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Introduction and purpose 

This evaluation has been undertaken during the final phase of the project “A Zero 
Carbon Cumbria: By the people, for the people”, referred to as ZCC throughout this 
report. It was funded by the National Lottery’s Climate Action Fund. 
 
ZCC’s overarching aim was to foster a broad movement of Cumbrian communities to 
lead climate action through a shared partnership vision, knowledge sharing, and 
replicable emission-reduction projects and support this movement with strategic 
activities and interventions. This evaluation examines ZCC’s relevance, effectiveness, 
impact, and sustainability.  
 
The primary focus of this evaluation is on the value of the partnership between 
participating organisations and stakeholders and the impact of strengthened 
connections on climate 
action across the county. It does not assess the individual actions of stakeholders or 
seek to measure ZCC’s direct contribution to carbon emissions reduction as these are 
covered in other evaluation reports. 
 
The main aims of this evaluation are:  
 

●​ To understand the extent to which participants and stakeholders felt that the 
project had been relevant, effective, impactful, and will have a sustained impact 
beyond the project lifespan.  

 
●​ To gain deeper insights into how well ZCC as a partnership project met its 

objectives, what helped and what got in the way.  

Methodology 

The evaluation utilised a simplified version of the OECD evaluation criteria, specifically 
measuring:  
 

●​ Relevance and coherence: alignment with stakeholder needs and the local 
context  

●​ Effectiveness: did the project achieve its objectives, and the factors that 
impacted progress? 

●​ Impact: what difference did ZCC make? 
●​ Sustainability: will the benefits of ZCC last beyond the current funding period? 

 
This was combined with identifying lessons learnt both the things which went well and 
those which didn’t go well to inform future project design and delivery. 
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Data collection was conducted between October 2025 and January 2026 primarily 
through two methods:  
 

1.​ Focus groups: five online sessions categorised by the following stakeholder types; 
strategic and capacity building (2 groups); community and youth focused (2 
groups); ZCC team 
 

2.​ Online survey: distributed to the ZCC stakeholders and and the ZCC team (this 
evaluation focuses primarily on survey responses from stakeholders, unless 
otherwise stated) 

 

Findings  

The main findings of the evaluation are presented below, grouped by evaluation 
question. 
 
1. Relevance and coherence: to what extent was ZCC perceived as relevant to 
stakeholder needs and the wider context? 

Theme 1.1: Need for collaboration between stakeholders across Cumbria 

Theme 1.2: Need for individual connection and mutual support 

Theme 1.3: Framing of climate and net zero limited perceived relevance 

This section finds that ZCC was widely perceived as relevant and well aligned with local 
needs, with 93% of stakeholders agreeing that its objectives were, and continue to be, 
relevant for Cumbria. Data from surveys and focus groups indicates that the project 
responded to a clear gap in collaboration and coordination, addressing previously 
fragmented climate activity by providing a county-wide structure, and associated 
support, to connect organisations, sectors and individuals.  

Stakeholders valued the space ZCC created for difficult conversations and for bringing 
different sectors together within a shared framework that had not existed before ZCC. 
However, whilst ZCC did engage with some new audiences, this evaluation also 
highlighted that the use of technical, carbon-focused language reduced the project’s 
perceived relevance for some communities, particularly working-class audiences and 
for some parts of the farming sector. 
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2. Effectiveness: is the project achieving its objectives, and the factors that impacted 
progress?  
 
Theme 2.1: Partnership working and shared outputs effectively enabled coordinated 
climate action 

Theme 2.2: Partnership working supported effectiveness, but was considered uneven 
institutionally and socially  

Theme 2.3: Dedicated funding and capacity supported delivery  

Theme 2.4: External contextual factors constrained effectiveness 

Theme 2.5: Carbon-focused language limited engagement of new people 

This section finds that ZCC was largely effective in achieving its objectives, with 97% of 
stakeholders agreeing that they accomplished more collectively than they could have 
individually, demonstrating the value of collaboration and shared ownership. 
County-wide initiatives and action plans, including the Emissions Reduction Action 
Plans, Citizens’ Juries and Assemblies and the Cumbria Sustainability Network, were 
seen as particularly effective in aligning objectives and bringing diverse stakeholders 
together.  
 
Central project management and funding played an important role in maintaining 
momentum and ensuring key outputs were delivered. However, effectiveness was 
constrained where engagement with certain key stakeholders and more diverse 
communities was weaker, and by wider external contextual factors including economic 
pressures, local government reorganisation and competing public priorities.  
 
This evaluation also found that technical language and a focused framing around 
emissions reduction limited broader engagement, highlighting the need for all 
organisations involved in the ZCC partnership to use accessible and relatable 
communication that connects climate action to the everyday experiences of 
communities, individuals and stakeholders. 
 
3. Impact: what difference did ZCC make? 

Theme 3.1: Improved coordination and collective action across sectors 

Theme 3.2: Increased stakeholder agency and confidence  

Theme 3.3: Reached and engaged new people 
 
This section finds that ZCC had a significant impact on social and collaborative 
outcomes across Cumbria, particularly in relation to awareness, connectedness and 
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engagement with climate action, and in new ways of working between partners. All 
surveyed stakeholders reported at least a moderate impact on increased understanding 
of climate change, and the data suggests ZCC helped shift climate action from 
fragmented and isolated efforts towards a more connected, county-wide movement. 
Stakeholders described feeling more confident and knowledgeable in taking action and 
engaging others, with ZCC reducing feelings of isolation, normalising climate 
conversations, and helping individuals and organisations situate their work within a 
wider strategic framework.  
 
The partnership also enabled stakeholders to reach new audiences, including 
community members and decision-makers who had not previously engaged in climate 
discussions. While some practical impacts and carbon savings were felt to be achieved, 
these were less prominent, reinforcing that ZCC’s greatest contribution was in creating 
the social foundations for longer-term climate action amongst stakeholders. There was 
also a recognition whilst some progress has been made, that transformative changes 
needed to deliver the emissions reductions required are yet to be achieved. 
 
 
4. Sustainability: will the benefits of ZCC last beyond the current funding period?  

Theme 4.1: A practical plan for the next phase, including actions, timelines, and 
ownership.  

Theme 4.2: Long-term sustainability depends on continued funded coordination 

Theme 4.3: Lasting progress depends on embedding climate action within political 
leadership and structural decision making 

This section finds that stakeholders are broadly confident that the impacts and 
outcomes of ZCC will continue beyond the life of the project. However, sustaining this 
legacy will depend on translating strategic ambitions into concrete actions, with clear 
ownership, timelines, accountability and an accessible legacy plan to ensure continued 
use of key outputs.  
 
Ongoing funding is seen as critical to maintaining momentum, supporting partnership 
working and enabling agreed actions to be delivered. Stakeholders also emphasised the 
importance of embedding climate priorities within political leadership and governance 
structures to strengthen resilience, support systemic change and align climate action 
with wider decision-making processes. 

