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Part d: External and internal challenges
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We asked chief executives to tell us what they 
saw as the principal ‘just around the river-bend’ 
challenges, and 127 CSOs responded to the 
question.  The key themes that emerged were:

•	 DemOgraphiC ShifTS WiThin The 
UK pOpUlaTiOn. as the UK’s society ages, 
respondents referred to the need for the 
environmental sector to rethink the kinds of 
services it provides and the way in which it frames 
its work, as well as working out how to cope 
with a potential loss in income from individuals. 
responses to this question highlighted a sense 
that young people are less interested in the 
environmental agenda, something that stands in 
contrast to the opportunity identified above to 
engage younger generations.

•	 ClimaTe Change. The second set of 
concerns related to climate change as an issue. 
Whilst hardly an emerging issue, there was a strong 
feeling from respondents that time is running out 

to address climate change, and that this is leading 
to both disillusionment within the sector and a 
potential threat to its credibility with the public:

“Limiting global temperature increases to the two 
degree safe ceiling recommended by science is 
becoming increasingly unlikely. Three, four, even 
six degree rises are predicted. These scenarios 
would lead to disastrous consequences ... If these 
scenarios come to pass, then the entire raison d’etre 
of the global environmental movement … will be 
starkly called into question. Thus the next three 
years are absolutely crucial. Momentum on climate 
change built up in the years between 2000 and the 
Copenhagen talks in 2009. Then, briefly, momentum 
was lost. With the re-election of President Obama, 
and increasingly frequent extreme weather events, 
climate change is back on the agenda…”

Other respondents also pointed to the need to build an 
“ongoing, self-sustaining grassroots movement” on 
climate change in the run-up to the 2015 meeting of 

the Un framework Convention on Climate Change 
where a successor agreement to the Kyoto protocol 
needs to be finalised. respondents also pointed to 
the need to look at specific climate change impacts in 
more detail, and to address the way in which climate 
change mitigation policies impact vulnerable groups 
in society. The polarisation of the climate change 
debate (in some quarters) and the lack of public 
interest in the context of the recession were seen as 
particular challenges that needed to be addressed.

•	 aUSTeriTy anD The Drive fOr 
eCOnOmiC grOWTh. The third set of concerns 
links directly to those in the ‘opportunities’ and 
‘challenges’ sections above and below, and relates 
to the ongoing economic recession and its impact 
both on public engagement with the environmental 
agenda, and the short-term preoccupation of 
governments with economic growth.

funding cutbacks, the challenge of climate change, 
and the consequences of austerity and recession are 

13  Issues lying ‘just around the river-bend’
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all being felt by the sector already. The authors’ 
hope with the river-bend question was that it would 
be possible to identify trends and issues that have 
only recently emerged, or will be felt in the future.

•	 riSe Of The BriCS. The most important of 
these trends from the perspective of respondents 
was the shift in economic and political power to 
the emerging BriCS groups of countries (Brazil, 
russia, india, China and South africa), and the 
rapid growth in consumption as the increasingly 
urbanised middle class of these and other developing 
economies expands. as one respondent put it:

“The key issue for us … is the rapid urbanisation 
in China. Decisions are being made right now that 
will have down stream carbon effects that dwarf 
all carbon reduction plans in the UK, and yet no 
one is paying any attention to this.”

nine of the CSOs responding to the survey flagged this 
eastwards shift in power as an issue, with questions 

posed as to how UK environmental organisations 
could best support the development of civil society 
and environmental awareness internationally, and 
what levers might be available to influence political 
and corporate decision-making in these countries.

•	 OTher river-BenD iSSUeS. in addition to 
concern about this geo-political shift, a number 
of specific thematic issues emerged as meriting 
attention from both environmental groups and 
funders. This list was topped by concern relating 
to food security and food prices, followed by the 
linked issues of land-grabs and land tenure, and 
also water scarcity and pollution. rising fuel prices, 
and resource scarcity more broadly, were seen as 
important issues, driven by population growth as 
well as rising consumption. respondents expressed 
concern about the control of renewable energy, 
about unconventional fossil fuels and fracking, and 
about biomass and biofuels policies and the use of 
biodiversity offsets (and other forms of offsetting).

What are the implications? 

