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The environmenTal Funders 
neTwork (eFn)

EFN is collaborating to secure a truly sustainable and 
just world, fit for people and nature. Our mission 
is to increase financial support for environmental 
causes and to help environmental philanthropy 
to be as effective as it can be. Our members are 
funders, mainly based in the United Kingdom, 
who pursue these aims at home and overseas. As 
their network we will work inclusively, efficiently, 
transparently, accountably and to high standards of 
social and environmental responsibility.

EFN does not hold funds, consider or make 
grants, or advise fundraisers. PLEASE DO NOT 
SEND FUNDING REqUESTS TO EFN AS WE 
CANNOT RESPOND TO THEM.

Funders interested in joining EFN or finding out 
more about the network should contact the EFN 
coordinator, using the contact form at www.
greenfunders.org.

Other recent EFN publications include:
Where the Green Grants Went 5: patterns of UK 
funding for environmental and conservation work.

This report, along with other EFN publications and 
resources relevant to environmental philanthropy, 
are available on the Resources page of our website: 
www.greenfunders.org/resources.

 1  David Clifford et al., 
Mapping the environmental 

third sector in England. 
London: Third Sector 

Research Centre, Working 
Paper 98, May 2013.



 Passionate Collaboration? taKinG tHe PUlse oF tHe UK enVironMental seCtor 1

Contents

Foreword  ........................................................................  2
Executive Summary  .........................................................  3
Introduction  ....................................................................  4
Methodology  ...................................................................  6

ParT a: 
inCome For The environmenTal seCTor
1 Income, staffing and membership  ..............................  8
2 A shortage of income?  ...............................................  9
3 Sources of income for non-profit environmental 
 groups  .....................................................................  11
4 How have income sources changed?  .......................  13
 BOX 1: Funding from corporations whose activities 

cause significant environmental impacts  ...................  15
5 The advantages of philanthropic capital  ..................  16

ParT B: 
CurrenT resourCe alloCaTion and FuTure needs
6 Where are organisations carrying out their work?  ...  20
7 Which issues are priorities for UK environmental 

organisations?  .........................................................  22
 BOX 2: Increasing the resources directed at  ................
 redefining economic growth  ....................................  23
8 What approaches do UK environmental organisations 

prioritise?  ................................................................  24
 BOX 3: The role of direct action  ............................  26
9 Approaches and skill-sets needing more resources  ...  27

ParT C: 
eFFeCTiveness, sTrenGThs, and oPPorTuniTies
10 What constitutes effectiveness?  ...............................  30
11 The sector’s biggest strengths  ..................................  34
12 Opportunities for the sector  ....................................  36

ParT d: 
eXTernal and inTernal ChallenGes
13 Issues lying ‘just around the river-bend’  ..................  40
14 External challenges for the sector  ............................  42
 BOX 4: Can the existing political system deliver the 

environmental outcomes society needs?  ....................  44
15 Internal challenges for the sector  .............................  45
16 Passionate collaboration?  ........................................  48

Conclusions and next steps  ...........................................  49

Appendix A: 
Survey questions  ............................................................  50
Appendix B: 
Environmental organisations responding to the survey  ..  53
Appendix C: 
Thematic issue categories  ..............................................  55
Appendix D: 
Environmental organisations accomplishing the most,
relative to resources at their disposal  .............................  56
Appendix E: 
On the need for collaboration  .......................................  58



2 Passionate Collaboration? taKinG tHe PUlse oF tHe UK enVironMental seCtor

Foreword

This excellent report comes at an important 
moment for the UK’s non-profit conservation and 
environment groups.

Following a long period of growth and rising 
influence, recent years have seen a period of 
challenges. The impact of recession, structural 
changes in the funding environment, politics being 
trapped even more in the short-term, environmental 
skepticism and a stalling of international progress 
on sustainability are among some of the headlines. 

At the same time numerous specialist reports signal 
the continuing strength of negative trends, on 
biodiversity, climate change and the state of different 
resources, and in so doing confirm the vital on-going 
importance of a successful environmental sector. 
Against this backdrop the question of how best to 
build strength in a movement that will be fit for 
purpose in the years ahead could not be more timely.