Conclusion  

This evaluation finds that ZCC has been highly relevant and effective in strengthening 
county-wide climate action across Cumbria, particularly in fostering collaboration, 
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connection and shared understanding among stakeholders. Through an overarching 
partnership framework, networks such as the Cumbria Sustainability Network, and 
structured outputs including the Emissions Reduction Action Plan and Citizens’ 
Assembly recommendations, ZCC helped shift climate activity from isolated and 
fragmented efforts towards a more coordinated movement. Stakeholders reported 
increased confidence, knowledge and agency, alongside wider impacts on awareness 
and engagement, including among some new audiences. 

 
However, the extent of the impact was constrained by the use of technical, 
carbon-focused language, different levels of engagement across local authorities and 
other stakeholders, and challenges in connecting with wider and more deprived 
communities. 

Sustaining progress will depend on translating strategic frameworks into clear, 
deliverable actions with defined ownership, timelines and accountability, supported by 
an accessible legacy plan. Ongoing funded coordination is seen as critical to maintaining 
momentum and partnership working, alongside stronger integration of climate priorities 
within political leadership and decision-making structures. Without continued 
investment, there is a risk that the networks and momentum built through ZCC may 
weaken. 

Key recommendations 

Based on the findings from the evaluation, key recommendations for the next phase of 
ZCC are:  
 

●​ ZCC should continue to provide a coordination and enabling role to facilitate 
collaboration between partners and support further movement building. This will 
support the actions which need to be taken by partners to implement the 
Emission Reduction Action Plans and to optimise the associated social, 
economic, community and environmental benefits. 
 

●​ ZCC, local authorities, the new Mayoral Combined Authority, and other political, 
business, farming, and community leaders across Cumbria should strengthen and 
deepen their connections, integrating these relationships into their respective 
frameworks, plans, and objectives in order to ensure sustained engagement, 
influence decision making, and ensure long-term support for county-wide 
climate action 
 

●​ Partners should actively contribute to ZCC and assist each other. As an example, 
all partners need to help spread the messages through their own networks and 
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stakeholders, supply chains, clients, appealing to their own audiences in ways 
that they know will best suit them. 
 

●​ All partners should review the use of technical, carbon-focused terminology and 
frame climate action around local priorities, wider benefits, and everyday 
experiences, including health and wellbeing, social justice, lifestyle, and economic 
resilience across Cumbria’s communities and industries. 
 

●​ ZCC should place greater emphasis on identifying and prioritising engagement 
with underrepresented communities and sectors to ensure climate action is 
inclusive and reaches those currently less involved. Recognising that this will 
require significant resources in terms of time and money, ZCC should engage and 
involve funders in helping to implement this recommendation.  
 

●​ ZCC should provide further communication skills development for the diversity of 
organisations which need to be involved in helping to broaden engagement. 
 

●​ Explore and prioritise ways to maintain funding for project management, 
marketing and communications and coordination, ensuring community 
stakeholders are supported and reducing reliance on volunteer input.  
 

●​ Develop a practical legacy strategy in collaboration with stakeholders, which 
maintains continuity of the sector groups and the Cumbria Sustainability 
Network with clearly assigned ownership for actions amongst LAs, utilities, 
educational institutions, community groups and other third sector, business 
(including farming) and with measurable indicators, to ensure outputs such as 
the Emissions Reduction Action Plans remain actionable, accessible, and relevant 
to sector groups and wider stakeholders over the long term. 

 
 
 
​
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Purpose 

This stakeholder evaluation forms part of the overall evaluation of the project “A Zero 
Carbon Cumbria: By the people, for the people” which was funded by the National 
Lottery’s Climate Action Fund. This project will be referred to as ‘ZCC’ throughout this 
report. 
 
The objective of the evaluation was to undertake a review of the project considering its  
relevance and coherence, effectiveness, impacts, and sustainability, and to identify 
recommendations for future improvements in project design and delivery.  
 
The main aims of this evaluation are:  
 

●​ To understand the extent to which participants and stakeholders felt that the 
project had been relevant, effective, impactful, and will have a sustained impact 
beyond the project lifespan.  
 

●​ To gain deeper insights into how well ZCC met its objectives, what helped and 
what got in the way.  

Scope  

This part of the ZCC evaluation focuses on the partnership between the various 
organisations involved in ZCC and the value gained from funding a project which 
increases connection between organisations involved in climate action.  
 
It does not include evaluation of individual stakeholders’ actions (which are covered in 
other reports) or the way they spent funding distributed by the partnership. Also out of 
scope for this part of the evaluation is an assessment of how the project impacted 
carbon emissions in Cumbria. However, perceptions people have of how the overall 
project impacted the ability of individual partners to take action and of the likelihood of 
reducing carbon emissions was within scope.  
 
The evaluation concentrates on gathering expert knowledge and experiences 
predominantly from those working in and with the partnership. It does not include the 
wider group of stakeholders who may be downstream beneficiaries of the project such 
as those accessing services or interacting with the partners as they take climate action. 
Nor does it include the ‘general public’ of Cumbria. 
 
The evaluation has been conducted with reference to the following ZCC objectives: 
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●​ Previously unengaged individuals, communities and organisations, as well as the 
already engaged, are inspired and informed, with new skills, experience, 
knowledge, agency and volunteer capacity to effect change in carbon emissions.  

●​ People and organisations have made permanent changes in attitudes and 
behavior, policy and infrastructure that tackle the climate emergency.  

●​ A shared partnership vision and implementation plan is being delivered by 
organisations and community groups with established relations and 
communication mechanisms.  

●​ Learning and best practice is being shared locally and nationally.   
●​ Replicable projects demonstrate that emission reductions are achievable in 

relation to energy, food and the things we buy.  
●​ Carbon emissions are reduced in Cumbria. 

 
These objectives are also reflected in the ZCC story of change:  
 

 
 
This evaluation provides lessons learned to inform a possible next phase of ZCC, future 
activity across Cumbria and more broadly. ​  
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3. Methodology 
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This section outlines the evaluation framework and methods used to evaluate the ZCC 
project. 

Evaluation framework 

The evaluation adopted a simplified version of the OECD evaluation criteria (EC). The EC 
is made up of six criteria and two principles, see Table 1.  
 
Table 1 : OECD Evaluation criteria & principles for their use 

Criteria 
●​ Relevance: is the intervention doing the right things? 
●​ Coherence: how well does the intervention fit? 
●​ Effectiveness: is the intervention achieving its objectives 
●​ Efficiency: how well are resources being used? (not used in this evaluation) 
●​ Impact: what difference does the intervention make? 
●​ Sustainibility: will the benefits of the intervention last? 

 
Principles 

1.​ The criteria should be applied thoughtfully to support high quality, useful 
evaluation. They should be understood in the context of the individual 
evaluation, the intervention being evaluated, and the stakeholders involved. The 
evaluation questions (what you are trying to find out) and what you intend to 
do with the answers, should inform how the criteria are specifically interpreted 
and analysed. 

