
society. As essayist Alicja Boryn has said that we
have ‘a once-in-a-life me opportunity to rethink

William Bock (First Prize)
May Daily #4 Illegal Dump, Ireland, 60 x 110
cm, photograph, 2020
During lockdown in Ireland, William captured
daily encounters with the environment using
his body and a camera. An illegal dump spoke
of the complex human rela onship with
nature. To live sustainably we need to no ce,
engage with and understand who and what
lives on the land around us.

and restart … we have gained the opportunity to
consider what is truly important in our socie es and
ﬁnally no ced clearly some glaring shortcomings.’
To build resilience, we need a vision for the ‘new
normal’, with diﬀerent values and indicators of
success, based on the health and well-being of
people and the environment. This will require bold
and brave leadership from governments (na onal,
regional and local), policymakers, regulators,
ins tu ons, businesses and members of the public.
The corona crisis has shown how government can
act for a wider public beneﬁt, drama cally limi ng
individual freedoms and oﬀering a ﬁnancial support
package to those impacted. We are not advoca ng
further use of such draconian measures, but this
shows what can be achieved when there is a vital
impera ve, a clear goal and public understanding
and support. Developing a new vision, par cularly
when faced by considerable uncertainty and
complexity, requires an understanding of the
context in which people live – as well as crea vity.
By bringing together the work of ar sts, students
and young people, the Sustainability First Art and
Essay Prizes begin the processes of collec vely
‘reimagining’ a more sustainable future.

Cathryn Ross, Group Regulatory Aﬀairs Director at BT Group and Chair of the
Government’s Regulatory Horizons Council – ‘It is essen al that we get our
economy going again and renew our focus on how we deploy the scarce
resources we have to very best eﬀect. That means improving eﬃciency and
enabling innova on to create value. But it also means reﬂec ng on how that
value is distributed between diﬀerent groups in society and between today and
tomorrow – we need to come out of this crisis with a be er balance.’

The coronavirus has demonstrated how the ac ons of
every person can make a diﬀerence on a global scale.
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Sustainability First’s
Recommendations for ‘Building
from the Corona Crisis Toward
a Sustainable Future’

T

hrough the Sustainability First Art and Essay Prizes and our survey
on this topic, entrants have shared a vast range of perspec ves on
the challenges and opportuni es for the UK and worldwide as we
emerge from the corona crisis, with proposals for how to build a more
sustainable future.
Sustainability First sets out below some recommenda ons developed as a
result of this process, highligh ng the issues that came out most strongly
across both the art and essay compe ons. Our proposals address the
need for a balanced response to the crisis, which delivers economic, social
and environmental well-being, in the short term and into the future.

Liz Elton (Second Prize)
Hill, 500 x 350 cm, compostable cornstarch, vegetable dyes from
food waste, food colouring, food supplements, water miscible oil,
silk and seeds from na ve medicinal plants, 2019
Liz considers the poten al embedded in waste. Her pain ngs are
made on compostable food recycling bag material, which is fragile
and ethereal and ﬂoats like parachute silk with the movement of
the air around it. She uses vegetable dyes from food waste and
food colouring, sewing the pieces together with silk. The
experience of viewing the work may be medita ve, oﬀering a sense
of me suspended. The domes c se ng in a garden, a reminder of
the conﬁnes of lockdown, and a sense of hope that can be created
from everyday materials.
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Freya Moﬀat (Third Prize)
Un tled, 30 x 42 cm, Chromogenic Photographic Paper, 2020
Freya’s sculptures in domes c se ngs oﬀer an eerie reﬂec on of
the experience of lockdown. They explore the strangeness of
existence without external s mulus, drawing on conversa ons with
elderly people and friends who live in conﬁned spaces. Her papier
mâché creatures are made from the stuﬀ that comes into our
homes, including free newspapers and cardboard delivery boxes –
abandoned, forgo en and unread materials.
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Cultural, Behavioural and Societal Change
Well-being,
community spirit
and connec on
with nature

We can build on the posi ve societal changes seen as a result of the corona crisis – such as a wider focus on well-being, acts of
kindness in communi es, a renewed sense of connec on to our local green spaces and apprecia on of nature. When
policymakers and businesses ask, ‘What is in the public interest?’ they need to consider well-being in the round. Iden fying
and focusing on mutual interests and ‘co-beneﬁts’ – such as improved air quality from reduced traﬃc pollu on – is important
to ensure the risks and rewards from change are shared in a fair way.

Sustainable
consump on and
produc on

Many of the ar sts in the compe on highlighted the impacts of high consump on and waste materials, including fast
fashion, food waste and plas c pollu on. Essay writers also considered supply chains, par cularly for consumer goods –
highligh ng impacts on health, the environment and social exploita on. Anneli Tostar ’s essay highlights how high-income
countries are shi ing their carbon footprint to low-income countries. While shops were closed, consumers bought online.
Businesses have been impacted by premises being closed in lockdown, social distancing requirements and disrup on to
supply chains. They will need to develop more sustainable and resilient supply chains for the future. These should focus on
‘circular’ business models – which design waste out of the system. Consumer awareness, labelling and educa on are also
important.

Sustainable
transport

The corona crisis has changed the way people travel, avoiding unnecessary journeys, walking and cycling where possible,
using cars instead of public transport. The lockdown led to a signiﬁcant reduc on in traﬃc-related pollu on. Arlene Barclay’s
essay argues that the government can encourage ac ve transport by priori sing investment in pedestrian and cycle paths,
instead of new roads. Governments need to carry out impact assessments to assess unequal exposure to risk in terms of travel
choices as we emerge from the pandemic. For example, higher-income individuals may be able to travel independently in
electric vehicles, while those on lower incomes may be exposed to greater health risks on public transport. The full cost of
carbon needs to be reﬂected in transport costs, for example with a Fuel Duty Escalator. A tax on frequent ﬂiers should also be
considered.

Social jus ce and
equality

Structural inequali es have been further exposed and accentuated by the Covid-19 crisis. Equality sits at the heart of a
sustainable society. As shortlisted ar st Sam Schmi said: ‘The overwhelming number of events this year are a cascade of
interconnected crises; we need to see a climate movement that is more intersec onal’; this means understanding how social
and poli cal iden es (such as race, class, gender, sexuality and disability) might combine to create systems of privilege,
discrimina on or disadvantage1. This will require public engagement and ins tu onal change at all levels – local, regional,
na onal and global. For social jus ce to be meaningful, decision-making needs to be open, inclusive and representa ve of
diverse communi es.

Representa ve
public engagement
and par cipa on

New ways of communica ng online make technology-facilitated mass par cipa on possible. We can take this opportunity to
give people a stronger voice and sense of agency in decisions aﬀec ng their futures. This is essen al to build trust and
conﬁdence in decision-making in a dynamic and disrupted world. This can be done through community-based listening circles
across the UK, feeding into larger-scale, representa onal Ci zens Assemblies. These can build on the work of exis ng Climate
Assemblies and focus on the impacts of Covid-19 in terms of equality and the need for tax and welfare reform.

Educa on on
sustainability and
diversity

A greater focus on sustainability is needed in educa on and the na onal curriculum. Schools need to develop programmes to
teach the next genera on of ci zens, poli cians and business leaders how their ac ons impact on sustainability and to
encourage debate on what resilient ins tu ons and businesses in the twenty-ﬁrst century might look like. Schools are already
engaging with the UN Sustainable Development goals and the issue of climate change. This can be developed further to teach
young people about how to enact change, understanding the interlinkages and trade-oﬀs of environmental, social and
economic issues, and on social jus ce.

Cathryn Ross, Group Regulatory Aﬀairs Director at BT Group and Chair of the Government’s
Regulatory Horizons Council – ‘Everyone should be encouraged to have a growth mindset. The idea is
to move away from a ‘ﬁxed mindset’ in which there is a ‘right’ and a ‘wrong’ answer and where you get
praised for ge ng it right and shamed for ge ng it wrong, into a mindset where you can embrace
change and ambiguity as an opportunity to learn, and where we value those who take on ambi ous
challenges, try their best and grow their capabili es as a result. If we had this mindset, we would not
only be more innova ve today, but we’d build our capability to innovate and adapt and grow through
change in the future.’
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Eleanor Shipman
60,000 Last Breaths, photograph of sculptures made with protec ve facemasks, 2018
Eleanor uses recycled air pollu on masks in place of ﬂowers to make six tradi onal
Vietnamese funeral wreaths to raise awareness of the 60,000 air pollu on-related
deaths per year in Vietnam (WHO, 2018). The piece has taken on new meaning in light
of the coronavirus crisis, with the need for protec ve masks and the reduced pollu on
levels resul ng from global lockdown.

Government Policy, Regulatory and Ins tu onal Change
Smart, fair and
green recovery
package

Smart, fair and green recovery package The Government’s recovery package needs to be smart, fair and green. It needs to
address social recovery and environmental resilience, as well as economic objec ves. Government investment should be
focused on smart and low-carbon industries and infrastructure – such as renewable heat, energy storage and full-ﬁbre
broadband – and climate adapta on (e.g. ﬂood defences). This needs to be responsive yet strategic and joined up. Reskilling
and training support are also needed for a post-Covid-19, net zero2 and digital/ar ﬁcial intelligence world, par cularly in
areas that have been ‘le behind’. Radical, local and cross-sector water and energy eﬃciency programmes can help deliver
this. All government support and public procurement need to be condi onal on addressing environmental goals and social
inequali es (par cularly those exacerbated by the pandemic, such as race, gender and people without access to broadband).
This work needs to be aligned with ‘just transi on’ thinking to deliver a fair approach to decarbonisa on and addressing
climate change.3

Ge ng the balance
right between
na onal and
regional decisionmaking – a new
social contract

The coronavirus has impacted communi es and geographies diﬀerently. Climate change is further exacerba ng some of these
impacts. While recognising that some issues require a na onal response, where appropriate, local regions should be
empowered to do what is best for them, with adequate resources and power given to the devolved na ons, and local and
regional government and local leaders consulted on key strategic decisions (such as regulatory price reviews). This is essen al
for local leaders to be able to meet the needs of their areas and cons tuents. Listening circles and Ci zens Assemblies are a key
part of this change; they can help formulate local plans (for example, for health, housing, energy, water, waste, transport,
communica ons etc.) and feed through into shaping na onal policy. These more par cipa ve ‘bo om-up’ and ‘top-down’
forms of engagement need to be brought together as part of a new social contract for a sustainable future.