This report reminds us that finding space for 
innovative strategic thinking is a vital part of the 
answer. So is the need to set out and communicate 
a more positive vision, one that can capture the 
imagination of voters and consumers. Finding a 
new suite of tactical tools while delivering a more 
joined-up strategy between groups will require new 
spaces to be opened, to permit different kinds of 
conversations. This in turn raises big questions for 
the funding community, not least in how they can 

most effectively assist organisations in temporarily 
liberating themselves from the tyranny of the in-
tray and onto spending more time thinking through 
the bigger picture.

The creation of new spaces to consider the wider 
strategic situation seems to me to be more important 
than ever, and a vital investment in ensuring future 
success. It might include a review of big questions 
such as how best to influence the financial sector, 
ways to achieve greater funding security, how to 
deal with demographic change, what strategies 
might be best for working with businesses, ways to 
build stronger cooperation between environmental 
groups and how to engage with politics. While none 
of this is straightforward, there are undoubtedly 
opportunities to be seized.

The British environment and conservation groups 
have a proud track record of success, and they can 
point to very substantial changes achieved with tiny 
resources. But times have changed, and so must we. 
In the pages that follow is excellent food for thought 
that I hope will lead to a vigorous discussion 
that inspires a new wave of progress toward the 
sustainable society we know it is possible to build. 
All the tools are available to do it, what is needed is 
a broad understanding of how best to use them in 
the new and evolving situation we find ourselves in.

Tony Juniper, Cambridge, oCTober 2013
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This report is based on the responses to a survey 
of chief executives of UK non-profit environmental 
organisations.

• The 139 environmental organisations providing 
income data had a combined income in their latest 
financial years (usually 2011/12) of close to £984.9 
million, and 11,125  FTE employees working on 
environmental issues. The median income for 
the 139 organisations was £1.5 million, and the 
median number of staff was 17.

• Between them the 139 organisations had 
just over 4.5 million members and supporters, 
which means that nearly one in ten adults in the 
UK is a member of an environmental group.2 
Membership is heavily concentrated in a small 
number of organisations, with just 12 from the 
group of 139 accounting for more than 80% of 
the members.

• Between 1995 and 2008 real income for 
environmental organisations in England increased 
more than fivefold. Analysis of the incomes of 107 
of the organisations taking part in the survey shows 
that real income continued to rise from 2007/8 
through to 2010/11, before suffering a 5.2% drop 
during the 2011/12 financial year.

• Despite this fall in income the expenditure of 
the 139 organisations was £46.4 million less than 
their income during their most recent financial 
years. This means that 4.7% of the income received 
was being retained.

• The single largest category of income for 
the 139 organisations was funding from central 
government departments and/or the European 
Union, which accounted for 20% of overall 
income. Cutbacks in this expenditure are causing 
concern across the sector.

• Contributions from individuals, in the 
form of donations, membership fees, or sales to 
members of the public, accounted for 34.8% of 
the income of the 139 organisations, while grants 
and donations from trusts, foundation or charities 
contributed a further 10%.

• The last three years have seen a shift from 
grant income to contract income, particularly 
with respect to government sources. The sector as 
a whole appears to be increasingly dependent on 
income from the business community.

• More than 40% of the expenditure of the 139 
organisations supports work at the local or regional 
level within the UK, with work at the national level 
accounting for less than a third of total expenditure. 
Less than 3% was being directed at work at the 
EU level, where it is estimated that at least 80% of 
the environmental legislation that affects the UK is 
framed.3 Global institutions received less than 1% 
of total expenditure.

• In terms of thematic focus, work relating to 
the natural environment is dominant, with 44.9% 
of expenditure supporting work on biodiversity 
and species preservation or terrestrial ecosystems 

Executive summary

and land use. Work on climate and atmosphere 
accounted for just 7.3% of expenditure. When 
energy and transport are added to this the total still 
amounts to less than 15% of overall expenditure 
for the 139 organisations.

• Groups responding to the survey prioritised 
the need for more work on energy, fresh water, 
sustainable communities and trade and finance 
(particularly finance) in the next three years, if 
resources are available.