2.​ The use of the criteria depends on the purpose of the evaluation. The criteria 
should not be applied mechanistically. Instead, they should be covered 
according to the needs of the relevant stakeholders and the context of the 
evaluation. 

 

 
Applying the principles to the aims of this evaluation of ZCC resulted in inclusion of five 
of the six criteria. The ‘Efficiency’ criterion was omitted as it was felt that participants in 
survey and focus groups would not have the required overview of what resources were 
available and how they were made available across the project. Evidence was collected 
on the participants’ perception of resource availability and how this affected the project 
as they experienced it, but this is presented under the other criteria. For example, how 
availability of resources is related to the effectiveness of the project or the downstream 
impacts. 
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Data collection 

Data collection across the five criteria used a combination of focus groups and an 
online survey of stakeholders likely to have been involved in more than one aspect of 
ZCC. For each, questions were chosen which would elicit views on one or more of each 
of the five evaluation criteria and how these related to the ZCC story of change. 
 
Focus groups 
To highlight differences in experience between those who work at a coordination level 
and those who work closer to delivery of climate action and to aid data collection, three 
broad categories of stakeholder were defined, as shown in Table 2.  Focus groups were 
held with each of the categories. All groups were held online between October 2025 and 
January 2026 and lasted 90 minutes. For focus group questions, see Appendices A, B 
and C. 

 
Table 2: Stakeholder categories and participant numbers 

Stakeholder 
category 

Examples Focus groups 

Strategic and 
capacity 
building  

Partnership meetings and the ZCCP summits 
Sector groups (Buildings, Transport and mobility, 
Farming and other land use, Consumption and 
waste)  
Citizen engagement including assemblies/juries 
Carbon literacy training 
Communications 
Management and strategic oversight 
Data monitoring 

2 groups, 17 
participants 

Community and 
youth-focused  

Community-led activities including community 
energy, Cumbria Sustainability Network etc 
Youth Climate Action Programme 
Climate-friendly food 
Events and other training 
Circular Economy initiatives (e.g. repair cafes) 

2 groups, 10 
participants 

ZCC team The ZCC team 1 group, 11 
participants 

 
Survey 
An online survey was distributed to stakeholders from the ZCC contact list, with the 
option to pass at the recipient’s discretion. The survey contained likert-response 
questions alongside a set of open-text questions (see Appendix D for the full set of 
questions).  29 stakeholders responded to the survey, and 8 ZCC team members. The 
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analysis in this  evaluation focuses primarily on survey responses from the 29 
stakeholders, unless otherwise stated.  
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4. Findings 
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The main findings of this evaluation are presented below, grouped by evaluation 
question. 

4.1 Relevance and coherence  

This section evaluates the relevance of the ZCC project, assessing how well the project 
addressed the needs of the stakeholders and aligned with ZCC’s core objectives.  
 
Overview of relevance and coherence:  
 
Evidence from surveys and focus groups demonstrates that ZCC:  was widely perceived 
as relevant and well-targeted to local needs: 
 
 

●​ Was widely perceived as relevant as 93% of stakeholders agreed or strongly 
agreed that ZCC’s objectives had been relevant for Cumbria, and continue to 
remain relevant 

●​ Was well-targeted to local needs by:  
○​ responding  to a clear gap in collaboration and coordination between 

stakeholders. Stakeholders consistently described pre-existing climate 
work as fragmented. ZCC was relevant because it provided a county-wide 
structure to connect organisations, sectors and individuals. 

○​ providing space for difficult conversations to help bring sectors together 
through a unified framework that had not existed before.  

 
However, feedback from stakeholders also highlighted that technical, carbon-focused 
language limited the relevance of ZCC among some communities, particularly 
working-class audiences and parts of the farming sector 
 
 
Overall the project was perceived as relevant and important for Cumbria, 93% of 
stakeholders (27 out of 29) agreed or strongly agreed that the overarching ZCC 
objectives have been relevant and important for Cumbria, as shown in Figure 1.  
 
93% of the stakeholders also strongly agree or agree that the overarching ZCC 
objectives continue to be relevant and important for Cumbria today. Stakeholders in the 
ZCC project described Cumbria as having a high level of climate expertise and activity 
prior to ZCC, but with limited coordination between individuals, organisations, and 
sectors. ZCC was perceived as relevant because it sought to address this gap by 
bringing people together to work collaboratively. However, whilst there was some 
evidence that the project reached new audiences, stakeholders felt that ZCC’s relevance 
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to wider communities was constrained by the use of technical, carbon-focused 
language and objectives, particularly in relation to the farming community. The 
effectiveness and impact of the objectives will explored further in the next sections 

 

Figure 1: Perceived relevance of ZCC’s objectives  
 

Relevance and coherence theme 1: Need for collaboration between stakeholders across 
Cumbria 
 
A consistent finding across stakeholder groups was the strong perceived need for 
greater collaboration and coordination across Cumbria. Participants highlighted that, 
prior to ZCC, climate and carbon related work was often fragmented or isolated within 
local areas, resulting in limited opportunities for county-wide alignment or shared 
learning: 
 
“I think there's a lot of talent and expertise in Cumbria, which was quite well, it wasn't a 

surprise, but I was really impressed to find it, and I think together, the group could do an 
awful lot if we're allowed to” - focus group participant  

 
Stakeholders described the pre-project landscape as a series of "little islands" where 
significant expertise existed but lacked a "coordinating force" to bring them together. 
This role was seen as particularly relevant in a geographically large and complex county, 
where stakeholders often lacked visibility of each other’s work. The establishment of 
networks, partnerships, and shared processes was viewed as a necessary foundation for 
longer-term change. ZCC met a deep ‘need for belonging’ by facilitating networks like the 
Cumbria Sustainability Network (CSN) where individuals could find peer support: 
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“I can’t see how we can't work collaboratively. We won't get any done if we just work as 
little islands.” - focus group participant 

 
“Sort of having those shared goals... knowing that you're not working in isolation, there's 

strength in that isn't there” - focus group participant 
 

An important part of this coordination was the ability to maintain constructive dialogue 
on sensitive topics where differing opinions had already been highlighted. Stakeholders 
frequently mentioned the importance of challenging conversations when tackling 
climate change, and ZCC provided a managed framework for "facing up to some tricky 
conversations" that were previously avoided:   
 

“I think the real credit on the sector groups as well is the ability to keep some of those 
groups bound together when we know there was very serious differing of opinions 

among some of the members of those groups. And it's real credit to the project that it's 
managed to keep those sector groups meeting and constructive and moving forward” - 

focus group participant 
 
Relevance and coherence theme 2: Need for individual connection and mutual support 
 
In addition to supporting organisations, ZCC addressed a need for individual connection, 
collaboration and shared learning in a field that many participants described as 
isolating. While Theme 1.1 focused on the high-level coordination between organisations 
and sectors, this theme captures the individual and personal relevance of stakeholders 
involved in ZCC. Stakeholders described working climate action work as often feeling 
isolating and lonely without opportunities to connect with others:  
 
 