Redeﬁning value
and developing
sustainability
metrics

Many essay writers and judges called for a na onal rethink in focus beyond economic growth and gross domes c product to
take account of wider deﬁni ons of value. Many of the essays argued that policymakers and regulators need a new set of
na onal indicators and metrics that measure social, environmental and economic outcomes, along with wider health and
well-being. Nurah Niazy suggested bringing public health into the deﬁni on of sustainability.

Cross subsidies in
bills have reached
their limits – it is
me for tax and
welfare reform

Costs are increasingly passed on to customers though their u lity and other bills. These o en have unequal impacts. Crosssubsidy between diﬀerent groups of consumers through billing is reaching its limits. Tax and welfare reforms are needed. First,
to address the growing aﬀordability crisis accentuated and also caused by Covid-19. Second, to ensure that prices capture the
true cost of carbon and keep us on track to deliver net zero. This could start with a ‘fuel duty escalator’ in the Autumn Budget
and move to removing fossil fuel subsidies and introducing new fossil fuel taxes. Ci zens Assemblies could help deliver a fair
and acceptable outcome on tax and welfare reform, considering proposals and advising policymakers on the implica ons and
unintended consequences of diﬀerent approaches.
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Business Leadership, Governance and Prac ce
Redeﬁning
company purpose
and values

The Covid-19 crisis has put companies’ approaches to responsible business prac ce to the test. Businesses have been forced
to ques on their purpose and contribu on to society – and how their ac vi es can deliver for people and the planet, in a
proﬁtable way, when it counts. They have had to re-evaluate their resilience to future threats and disrup on, such as climate
change and biodiversity loss. Sustainability First recommends that businesses adopt a sustainable licence to operate
approach4 – integra ng and embedding a focus on purpose and the long-term public interest in all their work. This approach
can par cularly help companies that use private capital to deliver public value (such as public u li es) to be more proac ve in
how they deal with social and environmental issues – and give them the legi macy to develop new opportuni es (such as in
the growing green economy).

Environmental,
social and
governance (ESG)
factors and impact
inves ng

Investors need to re-evaluate the core business models in which they invest and consider the genuine environmental, social
and governance impacts of their investments. By engaging with businesses, regulators, policymakers and civil society on these
issues, investors can maximise beneﬁcial outcomes for customers, employees, the communi es they put their money into
and the natural environment. Before the crisis, there was an increased focus among investors on environmental, social and
governance (ESG) factors in decision-making. This needs to be mainstreamed, with more thought given to the ‘social’
outcomes of investments, how these meet local needs – and the culture necessary to deliver these. Post-Covid-19 and in a
deep recession, the focus needs to shi to ‘impact inves ng’ and how investors can use their money to more consciously drive
posi ve beneﬁts for society and the environment.

Diversity
throughout
organisa ons

It is cri cal that all companies and government ins tu ons consider diversity throughout their organisa onal structures.
Diversity can build resilience to future shocks (diversity in thought and backgrounds helps overcome groupthink) and,
par cularly for organisa ons delivering public value, it can also improve public trust and conﬁdence. Companies need to enact
a range of measures, including diversity in recruitment; proac vely training staﬀ members, business leaders and board
members to promote equity and combat discrimina on; a fair pay structure; equal access to opportuni es; internal and
external communica ons about equality; addressing biased language; and to reﬂect the lived experience of their customers
and communi es.

Flexible and
homeworking
prac ces

The crisis has accelerated a shi to homeworking, which has brought beneﬁts, including to the environment; reducing
stressful commu ng mes, travel costs and pollu on. Some staﬀ will welcome this greater ﬂexibility; others may struggle to
put this into prac ce (e.g. those in overcrowded accommoda on) or to maintain work–life balance when the boundaries are
blurred. Businesses can support their staﬀ by understanding and addressing the inequali es and other impacts and costs of
homeworking. Taking responsibility for ensuring staﬀ members have access to broadband and cyber security is cri cal, given
our almost complete digital dependency through the pandemic and as business/service models evolve.

Jobs, skills and
innova on

The pandemic has impacted jobs and risks damaging whole sectors of the economy. The government’s support package has
been helpful, including the furlough of staﬀ, grants for self-employed people and small businesses. However, as we open up,
unemployment is likely to escalate. And some people have not been able to access the beneﬁts, including those on short-term
contracts. A number of essayists, including Patrick Hinton and Alicja Boryn, called for the retraining of people to work in green
sectors – such as retroﬁ ng homes and businesses to tackle and adapt to climate change; laying ﬁbre op c broadband cables
and ensuring cyber secure communica ons. Appren ceships can help bridge the gap for young people and those changing
careers and can help exis ng local businesses to innovate and train people in the skills of tomorrow. Essay prize ﬁnalist Manjot
Heer advocated the establishment of sustainable innova on hubs led by universi es and facilitated by government.
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Developing a Crea ve Network for Change
Ongoing dialogue

The network of students, early stage researchers and ar sts that we have convened through the Sustainability First Art and
Essay Prizes process is part of ‘par cipatory engagement’ in ac on. It is a way of collec vely char ng our course through
complexity, uncertainty and the unknown – that builds on ‘crowdsourced’ insights and challenge. Dialogues like this need to
be con nued. Sustainability First are looking for partners to join us in this collec ve endeavour.

Jeremy Till, Head of Central Saint Mar ns and Pro-Vice Chancellor of the University of the Arts (Chair)
– ‘The Arts have an incredible role to play in the imagina on, an cipa on and projec on of new futures.
We are facing a crisis that demands systemic change. We need scenarios of living and behaving that we
simply don’t have yet. This is where I think the crea ve sector, and ar sts in par cular, have a really
important role in this envisioning process.’
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Key Themes Emerging from the
Sustainability First Art Prize

T

he crea ve sectors have been par cularly hard hit by the Covid-19 lockdown. As
museums and galleries closed, ar sts lost both a source of inspira on and the
opportunity to exhibit works. ‘Many ar sts found themselves without work, teaching,
providing technical support or gallery work’.5 But ar sts and ins tu ons have rapidly
innovated to ﬁnd new ways of sharing works digitally – sharing theatre, opera and ballet
performances, crea ng virtual tours of galleries and live streaming events, par cularly through
social media. Ini a ves on Instagram such as The Ar st Support Pledge and Paper Patrons
encourage generosity as ar sts pledge to buy another ar st’s work when they reach a target of
sales. The move to digital has helped people to stay inspired and connected during a diﬃcult
me, while also making performances and artworks accessible to a wider, and poten ally more
diverse, audience.

Adam Sadiq
Selected Ambient Air: COVID
London 2020, audio-visual
installa on, Max MSP, Ableton,
open data, 2020
Adam developed Selected
Ambient Air (SAA) in
collabora on with Po Hao Chi
(Zone Sound) which is used to
depict rising and falling
pollu on over London during
the coronavirus lockdown. The
work is designed to provide an
emo onal and intui ve
experience of data, by applying
musical values and sequencing
to air quality data.

Across the entries as a whole there were a number of themes that came out strongly, including:
Air quality

Making the invisible tangible in imagina ve ways. Adam Sadiq assigns musical notes to air
quality data to depict rising and falling pollu on over London during the coronavirus
lockdown. Stephen Benne shows the wilding of London, visualising air pollu on data in
March 2020 compared to March 2019. Highly Commended ar st Estelle Woolley’s moss
mask symbolises the importance of nature for human health. Eleanor Shipman uses recycled
air pollu on masks as ﬂowers in funeral wreaths to raise awareness of pollu on-related
deaths. Jasmine Pradissi o makes sculptures from nitrogen dioxide absorbing ceramic
geopolymers, so the works themselves help to reduce air pollu on. Sarah Strachan brings
together a collec on of objects to share people’s experience of air quality around the world.

Tabish Khan, Art Cri c, Londonist and Regulatory Manager, Bri sh Gas –
‘The fact that exhibi ons and artworks can now be mapped 360° in virtual
reality, is incredible. I can get close to experiencing the real thing from the
comfort of my own home. The implica ons for accessibility are huge!’

Waste and
plas c
pollu on

Second prizewinner Liz Elton considers the poten al embedded in waste, making pain ngs
with food dyes on compostable food recycling bag material, ﬂoa ng in the air like parachute
silk. Georgia Tucker has created a virtual reality world to highlight the issue of marine
pollu on. Maria Arceo constructed a footprint-shaped light installa on, made with plas c
collected in forty clean-ups along the Thames from Teddington Lock to the sea. First
prizewinner William Bock shares daily encounters using his body in the environment during
lockdown, where an illegal rubbish dump spoke of the complex human rela onship with
nature.

Sustainable
fashion

We had a large number of entries from fashion students working with sustainable and
recycled materials to highlight the waste of fast fashion.
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Geraint Ross Evans (Highly Commended)
The Closer We Are, 48 x 366 cm
Cardiﬀ Rivers Group, 48 x 122 cm
Both charcoal on paper, mounted on
oriented strand board, 2019
Geraint worked with the Cardiﬀ Rivers
Group, a voluntary li er-picking
organisa on. He depicts these volunteers
as selﬂess guardians of their
environment, removing li er from
waterways, restoring the river through
urban and rural environments. The
Covid19 crisis has served to remind us of
the importance of community ac on as a
meless force for good.
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As we emerge from the corona crisis, the art world may look
quite diﬀerent, with ar sts exhibi ng and selling directly
online, including through social media. Experimen ng with
new formats can change the works themselves, as well as
how they are shared and enjoyed. Art can play an important
role in terms of leading cultural change, na onally and within
local communi es, and crucially reﬂec ng the experiences of
diverse communi es.

Experiences of
lockdown and
social isola on

Many ar sts shared their unique experiences of lockdown. Third prizewinner Freya Moﬀat's sculptures explore the
strangeness of existence without external s mulus, while being made from the stuﬀ that comes into our homes, including free
newspapers and cardboard delivery boxes. Kathy Bruce's work captures the isola on, fear and distancing we have all been
living with as the result of this pandemic.

Community spirit

Highly commended ar st Geraint Ross Evans focuses on the importance of community ac on with a scene of voluntary li er
picking in a local river. Jacob Weeks reminds us of the selﬂess sacriﬁce of those on the front line, depic ng on leaves through a
sustainable process an image of every NHS staﬀ member and care worker who has lost their life during the pandemic.