Text responses to other questions in the 
survey pointed to the difficulty that chief 
executives in the sector have in finding 
time to think about emerging trends in 
society (INNOVATION), or changes to the 
way in which politics is being conducted. 
Respondents identified a lack of effective 
‘horizon-scanning’ within the sector, and a 
lack of systems thinking (SKILL-SETS). One 
commented:

“Sometimes UK environmental organisations 
are not dynamic enough in responding, nor 
do they always scan horizons effectively 
for upcoming issues and contradictions. 
Effective systems thinking is still lacking.” 

Are there ways that philanthropic funders 
could COLLABORATE with CSOs to help 
address these gaps in capacity?
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respondents generated a very long list of challenges 
for the sector, which were clustered together into 
nearly 70 distinct categories. The most frequently 
mentioned challenges are shown in Chart 21, which 
draws on responses from 125 CSOs. 

Key themes that emerged include:

•	 The CUrrenT eCOnOmiC reCeSSiOn. 
This was seen as having three major impacts for 
the sector: a) a significant reduction in funding, 
both as a result of cutbacks in government 
spending and also donations from individuals; 
b) public apathy and disengagement from the 
environmental agenda due to more immediate 
day-to-day worries; and c) an excuse for the 
government to push the environment down the 
political agenda in its determination to promote 
economic growth.

•	 The DeTeriOraTing UK pOliTiCal 
COnTexT. Concern about the political context in 
the UK came across very clearly from the responses 
to the survey, with respondents highlighting 
challenges including a) claims that greening the 
economy would impede growth; b) the short-
termism of the political system; c) the power of 
the fossil fuel lobby; and d) the growth of climate 
scepticism and attempts to polarise the environment 
as a political issue. respondents described the 
situation in these kinds of terms:

“Government desperation to reboot the conventional 
economy at almost any price, and the consequent 

14  External challenges for the sector

 Chart 21   External challenges for environment sector over the next three to five years
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•	 impaCTS On COllaBOraTiOn anD fOCUS 
WiThin The SeCTOr. in addition to the challenge 
for individual organisations of responding to cuts 
in funding and a deteroriating political context, 
respondents highlighted the risk that the sector as 
a whole would become less collaborative because 
of increasing competition for resources. This 
concern is explored in more detail below.

What are the implications? 

Concerns over the deterioration in political 
support for environmental action in the UK 
dominated the responses to this question. 
Yet we saw earlier that only a third of the 
RESOURCES of UK environmental CSOs are 
being directed to work at the national level 
and also that leaders in the sector see a 
need for more SKILLS in relation to political 

undermining of previously hard-won environmental 
protections and legislation. • Scale, urgency and 
complexity of the environmental issues we face. 
• The complexity and intransigency of politics to 
enable transformational change. • The continued 
dominance of single issue funding that undermines 
the opportunity for bigger-picture investment in 
transformational change. • Achieving cut-through 
and relevance with the wider public to inspire action, 
particularly in a time of relative economic hardship 
and insecurity for much of the population, and 
constrained organisational budgets.”

“Avoiding being put into the naughty corner 
as enemies of prosperity and as causes of high 
household energy bills. Dealing with declining 
membership income and funding. Avoiding 
the Conservatives (and media) following the 
Republicans as climate change sceptics.”

lobbying. Might it be the case that the strong 
focus on expertise and evidence-based 
work has led to an undervaluing of political 
strategy? If so, how could FUNDERS help to 
address this problem?

a foundation perspective 
foundation staff responding to the same question 
about challenges for the sector strongly agreed 
with the chief executives about the challenge posed 
by economic austerity, and the need to counter 
calls for growth at any cost. They also expressed 
concern about the deteriorating UK political 
context, and about public apathy in relation to 
the environment. The need to respond to climate 
change deniers is also something that foundations 
see as a pressing challenge.
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respondents were asked to what extent they agreed 
with the following statement: ‘Working through the 
existing political system will deliver the environmental 
outcomes society needs.’ The intention was to 
try to measure how much confidence the sector’s 
leaders have in the current political system, but this 
statement proved difficult to draft, and responses 
were diverse, as shown in Chart 22.