‘I think we all feel a bit lonely doing this, and we certainly feel a bit out there 
somewhere.” - focus group participant 

 
“It goes back to that collaborative working, but knowing that you're not working in 

isolation, there's strength and that isn't there” - focus group participant 
 
 
ZCC was perceived as relevant in providing a sense of belonging and validation, 
particularly for those in smaller organisations, community groups or individuals. Regular 
sector meetings, workshops, and informal networking spaces facilitated through the 
Cumbria Sustainability Network (CSN) enabled participants to connect with peers, 
exchange ideas, and feel reassured that they were part of a wider collective effort:  
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“What strikes me that I've got from our involvement, particularly with the CSN, is just 
that sense of being part of something bigger. It's quite hard sometimes when you know 

you're slogging away at trying to get a message across in your community” - focus 
group participant  

 
“Just having that network and, like, I suppose it's a support as well, you know, like, 

knowing you're you're not on your own in this situation, and I think that's such a huge 
thing to me” - focus group participant  

 
 
The ZCC project met the needs of stakeholders by providing both organisational and 
personal support. At the organisational level, it created a visible, coordinated space for 
collaboration, helping stakeholders overcome previously uncoordinated work. At the 
individual level, it offered connection, learning, and peer support, addressing feelings of 
isolation and strengthening participants’ confidence and capacity to work on climate 
change and net zero initiatives. These themes demonstrate the strong relevance of ZCC 
in Cumbria, and suggest that objectives were well-targeted to meet the needs of those 
involved.  
 
Relevance and coherence theme 3: Framing of climate and net zero limited perceived 
relevance 
 
While the overarching aims of ZCC were widely supported, the evaluation identified 
several areas where the project’s relevance had been constrained, in particular. It was 
felt that the technical framing of net zero and 1.5 degrees often failed to resonate with 
some stakeholders and the wider public. Stakeholders discussed that the project was 
sometimes too focused on carbon savings when relevance for many communities is 
found in other benefits like wellbeing and affordability:  

 
“Talking about 1.5 degrees seems quite irrelevant in some ways. We need to have much 
more nuance around, how do we talk about the politics that are coming through around 
all sorts of things that really intersect with the climate crisis.” - focus group participant 

 
“I'd also like to see links to other objectives so the topics are a bit more engaging for 

those audiences on the periphery e.g. how climate action can link to a more productive 
farm business, greater personal satisfaction, cleaner air, nature recovery etc. In other 
words, targeting the messaging towards what the audience will understand and be 

hooked by.” - survey response   
 
This was seen as particularly important when considering engagement with 
working-class communities and their representative organisations, as technical, 
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carbon-focused language could reduce the project’s perceived relevance and 
accessibility:  
 

“Generating audiences for events badged 'low carbon' or similar can be challenging in 
working class communities, even when they're free and located in central locations like 

the library.” - survey response 
 

This was also reflected by members of the ZCC team:  
 

“I think the name Zero Carbon Cumbria does sound quite removed from the real life 
impact of this stuff for businesses, for people, etc.” - ZCC team focus group 

 
Although, the evaluation identified that this approach made ZCC mainly feel relevant for 
those already working in climate change and net zero, it would have hindered the 
relevance for people who are aware of climate change, but overwhelmed by other life 
pressures:   
 

“Some local awareness-raising events have tended to be preaching to the converted 
rather than reaching new people or significantly changing attitudes” - survey response  

 
Relevance was most heavily contested in the agriculture sector, where it was felt 
stakeholders were fighting ZCC rather than working together positively:   
 
“The pathways for farming and food consumption in the baseline document are heavily 
contested by the sector and are totally misguided and it is a huge frustration that this 

has not been recognised and acted upon.” - survey response 
 
Farmers felt the project's narrative was negative toward their industry, and that ZCC 
would have been more aligned with the industry if the other benefits of farming and 
climate resilience were also highlighted:  
 
“My message to you is to focus on food production as a positive rather than a negative 

and understand that we need food security as much as we need net zero.”- survey 
response 

 
In summary, while ZCC was successful in building collaboration for climate action, its 
wider relevance will depend on its ability to move beyond technical carbon language 
and show that it understands and contributes to wider objectives by showing how its 
goals align with the daily realities of communities and industry across Cumbria.  
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4.2 Effectiveness 

This section evaluates the effectiveness of ZCC, focusing on how successfully it 
delivered its planned activities and the factors that impacted its progress toward its 
core objectives.  
 
Overview of effectiveness:  
 
Evidence from surveys and focus groups highlight several key factors that shaped the 
effectiveness of ZCC: 

●​ 97% of stakeholders agreed that they achieved more than they could have 
individually, indicating that collaboration and shared-ownership was effective in 
supporting delivery.  

●​ County wide initiatives and actions plans such as the Emissions Reduction Action 
Plan (ERAP), Citizens Juries/Assembly, and the Cumbria Sustainability Network 
(CSN) were effective in bringing people together and aligning objectives.  

●​ Project management and funding provided by ZCC was effective in maintaining 
momentum and ensuring key outputs were delivered. 

●​ Effectiveness was constrained where it was felt engagement with key 
stakeholders and more diverse communities was weaker.  

●​ Economic pressures, local government reorganisation, and competing public 
priorities impacted what could be achieved within the project time frame.  

●​ Technical language and a narrow framing around emissions reduction made it 
difficult for people outside specialist networks to see relevance to their lives, 
priorities, or local communities. 

 
Overall, ZCC was perceived as effective in supporting and advancing county-wide 
climate action, with 66% of surveyed stakeholders (19 out of 29), as shown in Figure 2 
agreeing that as a whole ZCC achieved what it set out to do. Stakeholders particularly 
highlighted the effectiveness of strengthening networks, supporting coordination, and 
creating country-wide actions plans. Some stakeholders however felt that the project 
had not been effective in terms of the transformational change needed to deliver the 
scale and pace of emissions reductions required. This was also reflected in stakeholders’ 
confidence in achieving the overarching ambition of Net Zero Cumbria by 2037 which 
was low, with only 14% (4 out of 29) reporting that they feel confident the target will be 
met. 
 
This reflects an important distinction between delivery of project-level objectives and 
the wider, system-level challenge of reaching net zero. While only a small minority felt 
confident the 2037 target would be achieved, 90% of stakeholders (26 out of 29) 
perceived ZCC as positively influencing Cumbria’s chances of achieving net zero by 
2037. At the same time, stakeholders identified factors that constrained overall 
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effectiveness. External contextual conditions, local political change and wider public 
pressures were seen as limiting progress beyond the project’s direct control. In addition, 
some participants felt that carbon-focused and technical language limited engagement 
with some new audiences.  
 