Home and garden

Ar sts highlighted the importance of home as a space of security. Tere Chad’s carbon neutral construc on is made from
recycled bo les and earth. It is shaped like a shell, to bio-mimic the hermit crab’s reusable home.
Rebecca Harper explores the emo onal and heightened rela onships lockdown; how this me has enabled a refocus on wellbeing and encouraged people to appreciate gardens and local green spaces like never before.

Sam Gare, Ar st and Co-Founder, the Wilderness Art Collec ve – ‘I’m a really keen advocate of trying
to reconnect people with nature, to encourage people to see what’s around them. Coronavirus might
actually have improved our rela onship with nature and con nuing to enjoy and no ce the natural
world post-corona, may well have an impact on the behaviour change that we need for a sustainable
future.’

Connec on to
nature

Rachna Garodia’s tapestries seek to bring the 'outside' in, evoking the simple pleasures of a woodland walk. All around the
world we have been forced to pause, to stay at home and save lives. Her handwoven works are like a prayer in praise of the
spirit of nature, its mutability and irregularity. Rachael Mellors captures the momentary shadow imprint of her body on a cliﬀ,
embedded with layers of soil and impregnated with shell fragments and fossils, layered over millions of years.

Geraldine Cox, Ar st in Residence at Imperial College London – ‘The artworks that most caught my
imagina on, and my heart, were the ones that embodied personal and tender observance of nature, as
well as the recogni on of our inseparableness from nature. To me, these seemed like the important
thought pa erns to nurture, if we are to thrive in the years ahead.’

Environmentally
sensi ve materials
and processes

Many ar sts shared how they limit their impact on the environment through the use of sustainable and recycled materials
including hand-ground pigments and environmentally sensi ve processes. Maria Arceo's approach of gathering and
displaying waste plas c serves both to clean the environment and raise awareness of the ways we are damaging it.

Social jus ce

A few ar sts highlighted issues of social inequality and the need for social jus ce. Although the theme of social inequality
came through in most of the essays, fewer ar sts addressed this, with the focus mostly on nature and the environment. The
recent Black Lives Ma er demonstra ons have highlighted the importance of redressing the balance in the art world, the
works showcased and how to address discrimina on and ins tu onalised racism. Sam Schmi suggests that the
overwhelming events of this year are a cascade of interconnected crises. We need to develop a climate movement that is more
intersec onal.
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Georgia Tucker
Conniveo, Virtual Reality Environment – Unreal Engine, 2020
Georgia uses virtual reality to tackle environmental issues and
create specula ve futures. She seeks to highlight the unhealthy
rela onship between natural environments and manmade
materials. Conniveo focuses on marine pollu on: par cularly
plas c pollu on, oil pollu on and dead zones. She feels that
lockdown has made people more aware of their consumerism and
personal impact on the Earth.

Sectoral Insights: Water
Maddy Pearson writes movingly about water eﬃciency and public health, referring to the need to look beyond the hydrologic-cycle to
the hydro-social cycle. Flagging the parallels between Covid-19 and the resilience of resources like water, her essay emphasises the
importance of helping people to see that ‘... while water gushes from their taps, it is the illusion of abundance that ﬂows forth, not its
reality. The reality of an abundant water future is one of knowledge, sharing, crea vity and conserva on.’
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Key Themes Emerging from the
Sustainability First Essay Prize

1.

Cultural, Behavioural and Societal Change

Key issues
A highly transmissible, zoono c disease has laid bare the fragile
human–environment interac ons that are so obscured from modern
modes of living and working. Fundamentally it has illustrated how
vulnerable our globally connected socie es are to shocks, which should
have been an cipated. The ensuing public health emergency and
corresponding restric ons on movement have oﬀered an opportunity for
introspec on and catalyst for behaviour change.
Shortlisted essays that focused on ‘Cultural, behavioural and societal
change’ suggested that to build from the corona crisis to a more
sustainable future, we must reconsider: What do we really value? Do we
want to return to the way things were or develop a new ‘normal’? How do
we address inequali es in society? And, at a prac cal level, what do we
need to do to maintain some of the posi ve sustainable behaviours that
have emerged in the crisis?

What do we value?
Though Covid-19 has undeniably caused a great deal of hardship (to our
physical, mental and economic health), a recent survey commissioned by
the Food, Farming and Countryside Commission, found that fewer than
one in ten people wants a full return to our pre-Covid world (Wood,
2020),6 sugges ng an appe te to learn from this crisis and to embed some
of the posi ve personal, social and environmental changes which have
emerged.
Entrants iden ﬁed our exis ng ‘Before Corona’ high consump on
pa erns as being diametrically opposed to our ability to deliver a
sustainable future. Moreover, where individuals have been fortunate
enough to reﬂect on the situa on, without suﬀering the most urgent

repercussions of Covid-19 (including bereavement, ill health, job losses,
precarious living condi ons and reduced access to essen al services),
entrants suggest that exis ng travel restric ons, more ﬂexible working
schedules and the curtailment of regular ac vi es has placed a renewed
focus on the importance of well-being, public health, nature and human
connec on – as opposed to a focus on GDP and consump on.

How do we address inequality?
Entrants also emphasised that Covid-19 has highlighted and accentuated
the inequali es in our society – and around the world – and the fragility of
social support systems. Among other impacts, in the UK lockdown has
increased the incidences of domes c abuse7 and has illustrated the
linkages between poor mental health and ﬁnancial inequali es.8 Evidence
is emerging that Black and Minority Ethnic Groups are dispropor onately
aﬀected by Covid-19,9 with Public Health England10 ci ng: socioeconomic factors, access to health care and depriva on, among other
reasons for generalised health inequali es back in 2017.
With the Black Lives Ma er movement simultaneously gathering
momentum in the US and the UK, shortlisted entrant Anneli Tostar makes
the point that we cannot repair systems to what they once were. Her essay
notes that at the core of any economic recovery plan, if we are to rebuild
sustainably, we must rebuild inclusively. The World Economic Forum
(2015)11 has cited inequality as a central issue for the United Na ons
Sustainable Development Goals (UNSDGs) and there is a growing body of
evidence that inequali es in income and wealth cause: economic
instability, a range of health and social problems, undermine social
cohesion and curtail the adop on of pro-environment strategies and
behaviours. Addressing inequality must be at the heart of how we build
from the current corona crisis towards a more sustainable future.

Andy Johnson, Assistant Editor and News Editor, the i paper
– ‘It’s important these aren't white middle-class issues. There
are fundamental inequali es of race as well as class. We need
to ensure that wealth and opportunity are equally
distributed. Which, I would argue, comes from a massive
investment in educa on.
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Solu ons
Entrants highlighted the need to step back and create a vision for the future, which balances
economic, social and environmental outcomes, rather than a return to business as usual. Ma
Madden’s essay draws on the thinking of Zamenopoulos (2008),12 no ng that major human
endeavours are mo vated by shared representa ons of reality. This emphasises the need for a
posi ve, unifying narra ve, which permeates every level of governance, businesses and
diﬀerent social groups, regarding how we rebuild in a post-Covid world.
To guide the development of this posi ve narra ve for change requires us to ask: What is
important? What do we truly value? In the starkest way possible, Covid-19 may act as a catalyst
for this type of reﬂec on. Put succinctly by prize-winning entrant Dylan Ngan, isola on has shown
the importance of human connec on for our well-being and highlighted how interconnected we
are – especially when the repercussions of one rule-breaking indiscre on may have nega ve
health consequences for others. Dylan argues that if we value life and our rela onships with
others most of all, then a human-centred approach to recovery is key. This means priori sing
mechanisms that protect life and improve our long-term resilience. This is reiterated by other
entrants, including Nurah Niazy who cites academics (Hakovirta and Deuwara, 2020),13
sugges ng that we should reframe sustainability to include health as a fourth pillar, or a unifying
thread which runs between economic health, environmental health and social health. Aligning
environmental policy more ﬁrmly with public health policy seems sensible considering that
human pressure and ecological degrada on are the likely cause of the pandemic. Moreover,
reframing sustainability in this way might help facilitate the behavioural changes and ins tu onal
transforma ons required for a sustainable future, through a persuasive focus on co-beneﬁts.
Carbon emissions are key to short and long-term public health. Es mates suggest that these have
dropped by up to 17% during lockdown, largely a ributable to reduc ons in surface transport (Le
Quéré et al, 2020).14 Moreover, to aid safe individual mobility, ci es from Bogota to Berlin have
reallocated space for pedestrians and cyclists, with some changes likely to become permanent.
The public health implica ons for preven on of Covid-19 and corresponding reduc ons in air
pollu on represent a posi ve synergy, otherwise known as a mutual or co-beneﬁt. Shorter-term
co-beneﬁts might also extend to the energy sector, which could use this period for radical energy
eﬃciency retroﬁt programmes and to test demand side control and smart-metering ini a ves,
while people spend more me at home – as suggested by Shilpita Mathews.

Professor Nick Pidgeon, Cardiﬀ University –
‘Health and well-being come together in the
United Na ons Sustainable Development Goals,
but we need to make the connec on between
well-being and sustainability more explicit.’