a majority of the 136 respondents disagreed with 
the statement, and were sceptical that the current 
political system will deliver the environmental 
outcomes that society needs. The highest scores 
were gained by responses 2 and 3 on the scale 
(16.9% and 18.4% respectively), and scores 0–4 
accounted for 55.1% of responses. looking at the 
comments of respondents a number of themes stand 
out: a) the preoccupation of the current political 
system with economic growth; b) the short-
termism of political decision-making, set against 
the long-term action needed for environmental 
protection; c) concerns over accountability, and 
in particular over the influence of corporate 
lobbying on decision-making; and d) whether 
environmental groups might make more rapid 
progress towards their goals by focusing more of 
their effort towards working with business. many 
respondents recognised a need to work within the 
existing system whilst at the same time trying to 

Can the existing political system deliver the 
environmental outcomes society needs?

improve the way the system performs, and this 
sentiment is well captured in the following quote:

“It is vital to engage with the existing political 
system, because governance and law sets minimum 
standards in society, embeds change and can 
bring everyone collectively closer to a sustainable 
future. We can help to raise the bar through 
political engagement. However, the political 
system tends to trail behind civil action. Political 
change in democracies draws strength from public 
opinion and proven solutions in practice, not from 
theoretical arguments. The existing political system 
will only deliver the environmental outcomes 
society needs if it is constantly challenged to raise 
the bar by wider society (e.g. through community-
level action).”

What are the implications? 

Is there a need for UK environmental 
organisations to engage more actively 
in political reform? For example, should 
environmental organisations put more 
RESOURCES into attempts to regulate lobbying? 
Are there examples from within the UK, or other 
countries, of initiatives where environmental 
organisations have helped overcome the short-
term nature of political decision-making?
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 Chart 22   Can the existing political system deliver?
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in Section 10 we outlined the skill-sets that leaders 
in the environmental sector feel are most in need 
of additional investment. The top four skill-sets, in 
order, were economics and/or financial expertise, 
leadership and organisational planning, political 
lobbying expertise, and expertise in public opinion 
polling, strategic communications and framing. 
We asked the chief executives what it is that stops 
UK environmental organisations from acquiring 
these skill-sets and 124 of them replied.

This proved to be a very revealing question, with 
respondents not holding back in expressing their 
frustration and concerns in relation to funders, 
and with the limitations of the sector. a number of 
themes emerge strongly from the text responses, 
and these fall into two categories: a) funder 
preferences, resourcing and time; b) a reluctance 
to move away from tried and tested approaches.

a) FUnDer preFerences,  
resoUrcinG anD time

•	 laCK Of reSOUrCeS. eighty-one of the 
CSOs responding to the question identified a lack 
of resources as being a key barrier to acquiring 
additional skill-sets, with a strong emphasis on the 
unwillingness of many funders to provide either 
core funding and/or ‘patient’ ongoing funding 
that would allow their organisation to invest in 
new skills. pressure from funders on organisations 
to minimize their overheads in funding bids was 
singled out as a problem. The point was also 

repeatedly made that acquiring new skill-sets takes 
time. Continuity is needed in terms of investment; 
it is not just a question of sending a staff member 
on a two-day course.

The following response was typical of many:

“Core funding ‘advocacy skills’ and having 
capability to sustain funding to develop skills is not 
‘fundable’ via many funding arrangements. Except 
for organisations like Friends of the Earth (who 
are established primarily to lobby) supporters/
funders tend to like to see things happening on the 
ground rather than funding ‘nebulous concepts’ 
such as policy that lack clear outcomes.”

•	 laCK Of Time. allied to the lack of resources 
was a widely perceived lack of time. a sense 
of desperation comes across from some of the 
responses, a feeling that CSOs are so busy trying to 
deliver on outcomes they have committed themselves 
to that they have no time to spend on thinking about 
the larger picture or long-term development. The 
following quote captures this well:

“Time pressures and the desire/expectation to 
be getting on with something practical in the 
here and now, rather than dedicating time and 
resources to more strategic/thorough methods. 
Funding pressures often mean organisations have 
to ‘produce’ something in a given time period, 
so the more long-term acquiring of skills/general 
political analysis can be difficult to incorporate 
into work plans.”

There was a strong feeling with responses around 
this theme that the sector as a whole is failing to 
weigh up its needs going forward, because of this 
preoccupation with day-to-day survival.

“Day to day pressure of running organisations and 
campaigns and not enough time spent reflecting 
on what we have done and what we need to do 
next – ideally together.”