Figure 2: Effectiveness of ZCC in meeting the overarching objective of Cumbria becoming net zero by 2037 

 
Effectiveness theme 1: Partnership working and shared outputs effectively enabled 
coordinated climate action 

Coordinated and collaborative climate action was considered central to the 
effectiveness of  ZCC in enabling coordinated county wide climate action. 97% of 
stakeholders surveyed (28 out of 29) strongly agree or agreed that together they 
achieved more than they could have individually, as shown in Figure 3. With focus groups 
and open text survey responses also reflecting this: 

“A bringing together of people and groups around a common cause. The value of this 
cannot be overstated, regardless of any other appraisals of effectiveness.” - Survey 

response 

Stakeholders indicated that this was strengthened by the project’s collaborative 
outputs, including Emissions Reduction Action Plans (ERAPs), Climate Assemblies, 
partnership structures and frameworks, with 76% of stakeholders (22 out of 29) 
surveyed saying they made good use of insights from the project (see Figure 3). 

24 



 

 

 

Figure 3: stakeholders perceptions of the effectiveness of coordinated climate action across Cumbria 

Survey data supports this success, with 79% of stakeholders (23 out of 29) agreeing 
that the activities they were involved with achieved what they set out to do (see Figure 
3). Key activities highlighted as effective across the surveys and focus groups were the 
Cumbria Sustainability Network (CSN) and the Citizens Assemblies. 

“The Climate Assembly process was magnificent and an example of how well these 
things can work when properly managed and led” - survey response 

“For me, the Citizens Climate assemblies have been crucial. They've been the most 
important thing that I think has happened in engaging communities and ordinary 

citizens.” - focus group participant 

These outputs were considered effective because they facilitated connection, 
alignment, and shared understanding across Cumbria. 

“CSN provided much needed information-sharing between groups and also alerted 
people to activities and funding opportunities that were available.” - survey response 

“The assemblies have been the most powerful piece in terms of showing agency... 
showing that once you've had a good conversation about this, people make sensible 

recommendations and good choices.” - focus group participant 
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Stakeholders reported that these outputs and recommendations were valued for 
bringing sectors together, and enabling community groups and businesses to identify 
shared priorities and opportunities for coordinated action:  

‘‘I think having the materials coming out of the partnership has really built our capacity 
to communicate this sort of Cumbria wide vision and pathway to different 

organisations” - focus group participant​  

“It's probably just really expedited our progress, I would say, because the timelines and 
targets we've been given from xxx were quite far in the future, which I've challenged, I 

think that's the influence that the partnership has had on our sort of strategy internally, 
sort of definitely encouraged us to take action more quickly.” - focus group participant 

Effectiveness theme 2: Partnership working supported effectiveness, however some 
stakeholders felt that it was uneven institutionally and socially  
 
As discussed in theme 2.1, partnership working was considered key to the effectiveness 
of ZCC. Stakeholders widely recognised that this collaborative approach strengthened 
delivery. Further data supports this, with 86% of respondents (25 out of 29) strongly 
agreeing or agreeing that the project had a positive impact for a broad range of people 
and communities, as shown in Figure 4. 
 

 
 
Figure 4:  Percentage of stakeholders who feel that ZCC has had a positive impact for a broad range of 
people and communities 
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However, it was felt that practice was uneven at varying institutional levels, constraining 
effectiveness in meeting county-wide ZCC objectives, with stakeholders describing a 
difference in engagement and resourcing between the county’s two unitary authorities. 
Westmorland and Furness Council was widely perceived as proactive and aligned with 
ZCC’s climate ambitions, while the engagement from Cumberland Council was seen as 
more constrained by political priorities and financial pressures. This led to a sense of 
"one hand clapping" from the ZCC team in efforts to maintain a truly county-wide 
partnership: 
 

“The division between Cumberland and Westmorland and Furness, or just a massive 
difference in prioritisation. It feels like we've got one hand clapping, as we try to maintain 

this Cumbria wide partnership” - ZCC team focus group 
 

These differences highlight how effectiveness is linked to perceived relevance at the 
local authority level and for other institutional stakeholders. As examples, where ZCC’s 
objectives aligned clearly with an authority’s priorities, financial context and strategic 
commitments, engagement was stronger and partnership working was considered more 
productive. Where climate action was seen as competing with other pressing demands, 
or framed in ways that did not connect to local socio-economic concerns, engagement 
with the ZCC objectives was harder: 

 
“West Cumberland's got sort of overall greater deprivation, and so our services are 
costing more, sort of and we haven't got the money, and we're having to make cuts 

where we haven't got the money. And so I think because of our priorities around social 
justice, the council is probably really struggling to find the money to support [ZCC] 

maybe in the way that Westmorland and Furnace can as well” - focus group participant 
 

“Our council [Cumberland] cares passionately about social justice and doesn't realize 
that without climate justice, we're not going to achieve the social justice they want.” - 

focus group participant 
 
In addition, stakeholders noted a limitation to the effectiveness of ZCC was in the depth 
of engagement across councils and private-sector actors who have the authority, 
resources and leverage to drive structural change:  

 
“Generating a sufficient level of ambition in the ‘gatekeepers’ (i.e. the councils and big 

businesses who have the most influence) to make required changes.” - survey response 
 

“If we're missing a trick here, it's the recognition that to implement the sector plans 
doesn't rely on the councils... the economy is driven by businesses... we haven't 

penetrated the business communities, and we haven't penetrated all the other people 
that can deliver the goods.” - focus group participant 
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While survey data indicates that the project positively impacted a broad range of 
people, perceptions of equity across different groups of people were more mixed. When 
asked whether the project benefited different groups equitably, agreement dropped to 
52% (15 out of 29 stakeholders), as shown in Figure 5. 
 

 
Figure 5: percentage of stakeholders who felt the benefits of ZCC were equitable  

 
Stakeholders felt that ZCC related activity was concentrated among more affluent, 
already climate-engaged communities, limiting the projects impact in areas where 
low-carbon action was most needed:  

 
“Areas in energy poverty are probably the least likely to have energy champions in their 
midst, or people with the time and skills to promote energy saving initiatives.” - survey 

response 
 
Stakeholders felt that engagement with ZCC was stronger within “comfortable 
middle-class” networks, particularly in and around the Lake District towns, where 
residents often had the time, interest and financial capacity to participate in initiatives 
or adopt low-carbon changes. In contrast, deprived areas, particularly in West Cumbria, 
were perceived to have less engagement: 
 
“I believe the grants from the community funding pot and other initiatives tended to go 

more to well-off areas than to struggling ones. At the beginning there wasn't much 
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understanding of the west coast and its specific issues - yet these are big centres of 
population and include areas of high poverty” - survey response 

 
“The majority of events and activity when in-person happened north of Ulverston so 
creating cost and transport barriers. More climate-focused community groups in the 

south of the county would be good to see.” - survey response 
 

Effectiveness theme 3: Dedicated funding and capacity supported delivery  
 
A key factor to the effectiveness of ZCC was the provision of direct funding and 
professional project management support for stakeholders.  As illustrated in Figure 6, 
stakeholder perceptions of support received through ZCC were positive. 72% (21 out of 
29) strongly agreed or agreed that activities were reasonably resourced to achieve their 
aims, and 86% (25 out of 29) strongly agreed or agreed that they were supported to 
build effective collaboration.   