Jacob Weeks
To remember, recollect, think of, bear in mind: Amor Padilla Ga nao,
20 x 25 cm, leaf and frame, 2020
Jacob’s works record the people who have lost their lives on the front
line caring for the ones we love. He plans to produce an image of
every NHS staﬀ member and care worker who has lost their life during
the pandemic, as a reminder for future genera ons of their selﬂess
sacriﬁce. The images have been made through this period of
lockdown, using the chlorophyll process, a completely sustainable
process using natural light to burn an image onto leaves.
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Shortlisted entrant Anneli Tostar
Entrant Oliver Lack and shortlisted
Professor Fiona Staﬀord, University of Oxford –
suggests
the need for dedicated
entrants Alicja Boryn and James Poston
‘Many people have never no ced spring unfold, as
representa onal task forces, while
(see Figure 1), also suggest that we
they have during this period of lockdown. It has
Professor Tim O’Riordan suggests the
should leverage the impact of lockdown
been
very good for mental health and terribly
use of community-based listening
changes, which have ﬁxed us ﬁrmly to
circles. These would ensure that underour local areas. Not only has there been
important for the environment, making people
represented groups are sought out, so
anecdotal evidence for rising kindness
aware of the biodiversity we have in this country.
their opinions are heard and accounted
and community spirit to support each
In fact, it seems to be a new-found enjoyment for
for. These more tailored forms of
other through this crisis (Waters,
engagement, which ac vely seek to
2020),15 but it is clear that local green
many people. Perhaps this situa on will help green
know
what people need and want
spaces have supported many people in
the curriculum and get nature into schools, because
gained momentum when the Welsh
coping. In such a diﬃcult period, the
it is something that has been side-lined, yet is of
were planning their Well-being of
ability to go outside to exercise, or
fundamental importance for a resilient popula on.’
Future Genera ons Act in 2015. Now
simply break up the day, has remained
Scotland is taking a similar approach, as
one of the few constants. Safe access to
part of their Just Transi on Commission, to advise on a net-zero economy
these spaces is crucial for mi ga ng the wider health impacts of the Covidthat is fair for all.19 Among other groups, they have made a commitment
19 pandemic response, crucially for the maintenance of physical and
to ‘speciﬁcally seek and consider the views of young people’.
mental health (BMJ, 2020).16
This connec on to nature delivers beneﬁcial public health outcomes, and
may encourage longer-term pro-environmental behaviours (Nisbet,
Zelenski and Murphy, 2008).17 Alicja Boryn argues that these behaviours
should also be encouraged post-Covid for their low-carbon value.
Nervousness about interna onal travel in a post-Covid world, may oﬀer a
rare opportunity for growth in domes c holiday markets, while
simultaneously reducing CO₂ emissions from avia on, which in 2018
accounted for 2.4% of global emissions from fossil fuels (Graver, Zhang and
Rutherford, 2019).18 As suggested by Oliver Lack, delivering economic
beneﬁts to socio-economically deprived coastal regions through domes c
tourism could: support local and regional development, reduce social
inequali es, improve our rela onships with nature, deliver public health
beneﬁts and have a democra sing economic eﬀect on the country.
Entrants also made the case, that to deliver a sustainable future, reducing
social inequali es – especially those exacerbated by Covid-19 – is unlikely
to suit a na onal level, ‘one size ﬁts all’ response. It seems that crea ng
communi es that are more resilient to pandemics, economic shocks, and
climate change, instead requires a nuanced, decentralised and local
approach, inﬂuenced heavily by community par cipa on.
Making some headway into par cipatory engagement, the last two
Ci zens’ Climate Assemblies (which brought together people from all
walks of life to discuss how the UK can reduce greenhouse gas emissions
by 2050) were held online. This level of engagement s ll does not go far
enough if we are to reduce inequali es and deliver a sustainable future.

Another aspect of inclusion and community engagement was noted by
shortlisted entrant Parth Devalia whose essay refers to the 750,000
people who volunteered for the NHS in just four days. This highlights the
ability of communi es to come together in mes of crisis. Parth notes that
we are already living in a world of technology-facilitated mass
par cipa on, whether organised via a mobile responder app, or social
media. This oﬀers a huge opportunity for grassroots change, as well as
inclusive, par cipatory engagement processes, which can feed into
decision-making, at a local, regional and na onal level. Illustrated by
Alexander Oxley, Plymouth’s online Crowdfunding ini a ve has provided
a successful way to support projects that improve the local environment
or support local businesses and are paid for by the local council and
ci zens on a 50/50 basis. This has created a ci zen-led approach for how
the council’s funds are distributed (RTPI, 2019),20 clearly contribu ng to
beneﬁcial economic, social and environmental outcomes.

Laura Sandys, Chair of the Government Energy Data Task
Force – ‘The use of virtual communica ons in this period is a
perfect analogy for the u lity of distributed networks.
Centralisa on simply hasn’t been giving enough people
agency.’

To summarise this chapter, Nick Pidgeon (Professor of Environmental Psychology at
the University of Cardiﬀ) suggests: ‘there is a clear appe te for a more sustainable
future. Covid has shown that behaviours can change, but we need to put pressure on
those with poli cal and ﬁnancial levers to invest in the signiﬁcant structural changes
that are needed to support people’s choices in an appropriate way.’

Figure 1. James Poston’s Build Back Be er
Poster, as part of a campaign encouraging
posi ve lockdown behavioural changes to s ck.
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Tere Chad
The ReEnlightenment, 120 x 160cm, Cob, recycled bo les, stones, wood log and bees wax, 2018
Carbon neutral construc on made though collabora on that reﬂects on if the ra onal ideas of
the Enlightenment brought us the wealth we wanted. Brings the news light enhancing the sun
and wind through recycled bo les. Speaks about the urge of not forge ng our ability of sensing
the world through our hands, and not forge ng that our planet is alive. It has the shape of a shell
bio-mimicking the hermit crab’s recyclable houses. Hermit crabs use shells as houses and as they
grow, they change to a bigger shell and leave their previous house for a younger hermit crab.
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Essay Commentary – Tim O’Riordan,
Emeritus Professor of Environmental
Sciences, UEA

Sustainability First’s Conclusions and
Recommenda ons on Culture,
Behaviour and Societal Change

All of these essays have merit and in many ways are all
connected. The idea of ci zens’ conversa ons, especially led
by the young, looking at various themes for crea ng a
sustainable society and economy on a regenerated planet is
the most important requirement. This is about leadership
from the people who have borne the brunt of all of this and
must be given their full say in its a ermath.

We are living in a period of dynamic change. As boundaries blur
and people realise we are part of a complex and interconnected
system, we are star ng to ask fundamental ques ons about
what we value in society. We now have a once-in-a-genera on
opportunity to ‘rethink’ and build a more sustainable future.

In such conversa ons the issues of: governance; localism;
community crea ve experiments; reconnec ng with nature as
our suppor ve host; new forms of deﬁning well-being and
be erment; and new ways of experiencing urban; suburban
and rural life – can unleash a socially suppor ve, innova ve
and sustainable society.

Everyone needs to play a part in the recovery process. For this
to happen, we need a posi ve vision for future society that
addresses inequality in the short and long term. This needs to
be focused on delivering co-beneﬁts and approaches that make
a diﬀerence on the ground in the places where people live. This
vision needs to be developed and tailored through:
Ÿ

Co-ordinated public engagement at the local, regional and
na onal levels – which gives people a voice and sense of
agency in their own futures. Investment in social
infrastructure and capacity building among local
communi es and resourcing of local and regional
government are key for this to happen and to ensure a ‘fair’
recovery.

Ÿ

Suppor ng sustainable behaviour change – Covid-19
recovery packages need to be framed with social jus ce
and environmental goals in mind. They need to help the
posi ve behaviours from the pandemic to s ck and to
move behavioural interven ons from nudge to radical to
facilitate more sustainable lifestyles.

Ÿ

Increased focus on sustainability (in its broadest sense) in
educa on and the na onal curriculum – to raise
awareness and make change as easy and a rac ve as
possible. Young people need to be taught how to enact
change in all aspects of their lives – including through a
focus on values and well-being, sustainable consump on
and the power of their own ﬁnancial choices.
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2.

Government Policy, Regulatory and Institutional
Change

Key issues

Solu ons

Economic growth usually measured as gross domes c product (GDP) is
seen as a foremost measure of success and prosperity globally. But with
Britain’s economy likely to suﬀer the worst damage from Covid-19, of any
country in the developed world – according to the Organisa on for
Economic Co-opera on and Development (OECD) (Inman, 2020)21 – how
can we build back be er? How can we ensure that government policy,
regula on and guiding ins tu ons deliver balanced social, environmental
and economic outcomes, which are more resilient to future system
shocks? Shortlisted essays that focused on Government Policy, Regulatory
and Ins tu onal Change suggested that to build from the corona crisis
to a more sustainable future, we must consider: What outcomes should
government seek in guiding a post-Covid economy? What should be the
role and scale of government interven ons? And what kind of
governance, leadership and modes of accountability do we need to deliver
the transforma ons for a sustainable future?

To deliver a sustainable future and prepare for future shocks, policy
frameworks, regulators and ins tu ons need to refocus on what society
values and what the intended outcomes of economic ac vity should be.
The government needs to adopt na onal indicators that measure and
give value to social and environmental welfare, not just the pursuit of
economic growth and a higher GDP. These indicators might include health,
educa on, life sa sfac on and air quality. According to van den Bergh
(2011),26 this does not mean dismissing economic growth en rely, but
placing the emphasis on achieving environmental and social welfare
instead.

Desired outcomes and government
interven ons
A return to a ‘normal’, business as usual, model of growth is undoubtedly
temp ng to world leaders. Following this period of global lockdown and
economic contrac on, the pressure to choose the most immediate path to
bolstering economic growth and returning ci zens to work will be intense.
However, entrants suggest that the government needs to take a longerterm view. Summarised by Arlene Barclay, we must learn from the
ﬁnancial crash of 2008 and seize the opportunity to align economic
resilience with sustainability.
Unsubsidised renewable energy is now cheaper than fossil fuels (IRENA,
2019)22 and, according to the Global Commission on Adapta on
(2019),23 inves ng in the green sector is one of the most eﬀec ve ways to
s mulate economic growth a er a recession. The New Climate Economy
(2018)24 suggest that pursuing low-carbon and climate-resilient growth
could generate $26 trillion in economic gains and 65 million jobs over the
next ten years. Capitalising on the clean energy transi on has the capacity
to deliver immense short-term beneﬁts, aiding the recovery from Covid19, while making us more resilient against threats like climate change.
However, a 'green recovery' will require a ra of government
interven ons. Crucially, according to Parth Devalia, the level of state
interven on to protect businesses and social welfare during this crisis has
shown that the government is capable of leading, rather than leaving
progress to market forces, when threats loom.

Governance, leadership and accountability
Entrants highlighted a lack of accountability and siloed thinking as a
barrier to the policy measures and regulatory changes needed to deliver a
sustainable future. Many also men oned the need for greater
interna onal coordina on and coopera on to deal with global systemic
threats such as epidemics and climate change. According to shortlisted
entrant Alicja Boryn, piecemeal policy statements made on all sides during
the UK 2019 elec on campaign (such as the unprecedented a en on on
tree-plan ng), lacked true radical spirit (Sharma, 2019).25 At the highest
level of governance, this suggests that a narrow framing of sustainability
s ll persists and without pressure from business, civil society and the
third-sector, we may miss the policy window for more substan ve posi ve
changes which can help deliver sustainable outcomes and resilience as we
come out of the crisis.
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Prize-winning entrant Yash Dewan urges the adop on of Kate Raworth’s
Doughnut Economics Model. This model suggests that the goal of
economic ac vity should be about mee ng the core needs of all, but
within the means of the planet.27 Already at a municipal scale,
Amsterdam has pledged to embrace the model to mend the post-Covid
economy (Boﬀey, 2020).28 For the UK, placing this concept at the heart of
future policy decisions could begin with the near-term policy measures
and ﬁscal s mulus packages required to kick-start a ‘green recovery’.
Summarised by shortlisted entrant Sergiu Jiduc, if public spending drives
the recovery, public funds should be used wisely, with the long-term view
in mind.