“Lack of funding. Acquiring skills requires time. 
Only those organisations with enough resources 
can afford to do so. Project-funded organisations 
find it more difficult. Lack of funding also pushes 
organisations back to their ‘core business’ and 
[they] are less likely to explore new territory/
skills or reach out to other organisations. 
Which is actually what needs to happen (better 
coordination and more thinking out of the box in 
order to respond to current challenges).”

•	 lOW SalarieS in The SeCTOr. There 
were many references to the low salaries that 
are paid in the environmental non-profit sector, 
and the fact that this is a barrier to attracting 
high-calibre individuals with the skill-sets that 
are needed. respondents referred to an ethos 
of low pay that results in part from the large 
amount of volunteering in the sector. Some felt 
that this problem is compounded by the fact that 
individuals with the skill-sets needed to increase 
the effectiveness of the sector are not naturally 
drawn to working in it (regardless of compensation 
issues). One respondent commented that:

15  Internal challenges for the sector
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“The environmental sector often tends to employ 
practitioners (field biologists and conservationists), 
which is needed for on the ground implementation 
but for environmental activities to be successful in 
the real world, environmental organisations need 
to diversify their skill-set to be able to translate 
their messages to the appropriate audiences and 
make activities relevant to the real world.”

B) trieD anD testeD approaches

•	 innOvaTiOn anD BreaKing The mOUlD. 
in addition to recognising the practical constraints 
for organisations that want to acquire new skill-
sets, many chief executives made critical comments 
about the sector’s lack of willingness to move 
away from its tried and tested approaches, and to 
embrace new ideas. The following quotes gives a 
good sense of the overall tone of responses:

“Many are locked into a particular approach by 
past history, charitable objectives or existing skills 
– breaking out from these requires more expertise 
in change management than is usually the case in 
environmental organisations.”

“Big question! We’d like to understand this more 
ourselves. Our current impression is that it’s largely 

down to senior management, particularly in the 
larger NGOs … Senior Management Teams seem 
to be particularly risk-averse and conservative 
regarding new approaches and alternative theories 
of change. Whether this is nature (self-selecting) or 
nurture (pressures of the job) we’re not sure.”

•	 eCOnOmiCS CapaCiTy. a reluctance to 
engage in discussion of the economic dimension of 
environmental issues was highlighted as a particular 
problem for the sector, and this is borne out in Chart 
13 in Section 9, where economics and/or financial 
expertise is identified as the skill-set that the sector 
most needs to acquire. One respondent commented:

“[Environment groups are] less familiar/
comfortable with arguing the economic case rather 
than environment. Too nervous to get it wrong in 
public so choosing not to enter the debate.”

•	 TaCTiCS nOT STraTegy. more broadly there 
was criticism of the sector for being focused too 
much on specific environmental problems and not 
enough the changes needed to resolve them. The 
challenges are borne out in the following quote:

“Focus on the problem, rather than the change 
in the power dynamics needed to deliver the 
solution. The larger environmental NGOs are 

falling behind young start ups’ social media and 
entrepreneurial expertise.”

There was also a perception that the sector is not good 
at transferring expertise and knowledge internally, 
and that it lacks structures for mentoring and 
coaching. This concern links to the wider question 
of how collaboration could be enhanced within 
the sector. a lot of responses to the question about 
barriers to acquiring new skills pointed towards 
the need for better collaboration, and reflected a 
concern about how skills are currently distributed, 
rather than focusing on the ability or willingness of 
individual organisations to acquire new skills.

What are the implications? 

The ‘hamster wheel’ nature of life in the sector 
is abundantly clear from the quotes above, with 
FUNDERS contributing to the problems by failing 
to provide core funding or patient capital, and 
contributing to a short-term outlook through 
the metrics used to evaluate grants. This 
undoubtedly hampers INNOVATION, a problem 
compounded by a lack of expertise in change 
processes, and a rather risk-averse culture. 
Could CSOs and their funders COLLABORATE to 
address these problems? 
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a foundation perspective 
in order to explore foundation perspectives on the 
sector, members of efn were asked the following 
question: “Other than additional resources, what 
are the three changes (in focus, tactics, messaging 
etc.) that would do most to make the environmental 
sector more effective?” There was strong alignment 
in the responses, with a few key themes standing out. 
interestingly these are different from the perspectives 
coming from chief executives within the sector.