 
Figure 6: stakeholder perceptions of resourcing and support provided through ZCC 

 
Central to ZCC’s effectiveness was the presence of a paid, dedicated team member to 
guide and lead different elements of the work. Stakeholders highlighted the value of this 
role: 
 

 “There's been the capacity to coordinate this stuff, and I think at a community group 
level, that's, that's been really valued, and it's been very valuable.” - focus group 

participant 
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This support was particularly important because many projects relied heavily on 
volunteers, which stakeholders recognised as unsustainable. Having a dedicated project 
manager to oversee initiatives helped maintain momentum and coordination, to meet 
objectives of the wider ZCC project: 
 
“Unless you have, I believe, a paid coordination role somewhere, it ain't going to happen 

with volunteers. And so therefore that, to me, the biggest bang for the buck with any 
money that's going is to pay somebody to do the role that [the Cumbria Emissions 

Reduction project manager] has done.” - focus group participant 
 

Stakeholders noted that having someone responsible for “making it happen” ensured 
that meetings and objectives progressed to tangible outcomes rather than remaining as 
discussions between different groups of people. This was particularly critical in 
delivering outputs such as the ERAPs:   
 
“So that was it, it was the project management funding, I suppose, which allowed it all to 

happen [production of the ERAP], and that's really crucial to do anything actually.” - 
focus group participant 

 
In addition to project management, stakeholders emphasised the importance of 
coordinated funding, particularly dedicated funds for community groups provided by 
ZCC. Many activities, such as local workshops, citizens’ assemblies, and electric bike 
schemes, would not have been possible without the combined support of funding and 
professional project management provided through ZCC:  
 
“Obviously the funding has been a major part of it, you know, I've been able to host, like, 

workshops, which I wouldn't have been able to do without the funding given to me” - 
focus group participant 

 
Effectiveness theme 4: External contextual factors constrained effectiveness 
 
Participants highlighted that external political, economic and organisational factors 
limited the extent to which ZCC could fully achieve its objectives within the project 
timeframe. Stakeholders noted that while ZCC provided strong support and invested 
resources in a range of activities, the pace and scale of change were less than expected 
as the ability of the project to achieve its objectives was inevitably affected by factors 
beyond its direct control. The ZCC project was written during a time of high interest in 
climate change but its delivery occurred in a different context:  
 

“I also don't think we've seen the emission reductions that we'd hoped to see in the 
original bid. A large part of that is I think other people have people have said, we wrote 
the bid in a time of this surge of interest in climate change, just after the youth strikes, 
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extinction rebellion, and then we've been operating in a really different world” - focus 
group participant  

 
The cost of living crisis and broader economic challenges shifted focus away from 
climate change and sustainability, particularly for local businesses and lower-income 
communities:  

 
“Cost of living crisis effects peoples' priorities, and getting volunteers who otherwise 

need to earn a crust, can be challenging” - survey response 
 
Stakeholders also noted that shifting national priorities and the rise of climate 
misinformation made it harder to maintain public and political momentum: 

 
“The biggest challenge to the ZCCP project is the rise of mis, dis and mal- information 

being disseminated by bad actors. This is a worldwide problem and is certainly affecting 
how ZCCP and partners' work on climate issues is being perceived.  It also doesn't help 
that the government seems to be toning down support for climate action and the push 

for economic growth at all costs” - survey response  
 

Local government reorganisation was felt to significantly impact momentum of the ZCC 
project across all stakeholders, impacting established relationships and structures that 
had been functioning effectively:  

 
“Local government re-organisation was pretty much a disaster for us: it destroyed the 
relationships we'd built and the commitment we'd developed. And then lack of interest 
in climate issues from a new administration despite a good campaign from our network 

to persuade them to recognise it.” - survey response 
 
The Covid-19 pandemic was identified as a ‘terrific blow’ particular for groups that relied on 
interaction and support from volunteers. At a strategic level, the pandemic shifted priorities 
of senior leaders working on the ZCC project as their time had to be diverted to supporting 
their organisations and communities they worked to survive the pandemic. This was 
particularly key for the ZCC team, as key decisions were taking longer to be made:  

 
“We lost a lot of senior leaders coming to the partnership meetings, and it dropped like 

multiple levels, the sort of attendance of who was coming in, and then it was people 
attending meetings who couldn't make budget decisions on the hoof or sign an organisation 
up to something, and who had to go back through their hierarchies.” - ZCC team focus group 
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Effectiveness theme 5: Carbon-focused language limited engagement of new people 
 
Stakeholders reflected that while ZCC made sustained efforts to communicate climate 
action, the project's focus on carbon and net zero sometimes constrained the extent to 
which the project engaged with new audiences and new stakeholder organisations. 
Technical language and terminology, combined with a narrow framing around carbon 
reduction and emissions were often felt to be difficult for people outside specialist 
networks to relate to or see relevance to their own lives:  

 
“I think we've been talking too much about climate and carbon, and we've not been very 
good at translating that to people's lifestyles, places, lived experiences, priorities, values, 
agendas. And I know there's an argument for talking about carbon and climate explicitly, 

but I think that can only get us so far.” - focus group participant 
 
Stakeholders emphasised that while the project succeeded in reaching many 
organisations and individuals already engaged with climate issues and reached some 
new audiences, there were opportunities missed to connect with broader audiences 
whose priorities were not explicitly about carbon:  

 
"...we missed a trick to have a cross-programme aim to articulate clearly to (and create 

with) audiences what climate-friendly / low carbon / net-zero-compatible Cumbria 
places, lifestyles & economies could be like - to trigger imagination and provide 

aspiration and a campaign of demand.” - survey response 
 

Stakeholders described a disconnect between ZCC’s focus on emissions reduction and 
the everyday experiences, values and priorities of communities. For example, promoting 
initiatives such as electric bike schemes need to focus even more on messaging 
emphasis health and wellbeing benefits, recreation or lifestyle improvements: 

 
“I think we've been talking too much about climate and carbon, and we've not been very 
good at translating that to people's lifestyles, places, lived experiences, priorities, values, 

agendas… with the electric bike stuff, we weren't asking people to jump on an electric 
bike because it would save the planet. We were asking people to jump on an electric 

bike because there might be a great day out and… it’d probably be good for health and 
well-being.” - focus group participant 

 
Stakeholders further reflected that whilst ZCC had produced clear strategies and 
frameworks, the translation of these into narratives that connected to local priorities felt 
limited. Stakeholders felt that lists of carbon-focused actions, while valuable, required 
contextualisation to resonate with the broader community:  

 

32 



 

“We weren’t able to get to the point of articulating what we need to articulate in ways 
that would sit with an audience whose primary priorities were not about carbon. They 
were about quality of life. They were about the quality of tourism, visitor experience. 
They were about, you know, all those other things. And we had an awful lot of lists of 

things that talked about carbon, which was great, but they needed translating” - focus 
group participant 

 
Overall, stakeholders emphasised that communication about climate action must 
increasingly focus on what these changes mean for people locally, rather than purely on 
abstract carbon metrics. One stakeholder explained:  

 
 “But it's become even more important and imperative going forward, that the 

communication is really sharpened towards what does this mean for people? Why is it 
important for people to take this on board and think about it? Otherwise, we're going to 
be lost in a sea of miscommunication and disinformation unfortunately” - focus group 

participant 
 
Another echoed this, suggesting a broader approach:  
 

“It's got to move to that, what does this mean for Cumbria? What does zero carbon 
Cumbria look like? Forget about the carbon. You know, is it lifestyles? Is it economies? Is 

it places? You know, what is all that like, so that communication is much broader.” - 
focus group participant 

4.3 Impact 

This section explores the main impacts of the ZCC project, identifying what has changed 
for individuals, organisations and the county as a whole.  
 