Professor Tim O’Riordan, UEA – ‘We are going to need
some kind of wealth tax, though the phrase is arguably
damaging. It should be packaged as redistribu on, a
central theme to the sustainability message. Companies
must be forbidden from inves ng in oﬀshore tax havens.
We need wealth-based council taxa on, because the
ﬁnancing of local government is s ll hugely regressive.
Part of this, and more controversially, is the idea that we
need a greater contribu on from the older and more
wealthy members of society, as part of a social investment
in the next genera on.’

Doughnut economics
Made of concentric rings, much like a
Doughnut (from which the model
takes its namesake), the outer ring of
t h i s m o d e l r e p r e s e nt s c e r ta i n
ecological thresholds, that humanity
should not cross, such as biodiversity
loss. The inner ring represents basic
human needs, which should be met for
every person. Between these rings,
exists a ‘safe and just opera ng space
for humanity’ (Raworth, 2018).]
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With the EU announcing their ‘green recovery’ package at the end of May
(Carrington, 2020)29 and with other leading chari es also urging the Prime
Minister to do the same (Harvey, 2020),30 a precedent for a recovery that can
increase economic growth, while reducing greenhouse gas emissions and
prevailing inequali es has been set (Hepburn et al, 2020).31 Entrants Yash Dewan,
Patrick Hinton and Sergiu Jiduc suggested a number of near-term measures that
could set our economy on track to deliver a more sustainable future. Measures for
a resilient and fair recovery included:
Ÿ

The use of sustainability checklists by policymakers to guide economic
recovery interven ons. An example might include the use of condi onal
bailouts for the avia on industry (World Bank, 2020).32

Ÿ

The removal of fossil fuel subsidies and redirec on of funds into clean energy
projects and sustainable infrastructure, such as smart grids, electric-vehicle
charging infrastructure and digital connec vity. This is mely, given the low
cost of borrowing.

Ÿ

‘Poverty tackling solu ons’ which counter immediate unemployment and
precarious employment concerns, while increasing the workforce needed for
a sustainable transi on. An example could be the provision of subsidies and
tax cuts for construc on ﬁrms, local authori es and renewable energy
providers to reskill workers (Costa et al, 2020).33

Professor Jeremy Till, Head of Central Saint Mar ns
– ‘There could be a tax on frequent ﬂiers, so
everyone gets an alloca on of permissible ﬂights,
beyond which passengers are taxed for their carbon
emissions.’
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Sectoral Insights:
Energy
Shilpita Mathews discusses the role of the energy sector in the
economic recovery and proposes a social jus ce framing to guide
the sector. Shilpita’s sugges ons included targeted energy
eﬃciency schemes (i.e. retroﬁ ng social housing to address fuel
poverty and adapta on issues, as well as using the fact that more
people are at home to pilot new metering schemes) and heat
decarbonisa on ini a ves (such as ﬁnancing for heat pumps and
addressing percep ons about hea ng).

Patrick Hinton suggests that the government redirects unemployed
people into water and energy eﬃciency ini a ves, such as the installa on
of rainwater collec on systems, solar panels and ba ery storage.
Meanwhile, Alicja Boryn suggests that these ini a ves could be modelled
on Roosevelt’s Civilian Conserva on Corps following the Great Depression
(Baicich, 2017).34 At the me, this was a lifeline for young people
struggling to ﬁnd employment. It provided a ﬁxed monthly income in
exchange for their work on labour-intensive projects. It is quite clear that
green recovery plans have the poten al to create a wealth of beneﬁts
including energy security and just transi on opportuni es for displaced
workers – and to restructure the economy for a digital/ar ﬁcial
intelligence age.35 Entrants suggest that these policy ini a ves must be
paired with tax reforms. Shortlisted entrant Anneli Tostar calls for a
marginal tax rate of 90% for those with income greater than £5 million.
While Parth Devalia suggests a one-oﬀ wealth tax, to raise funds while
avoiding further austerity measures as a way to pay oﬀ debt incurred
during this crisis.

Professor Nick Pidgeon, Cardiﬀ University –
‘Much like the 2008 Climate Change Act, we
need a cross-party consensus that there will
be a green recovery.’
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Entrants suggest that both ideas have the poten al to redistribute wealth
and help reduce inequali es by making funds available for income support
policies, as well as to fund investments in sustainability projects. Tax
reform is not new and certain academics suggest that the barriers to
adop on are largely poli cal.36 The Ins tute for Public Policy Research
(IPPR) has just joined Tax Jus ce UK and other progressive groups in calling
on the government for ‘Tax reform to support a fairer and greener
future’,37 post-pandemic. Although, there is broad agreement that a good
tax system is sustainable, procedurally fair and horizontally equitable,
these objec ves are not central to our current system (Tetlow et al,
2020).38
Entrants also suggested that to deliver a sustainable future, we must
revaluate governance structures, the type of poli cal leadership and
accountability mechanisms that we currently have. Summarised by
Paloma Ortega, there needs to be the poli cal will to align government
plans to tackle Covid-19, with existen al threats like climate change and
biodiversity loss. According to research conducted by Rebecca Willis
(2019),39 this poli cal will – which exceeds superﬁcial gesturing – is yet to
emerge, as climate change issues are rarely raised in debate about the
economy and within the Westminster Parliament there can be a general
hos lity to poli cians who bring these points into discussion.
To enable long-term resilience thinking and a poli cal paradigm shi away
from short termism, entrant Joey McAleese suggests the use of an
adap ve governance framework, intended for use by decision-makers
following natural disasters. In prac ce, adap ve governance is a nontradi onal approach to disaster risk reduc on and is built on changes to
ins tu onal capacity, including the need for greater collabora on,
mul level collec ve ac on, con nuous learning for knowledge
development and the management of social-ecological systems (Munene
et al, 2018).40 The Build Back Be er (BBB) framework suggested by Joey,
encourages governments to pursue stronger, faster and more inclusive
post-disaster reconstruc on (Rentschler et al, 2018).41

An illustra on of the post-disaster recovery and its three phases

The ver cal axis refers to a range of
aspects, from the stock of assets, to
the income, consump on and wellbeing of the aﬀected popula on.
Building back be er means that the
r e co v e r y p r o ce s s i s st r o n g e r
compared to pre-disaster levels, but
also faster and more inclusive.

Resilient
Recovery
(BBB)
Reconstruc on
and asset recovery
Restora on of
basic services
Humanitarian
relief

Disaster

Time

By framing Covid-19 as just one in a string of global shocks, governing ins tu ons
could focus on strategy and policy implementa on that supports resilience. Naturally
these solu ons would be socially, economically and environmentally sustainable.

Essay Commentary – Rose O’Neill,
Principal Specialist Natural England

However, holding leaders accountable for delivering these changes is another
ma er. Entrant Alicja Boryn suggests that we need clear legal and ins tu onal
backing, which holds poli cians accountable for mee ng the sustainability goals to
which they commit. Although the UK has now legislated for Net Zero by 2050 (2045 in
Scotland) and has exis ng regulatory commitments under the Climate Change Act
(2008), regulators s ll have some way to go to realign their responsibili es in this
area. More work is needed to break down policy and regulatory silos so that they take
account of long-term ci zen interests and facilitate proac ve collabora on between
government departments, and regulators, and to iden fy any legisla ve gaps which
may undermine public health and sustainability in what is a fast-moving and dynamic
environment. By redesigning regula on and eﬀec vely communica ng these new
arrangements, the eﬃcacy and adaptability of policy implementa on should be
improved and the social contract between governing ins tu ons and ci zens, from
the grass roots to the top, is strengthened.

The thing I liked about the essays was that there was so much
poten al there to rebuild and recover, both the economy and
people’s health, in ways that can tackle the climate and
biodiversity crisis on a scale that is needed. The upswell in ideas
and research is encouraging. There has been a shi in thinking
to consider what the art of the possible is. Even before Covid-19
there was a sense of a movement building, with the number of
people thinking about the environment at a 30-year high. I think
this has con nued despite Covid-19, with a real demand from
the public for a change in the social contract, especially with the
ongoing Black Lives Ma er protests. We need to make sure
regulators and companies are in tune, that they are listening
and that they are responding to this expecta on for change.

Laura Sandys, Chair of the Government Energy Data Task Force –
‘Sustainability should be made a health and safety issue, taken up
by the HSE. This would level the playing ﬁeld and make everyone
accountable for their judgements, as a baseline for policy and
business decisions, rather than a ‘nice to have’ criteria.’
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“To get change at the scale and pace
needed to stop systemic threats such
as future pandemics, corrosive
inequality and climate change, we also
need deep structural change”

Jasmine Pradissi o
Famine, 40 x 35 x 25 cm, noxtek, 2020
Jasmine makes sculptures from nitrogen
dioxide absorbing ceramic geopolymers to
highlight air pollu on. The symbol of the
inhaler asthma suﬀerers also reminds us of
those who are par cularly vulnerable to
the eﬀects of the coronavirus.
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Sustainability First Conclusions and
Recommenda ons on Government Policy,
Regulatory and Ins tu onal Change

Changes in individual lifestyles and behaviours are necessary but not
suﬃcient for a sustainable future. To get change at the scale and pace
needed to stop systemic threats such as future pandemics, corrosive
inequality and climate change, we also need deep structural change.
Young people and ar sts recognise the urgency of these issues and
expect ac on.
Government has to lead the way out of the crisis and to take a long-term
view that aligns economic resilience with social and environmental
sustainability. This requires an acknowledgement that no one has all the
answers and the route map to the future is unlikely to be straigh orward
and ‘linear’.
Devolved and regional governments need to be able to help shape this
vision and be empowered and given the resources to play their part.
Government can begin by:
Ÿ

Rethinking our focus on GDP – policymakers and regulators need a
new set of na onal indicators and sustainability metrics that
measure and value social, environmental and economic outcomes,
along with wider health and well-being.

Ÿ

A condi onal Covid recovery package and public procurement –
that is ed to addressing environmental goals and social inequali es
(par cularly those exacerbated by the pandemic such as race,
gender and people without broadband). Strategic green investment
at scale is vital to s mulate climate resilient economic growth. This
needs to be accompanied by reskilling for green jobs with a focus on
those hardest hit by the pandemic.