The top change that the foundations feel is needed 
is an improvement in the way in which the sector 
communicates, in the form of more effective 
framing and messaging. Concerns about current 
practice included the following: i) organisations 

are speaking mainly to ‘the converted’; ii) there’s a 
need to talk more about people and less about the 
planet; iii) more positive and visionary messages 
are needed, along with more consistency; and 
iv) the sector is still too attached to ‘hair-shirt 
puritanism’, ‘beards and sandals’ etc. The strength 
of feeling with which this last view was expressed 
surprised us, with foundations making comments 
like “give up on trying to replace capitalism with 
warmed-up 1960s nonsense”, and “focus on 
supporting modern society rather than a nostalgic 
yearning for a rustic idyll which never existed.”

in addition to focusing on communications and 
messaging, foundation staff highlighted the need 

for more effective collaboration within the sector, a 
common refrain on the part of the chief executives.

The foundation respondents also called for the 
sector to step up its engagement with businesses 
going forward. as with the communications 
and messaging theme this is not something that 
featured strongly in the responses from chief 
executives of the CSOs, despite the increasing 
importance of business income to the sector. 
foundations seem to see a need for environmental 
organisations to have a more mainstream and 
partnership-oriented approach to the corporate 
sector, as well as focusing more on bringing about 
change in the business community and in finance.
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16  Passionate collaboration?

Collaboration between environmental CSOs has 
been referred to regularly in this report, in relation 
to the potential for harnessing the power of larger 
membership organisations, for increasing the focus 
on systemic and poorly-resourced thematic issues, as 
an attribute of effective environmental organisations, 
and as something which some respondents see as 
a strength of the sector at the moment. appendix 
e includes some of the many text responses that 
touched on the need to improve collaboration.

it is not difficult to think of examples of collaboration 
within the sector in recent years that have had 
positive outcomes. Thinking only about advocacy 
work we can point to a) the campaign against a third 
runway at heathrow which united organisations 
representing two million people; b) the campaign 
against new coal-fired power plants in the UK, which 
saw international development organisations join 
forces with the environmental sector; c) advocacy to 
secure the green investment Bank, and before that 
the Big ask! campaign leading to the Climate Change 
act; d) action to stop the government’s planned sell-
off of the forest estate, involving online networks 
like 38 Degrees; and e) lobbying in relation to the 
government’s proposals on the planning system, 
involving the national Trust and Daily Telegraph 
as well as many environmental organisations. most 

of these examples involve reactive collaboration in 
the face of threats to the environment, but some are 
proactive, making the running in changing the status 
quo for the better.

at the same time as calling for more collaboration, 
the chief executives responding to the survey were 
very realistic about the factors that are likely 
to prevent it. as mentioned in Sections 12 and 
14, increasing competition for scarce funding 
was seen as by far the biggest barrier to more 
collaborative working. Sensitivities about brand 
images, differing values and objectives between 
organisations, a lack of time, and a nervousness 
about motivation were all cited as additional 
barriers, as reflected in the following quotes: 

“Doing strategy within an organisation is hard 
enough, doing it across organisations is quite 
hard. One of the feelings is that if we want to have 
greater cohesion and greater synergies and to make 
sure our actions are greater than the sum of our 
parts, we may need support to make that happen. 
Arguably existing networks don’t do that.”

“You’ll get different coalitions of the willing. 
Different folks are more or less happy to coalesce or 
play together. Joint strategy only works when you’ve 
got shared values properly shared. Trying to force 

people to share strategy when you haven’t got the 
same starting point doesn’t work. That’s why some 
of the coalitions we take part in end up doing tactical 
work rather than strategic work together.”

“Question is what is limiting factor? Sometimes 
it’s time, sometimes it’s nervousness about what 
other organisations’ real motivations might be – 
whether you can build trust is crucial.”

We don’t underestimate the challenges 
involved in more effective collaboration, either 
amongst environmental CSOs or their funders. 
Collaboration often requires hard work, patience, 
flexibility, clarity of purpose, respect, trust, 
and many other things besides. yet it seems 
to us that many of the challenges identified by 
chief executives in responses to the survey lend 
themselves to collective reflection and discussion, 
potentially leading to collaborative work.

What are the implications? 

What have been the most effective examples of 
COLLABORATION within the UK environmental 
CSO sector? What were the characteristics that 
led to success? How can these be replicated? 
What can FUNDERS do differently in the future in 
order to support more collaboration?