Overview Impact:  
 
Survey and qualitative data shows that ZCC had significant impact on social and 
collaborative outcomes, particularly around awareness, connectedness, and 
engagement:  
 

●​ 100% of surveyed stakeholders reported a moderate to very large impact on 
increased understanding of climate change 

●​ ZCC helped shift climate action across Cumbria from fragmented, isolated efforts 
to a more connected county-wide movement  

●​ Stakeholders engaged with ZCC reported increased confidence and knowledge in 
taking action on climate change and net zero, as well as in engaging others. 
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●​ ZCC reduced feelings of isolation, normalised climate conversations and helped 
individuals and organisations see how their work could fit within a wider strategy  

●​ ZCC enabled stakeholders to reach new people, including community members 
and key decision makers who had not previously engaged in climate discussions  

●​ Whilst there were some reported carbon savings and practical impacts, these 
were less felt, reinforcing that ZCC’s greatest impact was in creating the social 
foundation for longer-term climate action amongst stakeholders  

 
Overall, stakeholders reported the strongest impacts in collective action, awareness and 
engagement with climate change and ability to reach more people. Figure 7 shows that 
100% (28) of the survey respondents reported a very large to moderate impact on 
increased understanding of climate change. Social impacts were substantial, 
respondents reported moderate or large impacts on sense of community (86%; 24 of 
28), feeling included in climate action (26 of 28; 93%) and feeling listened to (75%; 21 of 
28). 68% of respondents (19 of 28) reported very large to moderate impacts on carbon 
savings. Financial savings was felt to be the least impacted with only 43% (12 of 28) 
reporting a very large to moderate impact.  
 
 

 
Figure 7: stakeholder perceptions of the main impacts of ZCC  

 
The following themes illustrate the project’s key areas of impact, particularly in 
strengthening collaboration across sectors, enhancing stakeholders’ sense of agency, 
and engaging more people. 
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Impact theme 1: Improved coordination and collective action across sectors 
 
ZCC strengthened coordination across sectors by connecting previously isolated 
stakeholders, enabling collaboration and building a shared sense of purpose. Prior to 
engagement with the project, many participants described limited awareness of others 
working on climate issues locally. As one focus group participant reflected: 
 
"When I joined the building sector group back in ’23 I didn't actually know anyone at all 
in Cumbria on this whole topic. So, and it's been, it's been brilliant. Actually, we've met 

loads of really good people.” - focus group participant 
 
This is reflected in survey findings, illustrated in Figure 8 with 90% of surveyed 
stakeholders (26 of 29) reported feeling part of a broad movement tackling climate 
change across Cumbria as a result of ZCC and. 69% of stakeholders (20 of 29) felt that 
ZCC had increased their collaboration with local organisations and groups.  

 
Figure 8: stakeholder perceptions of the impact that ZCC had on collaborative working on climate change 
across Cumbria  

 
Stakeholders emphasised that ZCC enabled more joined-up working, particularly 
through mapping the climate action landscape across Cumbria. This made it easier to 
understand who was doing what, reduced duplication, and supported more  signposting 
between businesses and initiatives: 
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“Enabled us to be able to sign post businesses to different places that are operating 
different schemes and things and that kind of landscape mapping has been really 

useful.” - focus group participant 
 
This coordination enabled stakeholders to situate their specific work within a wider 
“Cumbria lens”, helping them to understand how individual projects contributed to 
shared county-wide ambitions. In doing so, it reduced the sense of operating in isolated 
“islands” and instead created a clearer, more connected framework for action. ZCC 
provided a recognised point of entry through which organisations and individuals could 
come together, align priorities, and collaborate around common goals. The structures 
established through ZCC and its stakeholder groups also influenced the wider discourse 
on climate change across Cumbria. By creating regular spaces for climate conversations 
and cross-sector engagement, ZCC helped to normalise climate conversation and 
action, shifting them into more routine, everyday discussions within organisations and 
communities. 
 

“Very simply, bringing together a wide group of people with different levels of 
understanding and giving them one unified platform. A single entry point into climate 

action and conversations with communities that organisations can all buy into.” - survey 
response 

 
Impact theme .2: Increased stakeholder agency and confidence  
 
By placing individual and organisational efforts within a clear county-wide framework, 
ZCC strengthened stakeholders’ confidence, legitimacy, and sense of agency helped 
people and organisations feel more confident and able to take action on climate change 
and net zero. Participants highlighted that ZCC provided a central framework that added 
legitimacy to stakeholders work, allowing them to navigate their work with greater 
authority with the support of a wider project:  

 
“It just makes you realise that your contribution is contributing to the whole and I think, 

and that gives you confidence that what you're doing is worthwhile.” - focus group 
participant 

 
Survey results indicate that stakeholders felt that ZCC increased their knowledge, 
capability and confidence to take action as shown in Figure 9. 83% of stakeholders (24 
of 29) felt they had more knowledge to take action, 72% (21 of 29) felt ZCC helped them 
believe they can make a difference, and 72% also felt that ZCC had given them more 
confidence to talk to others about taking action for climate change.  
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Figure 9: percentage of stakeholders who felt increased sense of agency and confidence   

 
Having a shared framework and strategic direction for stakeholders to refer back to, 
enabled ZCC created the conditions for stakeholders to feel capable and supported to 
act, reinforcing the legitimacy of local action and reducing the sense of isolation that 
can often occur in the climate space. Talking about climate action was no longer seen as 
confrontational, but as part of normal community and organisational life:   
 

“I feel now that it's just a more normal conversation that we can have, meaningful 
conversation that we can have, that isn't just seen as something where we're shouting 
and sticking our fist in the air. And I think that spreads across community engagement 
right up to grown up meetings around polished board tables.” - focus group participant 

 
The Cumbria Sustainability Network (CSN) was frequently cited as important for building 
confidence and connection. It helped people who find others who shared their interest 
in sustainability, which was especially powerful for young people:  
 
“At my school, there was never anyone my age that was interested in the same stuff as 
me, and so... this network of people... made me feel more confident in myself.” - focus 

group participant 
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Those supporting young people also noticed the positive impact: 
 
“I suppose, my sort of highlights, really as well, is just from the other side of it, in trying to 

support young people. It was really, really powerful to see people sort of grow in 
confidence.” - ZCC focus group participant 