Ÿ

A Ci zens’ Assembly to tackle the thorny issues of tax and welfare
reform – cross-subsidies within essen al services have reached their
limits and cannot be relied on to get us out of the Covid aﬀordability
crisis or to pay for net zero and climate adapta on. To ensure a fair
and resilient recovery, a fundamental reform of tax and welfare is
needed at the na onal and local levels. A fully representa ve
Ci zens’ Assembly should be established to tackle this diﬃcult issue,
and to help ensure an outcome that balances economic, social and
environmental considera ons. This needs to build on local public
engagement, with a new social contract linking na onal and local
ac vity.
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3.

Business Leadership, Governance and Practice

Key issues
During the crisis, key workers have put their lives at risk to con nue to provide essen al services. Some businesses have radically innovated or repurposed
their ac vi es to help tackle the pandemic. While the lockdown has impacted businesses of all sizes, some business leaders are calling for mul millionpound government bailouts to survive. Diﬃcult choices need to be made as to which businesses and sectors receive government support to kick-start the
economy and avoid a prolonged recession – while at the same me building towards a more resilient future. These issues are problema c, without
considering the supply chain implica ons of a virus that breaches na onal boundaries, and which will nega vely aﬀect low- and middle-income countries
the most (Guan, Wang and Hallega e, 2020).42 Shortlisted essays that focused on Business Leadership, Governance and Prac ce suggested that to build
from the corona crisis to a more sustainable future, business must reframe: What survival and success mean in a disrupted world? What role businesses can
play in delivering a sustainable future?

What do survival and success mean in a disrupted world?
Entrants suggest that Covid-19 has shown that some businesses and their underlying business models are not geared to cope with external shocks. Sophie
Corcut suggests that Covid-19 raises ques ons for business about how they prepare for impending disruptors (like climate change, or ar ﬁcial intelligence),
while con nuing to rebalance business models in light of changing pa erns of consumer behaviour and consump on. She argues that Covid-19 has
increased the pressure on businesses to prove their ‘essen alness’ to society, especially if they want to exist long term. Work undertaken on Sustainability
First’s ‘Fair for the Future’ project, emphasises the importance of corporate purpose, values and culture, especially in mes of crisis. Prize-winning entrant
James Poston argues that the need for businesses to take a long-term view, is in contrast with the prevalent culture of shareholder primacy, which permits
and promotes the maximisa on of shareholder proﬁt (Posner, 2020),43 arguably to the detriment of wider environmental and social welfare. To deliver a
sustainable future will require resilient, purposeful businesses, which create posi ve social, environmental and economic outcomes. But what prac cal
changes to business leadership, governance and prac ce do we need to achieve this?

What role can business play in delivering a sustainable future?
Where changes in business prac ces, approaches and models were already happening, in many cases the pandemic has catapulted this forward. Alicja
Boryn and Manjot Heer suggest that businesses can not only ride this wave but play a vital role in helping us adapt to and build from coronavirus towards a
sustainable future, both as employers and innovators.

Sustainability First –
Fair for the Future Project

Professor Paul Dewick, Keele University –
‘The idea that technology can be at the heart
of recovery is long-standing.’

Sustainability First’s Fair for the Future Project is carrying out
signiﬁcant work on purposeful business and public u li es.
Covid-19 has provided a test-bed for companies to turn their talk
about responsible business prac ce into ac on.
Our ‘Sustainable Licence to Operate’ proposals provide a framework
for responsible business – both in ‘peace me’ and ‘war me’. Why?
Because embedding this approach means business rewards are
realised through increased legi macy, access to emerging
environmental markets and greater business resilience (to deal with
Covid-19 and future shocks), while delivering fairer, more
sustainable outcomes.

Rachael Mellors
Illumina on, digital image of ar st’s shadow at sunrise, Gargarou beach cliﬀ
2019 (no manipula on) Rachael has developed a series of digital images of her
shadow on the cliﬀ face, taken in the few moments a er the sun rises, over
several weeks of the year. She captures the momentary shadow imprint of her
body embedded with layers of soil and impregnated with shell fragments and
fossils, layered over millions of years. She feels that a deeply bonded
rela onship with the natural world is needed to recover from the Earth’s
emergency. The corona crisis has enabled quietness unknown this century, an
experience of living with less, and a chance for apprecia on of nature.

Jo de Montgros, Founder of Renewable
Energy Consultancy Everose – ‘There seems
to be a universal recogni on that a recovery
from Covid-19 has to be sustainable longterm. Over recent weeks I’ve been heartened
to see that many major UK companies are
making the same arguments. In the short
term, we need to keep people in employment.
This also needs to be balanced against the
longer term.
There are so many things that we just accept
as business as usual. There has been a push
back among some business leaders to
reevaluate how we approach shareholder
returns, to say that maximising proﬁt is not
the only, or most, important thing.’
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Solu ons
Parth Devalia suggests investor ac on can be a driving force in delivering a sustainable future, no ng that over the last ten years the considera on of
environmental, social and governance (ESG) factors, as alterna ve measures of company performance, has been growing. These criteria are used by
investors to assess investments based on their social and environmental impact, and to be er determine the future ﬁnancial performance of the
companies they invest in. To this end, the impact investor movement, built around a shared belief that ﬁnance can and needs to be a force for good, is
growing. Prize-winning entrant James Poston notes how these ini a ves encourage individual and ins tu onal investors to reward good business prac ces
and punish unsustainable or unethical businesses, via their investment choices. Correspondingly, at a recent annual mee ng, members of the impact
investor community have been asking how the pandemic aﬀects their ability to achieve the UN Sustainable Development Goals. And how best investors can
engage with decision-makers – including businesses and regulators – to make sure that sustainability and social impact become part of the “new normal”
a er the crisis (Krivanek, 2020).44 Evidence is moun ng that having a posi ve environmental and social impact is also ﬁnancially beneﬁcial in mes of crisis.
With the caveat that this is just a snapshot in me and that past performance is no guarantee of future returns, Schroders have recently reported that
during the Covid-19 pandemic, stocks with a be er sustainability proﬁle saw be er share price performance than their less sustainable counterparts
(MacDonald-Brown and MacLennan, 2020).45 In addi on to the ﬁnancial beneﬁts of adapta on and a green recovery detailed in the previous chapter, the
economic case for sustainable business seems clear. As inferred by James Poston, perhaps coronavirus provides the catalyst for mainstream banks,
ins tu onal investors and na onal governments to support businesses to achieve a sustainable transi on.
Although investor-led encouragement for changing business prac ce is important, the desire for purpose-led, sustainable business must also come from
within.
Business leadership and governance are cri cal. Taking inspira on from sustainable food systems literature and building on cri cism of the private sector
for designing sustainability strategies behind a corporate veil (Brunori and Galli, 2016),46 Sophie Corcut suggests the use of ‘transi ons thinking’ within
business governance. Summarised as structural, holis c and evolu onary, the concept emerged to avoid the pi alls of corporate sustainability strategy,
which has generally failed to consider: Who should be si ng around the table? Whose sustainability is it? What might the unintended consequences of
business decisions be? And what opportuni es for crea vity and innova on are being missed, by the pursuit of speciﬁc (albeit necessary) targets?
(Spaargaren et al, 2012:47 Kirwin et al, 2017).48
As discussed in previous chapters, inclusivity in decision-making is key to delivering a sustainable, equitable future. The same applies to business board
level governance, with other entrants also picking up on the need to improve and diversify representa on at a board level. Parth Devalia suggests
appoin ng sustainability representa ves to the boards of large companies. Extending this point further, academics Haﬀar and Searcy (2019) found that
improved and inclusive stakeholder dialogue was a key factor in enabling companies to successfully navigate complex sustainability tensions.49

Sectoral Insights:
Food Systems
Ellen Fletcher’s deep-dive essay reviews the impact of the pandemic
on cooking, food waste, local sourcing and other food cultures and
behaviours. She assesses the vulnerability of food systems and
supply chains in the UK and behavioural changes needed to build
resilience and help develop a sustainable future. Holly Ayesha
Smith’s essay notes the importance of government support
packages to include greener agricultural processes and the role
these can play in climate adapta on.

Lord Deben – Chair of the Commi ee on Climate Change –
‘It’s about People, Planet and Proﬁt. For businesses,
sustainability means being here in 125 years’ me. This
means working with, rather than degrading, the
environment and society on which they rely.’

Rachna Garodia
Woodland Walk, 103 x 98 x 3.5 cm, handwoven wool, co on, jute, linen, raﬃa,
bark (London plane, palm) cinnamon, wheat pod and grass held in handcra ed
frame in oak, 2018
Rachna’s tapestries seek to bring the ‘outside’ in, evoking the simple pleasures of
a woodland walk. All around the world we have been forced to pause, to stay at
home and save lives. Her handwoven works are like a prayer in praise of the spirit
of nature, its mutability and irregularity. She juxtaposes natural yarns like co on,
linen, wool and silk with found and gathered materials like paperbark, seedpods
and twigs. She combines unexpected textures – where voids in the weave created
by bits from nature act like the silences between notes in music.
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Many entrants highlighted the important role business can play in facilita ng
some of the behaviour changes outlined in previous chapters. Alicja Boryn and
James Poston discussed the move to remote working prac ces during this
crisis. Though this is not feasible, or desirable for some sectors, a shi to
ﬂexible, remote working pa erns has a range of co-beneﬁts, which can help us
move towards a more sustainable future. Summarised by James Poston, more
distributed business models could increase access to talent pools for
employee recruitment and improve access to jobs for those not in commu ng
distance of major ci es, therefore helping to reduce regional inequali es. It
could also minimise the ﬁnancial burden of transport costs, while reducing
pollu on and conges on. Alicja Boryn also suggests that ﬂexible, remote
working could help improve the work–life balance of individuals, especially
those with childcare du es. Yes, many of these changes were already afoot,
but Covid-19 has forced businesses to adapt. With social distancing
restric ons likely to last for some me and the viability of distributed business
models proven, some business leaders, including the CEO of Barclays bank
already acknowledged that: ‘pu ng 7,000 people in a building may be a thing
of the past’ (White, 2020). 50
Prize-winning entrant Manjot Heer focused on innova on. Building on his
experience as part of Kings College London’s Entrepreneurship Ins tute,
Manjot suggests the use of a ‘Greenship’ to help the renewable energy sector
to expand. This idea evolves from the concept of green entrepreneurship by
combining it with behavioural economics (in par cular nudge theory) and
government interven on. Among other ideas, the essay calls for the following:
Ÿ

Government to establish a Department for Sustainable Innova on (DSI) to
coordinate with diﬀerent university-led entrepreneurship ins tu ons to
support innova ve, student-driven green ini a ves. This is inspired by the
role played by local government in China (Ji, 2020).51

Ÿ

Company-led collabora on, focused on mentorship and engagement, to
facilitate the growth of grassroots ideas and highlight key issues facing the
renewable energy sector.