• The sector uses a core ‘play-book’ of approaches, 
comprising awareness-raising and environmental 
education, civil society coordination, and 
advocacy informed by research. Indeed advocacy 
was the most widely used approach, with 109 of 
the organisations doing some advocacy work. 
Throughout the survey respondents set a lot of store 
on ‘expertise’ and ‘evidence-based research’. Chief 
executives in the sector think additional investment 
is needed within this existing set of approaches, 
with advocacy topping the rankings in terms of 
where more investment is needed.

• The most important skill-sets for the 
sector to acquire were seen as economics and/
or financial expertise, followed by leadership 
and organisational planning, political lobbying 
expertise and then expertise in public opinion 
polling, strategic communications and framing.

• Greenpeace UK was seen by its peers as the 
UK environmental organisation achieving the most 

2  Some individuals will 
be members of more than 
one of the organisations 
responding to the survey. 
At the same time a few 
of the large organisations 
that did not take part in the 
survey have large numbers 
of individual members. Had 
they taken part then the 4.5 
million number would have 
been higher.

3  European Environmental 
Bureau, EU Environmental 
Policy Handbook: A Critical 
Analysis of EU Environmental 
Legislation. Brussels, 2005.
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relative to its resources, with Friends of the Earth 
(England, Wales & Northern Ireland – EWNI) and 
the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) 
tied in second place, and WWF UK in fourth. The 
most important attributes of effective environmental 
organisations included a clear mission and vision plus 
strong leadership, expertise, effective policy work, a 
large membership base and the ability to engage the 
public, as well as a willingness to collaborate with 
other organisations and to be creative in response to 
changing circumstances.

• Respondents to the survey saw the sector’s 
greatest strengths as being the people who work 
within it, with both staff and volunteers seen as 
passionate and committed. There is perceived to 
be wide public sympathy for the aims of the sector, 
and a high degree of public trust. Expertise and a 
commitment to evidence-based work were again 
seen as strengths, and the sector sees itself as being 
creative and innovative, and often quite good at 
collaborating. The diversity of the sector in terms of 
different types of groups with different approaches 
and tactics is also seen as a core strength.

• The economic crisis and resulting austerity 
policies are seen by respondents as a double-edged 
sword, providing an opportunity for alternative 
visions in relation to well-being, economic growth 

and consumption, but at the same time leading to 
public apathy and political preoccupation with 
economic growth at any cost.

• The development of social media technologies 
was seen as an important opportunity for the sector, as 
was the potential for increased work at the community 
level. The need for more effective collaboration 
within the sector was highlighted, as was the need for 
environmental organisations to work more effectively 
with non-environmental groups within civil society. 
However, the scope for more collaboration was seen 
as being threatened by the increasing competition for 
resources within the sector.

• In addition to funding cutbacks, other challenges 
faced by the sector included demographic shifts 
within the UK population, the political difficulties 
associated with tackling climate change (particularly 
at the international level), and the shift of political 
and economic power towards economies such as 
China, India and Brazil.

• Concern about the political context in the UK 
also came across very clearly, with respondents 
highlighting the following: claims that greening 
the economy would impede growth; the short-
termism of the political system; the political 
influence of fossil fuel companies; and the growth 
of climate scepticism.

• Turning to internal challenges and weaknesses 
of the sector, the lack of resources for skills 
development was highlighted, along with a lack of 
time for reflection and strategic planning, plus low 
salaries which make it hard to attract staff with the 
skills that are needed.

• A reluctance to move away from tried and 
tested approaches was also identified, along with 
an emphasis on tactics over strategy, and a lack of 
‘systems thinking’ and ‘horizon-scanning’ within 
the sector. There was also a perception that the 
sector is not good at transferring expertise and 
knowledge internally.