Ÿ

A requirement for companies to invest in renewable innova on by
mentoring start-ups and sharing resources.

Manjot suggests that Greenship could have a mul plier eﬀect in terms of
culture and behavioural norms, as the start-ups that develop, due to DSI and
the concept of Greenship, will naturally embody sustainable purpose. This will
support the crea on of a responsible company culture, where sustainability is
considered in all manner of decision-making (Venter, 2016).52 One of the
most novel ideas to emerge from this essay compe on, Greenship oﬀers an
interes ng opportunity to integrate government with educa onal and private
bodies to ignite entrepreneurship, for a sustainable future.

Sectoral Insights:
Communications
Adeola Awoyomi’s essay is focused on cyber-security being
essen al for a sustainable and resilient future – when we are all
dependent on digital communica ons for every aspect of our
lives. In his essay, Ma hew Bone examines the move to
homeworking accelerated by the pandemic, no ng that
younger employees were already more concerned about the
eﬀects of commu ng and work travel on the environment, and
would be prime candidates for future telecommu ng.

Essay Commentary – Mariana Mazzucato,
Founder of the Ins tute for Innova on
and Public Purpose
It is vital that the next genera on of 21st century researchers, public
servants and business leaders engage with the climate and health
crises as global challenges that require inclusive, sustainable and
innova on-led solu ons. These essays give me hope that they are
able to rise to this challenge! The authors demonstrate a range of
important approaches, from considering ‘who is si ng around the
table’ for a sustainable transi on, to how governments can take a
hands-on role, and how socie es can take up ambi ous climate and
public health missions.

Sarah Strachan
The air we breathe, 105 x 42.5 x 84 cm, sculpture –
wooden cabinet, clear acrylic boxes, found objects, 2019
Sarah’s sculpture brings together a collec on of found
objects, in an indexical cabinet of acrylic boxes,
exchanged by post with children and their families
around the world. The boxes contain a record of a
genera on’s diverse personal experiences of air quality in
their local environment.
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Sustainability First –
Conclusions and Recommenda ons on Business Leadership,
Governance and Prac ce

Financial systems and structures, investors and businesses all need to play a key role in delivering a
resilient recovery through:
Ÿ

Mainstreaming impact inves ng – investors need to fundamentally re-evaluate the core business
models in which they invest and ac vely consider the environmental, social and governance
impacts of their investments. By engaging with businesses, regulators and policymakers, investors
can use their money to help drive beneﬁcial outcomes for customers, employees, the communi es
in which they invest and the natural environment.

Ÿ

A step change in the focus on corporate purpose and sustainability metrics – the pandemic shows
that we need to up the level of ambi on and ac vity in this area. When companies are a key part of
the fabric of society and use private capital to deliver public value (such as u li es and other
essen al services), it is vital that they develop their corporate purpose with their stakeholders. For
these businesses, an ongoing dialogue with stakeholders is essen al to understand changing needs
and expecta ons, how to fairly share risk and reward and, where appropriate, to develop innova ve
partnerships that can deliver co-beneﬁts. The diversity of leadership teams is vital here (in terms of
diﬀerent characteris cs, professional backgrounds and ways of thinking). Diverse boards can help
build trust, avoid groupthink and increase resilience; ensuring companies are prepared for the next
‘shock’ to the system.

Ÿ

Innova on – is key to a sustainable future. Innova ons around homeworking in the pandemic have
brought many beneﬁts, including to the environment. Business now needs to work with na onal
and regional government to understand fully what the impacts of this may be (including in terms of
equality) so that they can truly facilitate more sustainable ways of opera ng. But we also need to
see innova ons in business models, ins tu ons and governance frameworks – that recognise
businesses are a key part of society and have an ongoing role to play in delivering social and
environmental outcomes. There have been some great examples in the pandemic. This type of
crea vity must con nue if we are going to tackle problems like climate change.

Sam Schmi
May you live in interes ng mes, 10 x 13 cm, oil on panel,
2020
‘Looking out the window on a snowy day, it’s easy to miss the
apartment upstairs is burning.’ Sam seeks to draw a en on to
the things we do not no ce. The overwhelming events of this
year are a cascade of interconnected crises. We need to see
the apartment upstairs, the eﬀect the family’s condi on has on
our seemingly separate way of life. Developing a climate
movement that is more intersec onal – with understanding of
how social and poli cal iden es might combine to create
unique modes of discrimina on and injus ce.
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“We need to see change in all three areas; by people,
government and business. Shi s in individual behaviours are
necessary but not suﬃcient. Lifestyle changes need to be
accompanied by structural change at scale and pace if we
are going to create a sustainable future”

Consumer, ci zen & stakeholder
engagement in public u li es

Sustainable Futures Art Project - ar st
residencies in u li es & school workshops

Personal perspec ves & values

Energy data

Cultural, Behavioural
& Societal Change
Purposeful business in public u li es the Fair for the Future Project

Government Covid recovery
package responses

Wider Sustainability First
Ac vity to Build a
Sustainable Future

Government Policy, Regulatory
& Ins tu onal Change

Sustainability metrics

Business Leadership,
Governance & Prac ce

Governance & the public interest
'Build Back Be er'
vulnerability webinars

Energy White Paper
& price controls
Innova on, tariﬀs & charges
in public u li es

Distribu onal impacts of
net zero & climate adapta on
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Next Steps
The submissions to the Sustainability First Art and Essay Prizes have provided fantas c
insights into how we can build from the corona crisis to a more sustainable future. It has
been truly inspiring to be able to share in the visions and thoughts of the young and
crea ve people who entered their work into the compe ons. We are already feeding
many of these ideas into thinking on the government’s pandemic economic recovery
package53 and other ac vity in this area.54 And they will con nue to shape our wider
work on building a sustainable future – as illustrated in the following diagram.
Over the coming months we will carefully consider what further work Sustainability First
can do to use these insights to ensure recovery from the pandemic is smart, fair and
green so that the social and economic reset as a result of the crisis puts us on a more
sustainable foo ng for the future. We will share this book with decision-makers and
other stakeholders to ensure these ideas are heard widely.
Two clear messages from this work stand out. The ﬁrst is that as the pandemic has
touched every area of our lives, it has understandably led to many deep emo onal
reac ons. Some of these may dissipate, as people get on with their lives, while others
require a more fundamental rethink. Our experiences over the last few months may
have been radically diﬀerent, so the response to the pandemic needs to take into
account ‘hearts as well as minds.’ Leaders – in government, policy, regula on and
business circles – need to listen. The entries to our compe ons have shown the high
expecta ons of many ar sts and young people in this area.
Crea ve insights from the arts, and new dialogues with those outside the ‘usual
suspects’, can help guide the way here. The network of students, early stage researchers
and ar sts that we have created during this process is an example. It is part of
‘par cipatory engagement’ in ac on. It is a way of collec vely char ng our course
through uncertainty and the unknown – that builds on ‘crowdsourced’ insights and
challenge.
Sustainability First hopes to con nue this dialogue with many of those involved. We
want to understand what sits behind many of the proposals made and images shared
and to test how prac cal ideas for the future may be. And we would like to facilitate
discussions with decision-makers in companies, investor groups, regulators and
government as to how these ideas might be put into ac on in their areas of work.
The second clear message from the compe ons is that the pandemic is perhaps just
one in a series of shocks that we are likely to experience in society in the coming decade.
To get be er at addressing these, and to build a more resilient future, many of our essay
entrants told us that educa on is key. Educa on that does not just describe things like
climate change and biodiversity loss but explains how to tackle these issues, at every
level of our lives. We will be exploring what we might do further in this space.
Sustainability First is a small charity. We have carried out this project and funded the
prizes using our own reserves. We have ‘invested ahead of need’ as the economists say. If
you would like to support our work going forward, or to collaborate with us in these
areas, please do get in touch.
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Annexes

Annex A: Sustainability First Art Prize

Through the Sustainability First Art Prize we aimed to give ar sts a pla orm to share their experiences of lockdown and visions
for a more sustainable future. We were overwhelmed by the response – with around 1,150 entries – varying in scale, medium
and subject. For ar sts, it was a challenging brief to capture both the current situa on of the pandemic and give a sense of hope
for the future. We are grateful to our independent judging panel for producing the following shortlist of 19 artworks and
selec ng the prize-winners – these are exhibited on the Sustainability First website. Judges included ar sts, a curator, art cri c,
academic and leader in renewable energy investment.

Annex B: Sustainability First Essay Prize and Survey
We received over 100 essay submissions, with areas of exper se ranging from energy to community rela ons. The quality of
work was outstanding, covering almost every facet of sustainability, to answer the ques on:
‘How do we build from the current corona crisis towards a more sustainable future?’
We asked entrants to consider this ques on from one or more of the following perspec ves:
•

Cultural, behavioural and societal change;

•

Government policy, regulatory and ins tu onal change; and/or

•

Business leadership, governance and prac ce.

Each with their own unique perspec ve, the following shortlisted and prize-winning entrants represented the best crosssec on of work, oﬀering both radical and prac cal solu ons to our ques on. We are grateful to our judging panel, which
included people with exper se in climate change, sustainability, behaviour change, communica ons, investment and data.
This Annex summarises the prize-winning and shortlisted essays. To read the essays in full, please click on their names.
Yash Dewan (First Prize) – Combining broader conceptual frameworks
with a range of short- and medium-term solu ons, Yash’s essay provides a
holis c approach to building from the coronavirus towards a sustainable
future, with reference to s mulus packages along with the water and
energy sectors.
Dylan Ngan (Joint Second Prize) – A wild card among the entries, Dylan’s
philosophical angle centred on the use of a value-based approach to
uncertainty and how, to eﬀec vely lead us out of crisis, we must ques on
what is important and why.
Manjot Heer (Joint Second Prize) – Building on personal experience,
Manjot’s essay centred on the use of innova on hubs to develop
renewable energy projects between academia, government and business,
facilita ng the step change in crea vity and collabora on needed for a
sustainable future.
James Poston (Third Prize) – Including primary research, James’ work
mapped out clear, prac cal ac ons for government, businesses and civil
society to recover from coronavirus in a way that builds back be er.
Alicja Boryn – Alicja’s essay focused on culture, policy and business
responses to the pandemic. Her essay covered everything from food
chains, to legal frameworks for poli cal accountability and measures to
protect the unemployed.

Anneli Tostar – Anneli’s essay emphasised the need for tax reform to free
up funds for the future. By backing income support packages, more
tailored forms of engagement with under-represented groups and
provisioning extra support for renewable projects, her sugges ons called
for a sustainable, equitable future.
Parth Devalia – With an emphasis on leveraging the moment to redeﬁne
social contracts and forge a new economic model which values
preparedness, Parth’s essay gave a variety of recommenda ons ranging
from a one-oﬀ wealth tax, to investor ac on and purpose-led business.
Patrick Hinton – Providing both a government-led and communitycentred approach to achieving a sustainable future, Patrick’s sugges ons
ranged from the need for a green recovery, via economic s mulus
packages, to youth empowerment.
Sergiu George Jiduc – With a strong economic focus, Sergiu’s essay put
forward guiding principles for a green economic recovery, as well as
prac cal green s mulus interven ons available for policymakers in the
short term.

Survey
At the same me that we were running the essay prize, we also conducted a survey with students and early stage researchers on the theme of ‘How do we
build from the corona crisis towards a sustainable future?’ We received 43 responses to this – from Strathclyde to Southampton. This book also draws on
this work.
Most thought a change in consump on pa erns was the most important measure to ensure recovery from the pandemic was smart, fair and green –
followed by changes to levies and taxes. Opinion was evenly split on some proposals, such as universal basic income.
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customers workers economy improving safety local health possible
Key priori es for policymakers and regulators iden ﬁed in the
survey included:
‘Introduce more decentralised regula on capacity, but with greater
communica on between decentralised states; in combina on with
rolling out na onwide schemes focusing on economic well-being and
carbon-emission reduc ons.’ Master student

support protect use adapt employees maintaining

business be er work increase people measures
travel help staﬀ sustainability reduce impact
sustainable use policy system crisis must
sector
services

pollu on economic need maintaining future

‘Trial diﬀerent ways of rebuilding post-corona – e.g. how do we move
forward without falling back to relying on ever-increasing levels of
consumerism?’ PhD student

Word cloud of results from survey monkey survey,
regarding priori es for policymakers and businesses
during and a er coronavirus.

Annex C: Art and Essay Competitions Procedure
Ÿ

The Compe ons were open to all living Bri sh and interna onal ar sts/persons based in the UK (with a UK address, or
studying or working in the UK) over the age of 18 years.

Ÿ

The Judges’ decision is ﬁnal and no correspondence will be entered into.

Ÿ

Ar sts will allow Sustainability First to use submi ed photographs for the purposes of promo ng the exhibi on, including:
catalogue, press and publicity, website and in ongoing communica ons. Such permission for the use of photographs shall be
without charge and in perpetuity.

Ÿ

The Art Compe

Ÿ

By entering the Essay Compe on, entrants agree that their essay may be published on the Sustainability First website and
subsequently in an e-book of commended Compe on entries and that quotes/extracts from the essay may appear in
other Sustainability First publica ons and social media. Essays and any quotes/extracts from these shall always be
a ributed to the author.

Ÿ

The Essay Compe on entailed two internal si ing rounds and then judging of the shortlisted entries (on an anonymous
basis, without names or university aﬃlia ons etc.) by the panel.

Ÿ

In the internal si ing rounds, if an entrant was known to the assessor, their submission was reviewed by another member of
the team.

on entailed an internal si ing round and then judging of the shortlisted entries by the panel.

h ps://www.sustainabilityﬁrst.org.uk/bridging-corona/essay-prize/essay-prize-rules
h ps://www.sustainabilityﬁrst.org.uk/bridging-corona/art-prize/art-prize-rule

Annex D: Acknowledgements
Firstly, thank you to the hundreds of entrants who submi ed their work to the Art Prize and Essay Prize and completed our
survey. Using this corona crisis as an opportunity to leverage change, the ideas and crea vity give hope that we can create a
shared vision for the future, which is smart, fair, green and builds towards a sustainable future.
Thank you to the ins tu ons and organisa ons who kindly distributed the entry details of both compe ons and the survey,
publicising them on their own social media, webpages, university departmental newsle ers and mailings lists.
A huge thank you to the members of both of our high-proﬁle judging panels for giving so much me to reviewing, scoring and
engaging in discussion about the entries to decide on our winners, as well as for par cipa ng in our series of personal
perspec ve interviews.
Finally, thank you to our Associates at Sustainability First, industry representa ves and expert contacts who supported the
shortlis ng process, gave feedback on the content of this virtual book and provided their professional insights and commentary
on key ideas emerging from the compe on entries.
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Kathy Bruce
Transitory Landscape where Ruins Grow, 35.6 x 40.6 cm, paper collage, 2020
Kathy’s work captures the isola on, fear and distancing we are all living with as the result of this pandemic, while highligh ng the nurturing rela onship people can
have with nature. She produces images of plants and humans/hope from despair.
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Shortlisted and Credited Essay Entrants
Adeola Awoyomi
Alexander Oxley
Alicja Boryn (Shortlisted)
Anneli Tostar (Shortlisted)
Arlene Barclay
Dylan Ngan (Joint Second Prize)
Ellen Fletcher
Holly Ayesha Smith
James Poston (Third Prize)
Joey McAleese
Maddy Pearson
Manjot Heer (Joint Second Prize)
Ma Madden
Ma hew Bone
Nurah Niazy
Oliver Lack
Paloma Ortega
Parth Devalia (Shortlisted)
Patrick Hinton (Shortlisted)
Sergiu Jiduc (Shortlisted)
Shilpita Mathews
Sophie Corcut
Yash Dewan (First Prize)

Shortlisted Ar sts
Adam Sadiq
Eleanor Shipman (Highly commended)
Estelle Woolley
Freya Moﬀat (Third Prize)
Georgia Tucker
Geraint Ross Evans (Highly commended)
Jacob Weeks
Jasmine Pradissi o
Kathy Bruce
Liz Elton (Second Prize)
Maria Arceo
Tere Chad
Rachael Mellors
Rachna Garodia
Rebecca Harper
Sam Schmi
Sarah Strachan
Stephen Benne
William Bock (First Prize)
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Maria Arceo
Future Dust, variable heights, 4m x 12m, Thames
plas c waste, wood, metal and light, 2017
Maria constructed a footprint-shaped light installa on,
made with plas c collected in forty clean-ups along
the Thames from Teddington Lock to the sea. It was
commissioned for the Thames Fes val 2017, but the
image has new resonances in the context of the social
isola on and containment of lockdown.
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Art Prize Judges
Jeremy Till, Head of Central Saint Mar ns and Pro-Vice
Chancellor of the University of the Arts (chair)
Geraldine Cox, Ar st in Residence at Imperial College London
Jo de Montgros, Founder, Des na on0 and Partner, Everoze
Kate Bryan, Head of Collec ons, Soho House and Arts
Broadcaster
Phil Barton, Chair, Sustainability First
Sam Gare, Ar st and Co-Founder, the Wilderness Art
Collec ve
Tabish Khan, Art Cri c, Londonist and Regulatory Manager,
Bri sh Gas

Essay Prize Judges
Lord Deben, Chair, The Commi ee on Climate Change (chair)
Andy Johnson, Assistant Editor and News Editor, The I paper
Laura Sandys, Chair, Government Energy Data Taskforce and
Director of Challenging Ideas
Olivia Dickson, Board Member Impact Inves ng Ins tute,
ShareAc on and Financial Repor ng Council
Professor Paul Dewick – Professor of Sustainability and
Innova on, Keele Business School, Keele University
Phil Barton, Chair, Sustainability First
Rose O’Neill, Principal Specialist – People and Environment,
Natural England
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Chris ne McGourty, Water UK’s Chief Execu ve
‘Read this book! It couldn’t be more mely. It contains ideas from ar sts
and students that are both challenging and inspira onal. They help us to
reimagine what a more sustainable and resilient future might look like as
we work towards a clean, green recovery from the pandemic.’

Baroness Martha Lane-Fox, Chair of the House of Lords Covid-19 Commi ee
‘Young people who have responded to our Commi ee see covid as a catalyst for
change, what they are less clear about is whether it is change for the be er or worse.
A er the silence people are ge ng back in their cars and traﬃc is ge ng back to
normal levels. People are ge ng on with their lives. The role of government is vital in
terms of how we build back, what we are building towards.’

Tabish Khan, Art Cri c, Londonist and Regulatory Manager, Bri sh Gas
‘We don’t want to go back to where we were before the corona crisis.
We want to be greener and for society to rebound. Energy will play an important
role in this, as will the art we use to reﬂect societal change and the recovery.’

Rebecca Harper
Digging up the Dirt, 24 x 35cm, acrylic on paper, 2020
Rebecca explores the emo onal and heightened rela onships lockdown and how this me has enabled a refocus on
well-being and encouraged people to appreciate local green spaces like never before. Through semi-ﬁc onal characters
she shares the experience of ﬁnding mental space and solace in the garden; injec ng colour, plan ng ﬂowers, sowing
seeds, pruning hedges, a rac ng birds and bees. Contribu ng to the regrowth of the planet a li le from home by
enabling the garden to ﬂourish. Nurturing for our environment can also remind us to nurture one another.
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Stephen Benne
Same Planet, Diﬀerent World, 20 x 16 inches, Giclée Print (Edi on of 10), 2020
Stephen’s data visualisa on gives a glimpse of the wilding of London, enabled
by Covid. Lighter pixels show lower levels of air pollu on in March 2020
compared to March 2019. Stephen explores the intersec on of art, science and
policy. His star ng point is how data increasingly penetrates our everyday lives
while remaining abstract, vast, disembodied and unknowing. This, combined
with globalisa on and the growing complexity of society, is contribu ng to
ci zens feeling dislocated from public decision-making. In response, he seeks
out informa on from online sources and then materialises it in analogue,
organic and sensorially diverse ways. By making scien ﬁc evidence something
that can be visualised, touched and played with, he aims to empower people.
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