Five central themes emerge in the responses to the 
survey, and these are threaded through the ‘What 
are the implications?’ paragraphs that end each 
section, and then returned to in the Conclusions 
section. The five themes are: 
a  changes to the FUNDING available to the sector, 

and the role played by funders; 
b questions relating to the allocation of 

RESOURCES; 
c SKILL-SETS and tools that are needed in order 

to increase effectiveness; 
d the barriers to INNOVATION in response to 

challenges and needs that are identified; and 
e the potential for increased COLLABORATION.
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This report is intended to build on the analysis of 
environmental philanthropy carried out for the 
Environmental Funders Network in the five editions 
of Where the Green Grants Went.4 The five reports 
look in detail at the supply side of the environmental 
grants market, while this report focuses more on 
the demand side, on the priorities and needs of UK 
non-profit environmental organisations. As such it 
is intended to complement the work of the Third 
Sector Research Centre, whose recent working 

Introduction 

paper Mapping the environmental third sector in 
England5 provides an overview based on Charity 
Commission data and the National Survey of 
Third Sector Organisations. Similar research has 
been undertaken in the United States6,7, and Israel8, 
and is underway in Australia.9 Research of this 
kind is intended to help both funders and grantee 
organisations to get an overview of the field in 
which they are active, in the hope that funding can 
be better tailored to needs in the future.

4  These are available at 
www.greenfunders.org along 
with other resources. 

5  David Clifford et al., op. cit. 

6  Baird Straughan and Tom 
Pollak, The Broader Movement: 
Nonprofit Environmental and 
Conservation Organizations, 
1989 – 2005. Washington 
D.C.: The Urban Institute, 2008.

7  Baird Straughan and Tom 
Pollak, The Broader U.S. 
Environmental Movement: 
Composition and Funding 
Insights. New York: 
Environmental Grantmakers 
Association, 2011. 

8  Alon Tal et al., Israel’s 
Environmental Movement: 
Trends, Needs and Potential. 
Beer-Sheva: Ben Gurion 
University of the Negev, 
2011. 

9  Australian Environmental 
Grantmakers Network, 
forthcoming.

This report represents EFN’s first attempt to survey 
the leaders of environmental non-profit groups in 
the UK. As with Where the Green Grants Went, 
there is an element of ‘learning by doing’ involved 
in such research, and we hope that future reports of 
this kind will provide increasingly useful insights. 
Feedback and suggestions as to how this research 
could be improved would be much appreciated.  
Please email us at: pulse@greenfunders.org.
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Methodology 

This report is based on responses to a survey 
designed by EFN, with the help of an advisory 
group of experienced environmentalists. We sent the 
survey to the chief executives of 300 UK non-profit 
environmental organisations in January 2013, and 
most responses were collected during February–
April 2013. The 300 comprised the 150 largest UK 
environmental organisations measured by income10 
plus a further 150 that we selected based on past 
research, with a view to getting a balanced sample 
of the overall sector. The survey questions can be 
found in Appendix A. A list of all the organisations 
responding to the survey is provided in Appendix B.

The organisations responding to the survey 
represent a good cross-section of the environmental 
non-profit sector in the UK, with many household 
names included, along with smaller and more 
specialist groups. They also range from mainstream 
to more radical in terms of values and goals.

The fact that many of the largest organisations 
within the sector took part in the survey gives 
us a reasonable amount of confidence that the 
quantitative data presented in the first half of 
the report is robust, and provides a reasonable 
indication of how resources are currently 

 10  No definitive list exists of 
the largest UK environmental 

organisations. The authors 
drew on data kindly shared 

by the Third Sector Research 
Centre team, and then 

augmented this using their 
own knowledge of the sector, 

adding organisations not 
included in the TSRC dataset 

to arrive at a working list of 
the ‘150 largest organisations 

by income’. The goal is 
to refine this list in future 

research. 
11  Organisations that would 

like to be included in future 
editions of this research 

are asked to email pulse@
greenfunders.org.

being allocated. There is, however, room for 
improvement in future surveys of this kind, 
and the findings presented in Part A are less 
comprehensive than those elsewhere in the report.11 
The responses from environmental organisations 
have been complemented by the perspectives of 37 
foundations and trusts that are members of EFN, 
also collected in spring 2013.

Throughout the report we refer to the environmental 
groups that responded as civil society organisations 
(CSOs), and the philanthropic organisations as 
foundations. 