 
Across different groups, stakeholders described a sense of belonging that increased 
their motivation and agency: 
 
“I felt like I'd found my tribe, and that inspired me... to keep going with the work we were 

doing.” - survey response 

Stakeholders felt that training and learning opportunities also played an important role. 
Activities such as Climate Literacy training equipped people with practical knowledge 
and skills, beyond just awareness of climate change. Participants felt ZCC did not simply 
emphasise the importance of climate change, but gave them the expertise and 
confidence to act. As one person described, it provided the “skills and learning 
opportunities” needed to take action together. This was seen as part of the project’s 
legacy. Knowledge gained through initiatives such as the Youth Climate Summit, school 
workshops and wider engagement would be passed on to other people:   

“In terms of, like, the knowledge I've personally gained, and I think a lot of young people will 
have gained from either like, like things like the Youth Climate Summit, or like, you know, like 
workshops and talks at schools and engagement with young people. I think there's a lot of 

knowledge passed on there, and I think that's a legacy in itself for the people who have 
gained that knowledge and hopefully pass it on.” - focus group participant 
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Impact theme 3: Reached and engaged new people 
 
An important impact of ZCC was enabling stakeholders to reach and engage new 
people, survey data, shown in Figure 10, highlights that 79% of stakeholders (23 of 29) 
felt that more people were talking about climate change as a result of ZCC.  
 

 
Figure 10: percentage of stakeholders who felt that ZCC increased the number of people talking about 
climate change across Cumbria 

 
Alongside this stakeholders felt that the ZCC project was successful in helping them 
move beyond existing ‘green’ networks to engage ‘ordinary citizens’ who did not normally 
attend climate meetings and engage in community events:  

 
“The people that joined our project we'd never seen before. It got us out to people that 

weren't the usual suspects. You know, they don't come to our drafting meetings in village 
halls, and that's a completely different set of people.” - focus group participant 

 
Survey data in Figure 11 shows that 70% of surveyed stakeholders (19 of 29) felt that 
ZCC had enabled them to reach more people, with 72% of surveyed stakeholders (21 of 
29) strongly agreeing or agreeing that ZCC had enabled them to subsequently engage a 
wider audience.   

39 



 

 
Figure 11: percentage of stakeholders who felt that ZCC enabled them to reach a wider audience 

 
As discussed in the effectiveness section, Climate Assemblies were felt to be effective in 
reaching and engaging people:  

“For me, the Citizens Climate assemblies have been crucial. They've been the most 
important thing that I think has happened in engaging communities and ordinary 

citizens.” - focus group participant 

The effectiveness of funding also contributed to reaching and engaging new people. 
Through extra funding, organisations were able to provide training for more people than 
they would have without the support of ZCC:  

“Through the partnership and Futureproof Cumbria, we managed to train our whole 
team, which is like 22 staff in Climate Fresk” - focus group participant 

Stakeholders also discussed that as a result of ZCC, they were able to engage with local 
decision-makers. It was emphasised that access to broader sector networks and 
political bodies through ZCC has been key in fostering discussions and connections with 
people that had not existed before: 

“I think that the communication with ZCCP and the CSN network has actually enabled us 
to actually have the discussions with Westmorland and Furness Council and also with 
the unit utilized waste team that go across both councils….. Having this network and 
having the access to communities that we wouldn't have had access to and political 

bodies has been really, really useful.” - focus group participant 
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4.4 Sustainability 

 
This section explores the sustainability of the ZCCP, and if it is felt the benefits of ZCC 
last beyond the current funding period. It also explores what is needed to ensure that 
the achievements and momentum of ZCC continue beyond the funded project.  
 
Overview of sustainability:  
 

●​ Surveyed stakeholders  feel confident that impacts and outcomes of the project 
will continue (Figure 12)  

●​ Lasting impact depends on translating strategy into concrete actions, with clear 
ownership, timelines, accountability, and a legacy strategy to keep plans 
accessible and usable  

●​ Sustained funding is critical for maintaining momentum and partnership working, 
and enabling action points to be delivered on 

●​ Climate priorities need to be embedded within political leadership and 
governance structures to ensure resilience, reinforce systemic change, and align 
climate action with broader decision-making  

 
Survey data, as shown in Figure 12 indicates that stakeholders feel confident that 
impacts and outcomes of the project will continue. 83% of surveyed stakeholders (24 of 
29)  strongly agree or agree that ZCC will benefit communities across Cumbria for years 
to come, 21% strongly agree or agree (21 of 29) that the partnerships it created will 
continue, and 86% (25 of 29) feel that their organisation will continue to have a greater 
positive impact on climate change. 
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Figure 12:  percentage of stakeholders who feel the impacts of ZCC will last  

 
At the same time, there is a clear understanding that lasting impact will not happen by 
itself. The progress made so far depends on ongoing support, coordination and 
leadership. Without continued focus and resources, there is a risk that momentum could 
slow and partnerships could weaken. This section therefore explores what is needed to 
secure long-term sustainability 
 
Sustainability theme 1: A practical plan for the next phase, including actions, timelines, 
and ownership.  
 
Consistently, stakeholders highlighted the need for a clear and practical plan for the next 
phase of work. Although ZCC has established strong foundations, including strategic 
partnerships, shared priorities, and guiding frameworks, these achievements now need 
to be translated into concrete actions. Stakeholders were particularly focused on 
ensuring that each activity has clearly defined ownership, realistic timelines, and 
measurable indicators of progress:  
 
‘And there is certainly a risk that if Zero Carbon Cumbria comes to an end, that people 

could just move on. And I think there does need to be some sort of mechanism for 
accountability for sort of feedback going back into these bigger policies and bigger 

organizations going, you know, yes, you're following it up, or hang on, it's all kind of falling 
apart without that. I think there's a real risk.’ -  focus group participant 
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Stakeholders noted that the project has successfully identified a wide range of 
opportunities and actions to be taken forward, however there is a need for clarity on 
next steps for the action points. For example, while the Emissions Reduction Action Plan 
(ERAP) provide a strong framework for action, some participants expressed frustration 
that, five years in, the project is still focused on “who’s doing what,” rather than achieving 
physical reductions in emissions: 

 
“We haven't actually got to the actions. We're still, at the end of five years, still looking at 
that last column and saying, Okay, well, that's all great. Everyone's committed, and so on. 

But who's doing what?” - focus group participant 
 
Stakeholders expressed a ‘real risk’ that without central coordination, partners and 
organisations might simply ‘move on’ once the current funding cycle ends. A formal 
mechanism for accountability was seen as essential, ensuring that follow-up is reported 
back into major organisations and that collaborative working remains. Without this, there 
is a strong risk that networks will break down, undermining the progress already 
achieved. 
 
“The danger is a drift into silos and disbanded groups which will never be reconnected 

and undo everything that has been achieved.” - survey response 
 
Stakeholders expressed concern that the documents produced by ZCC risk becoming 
static reference materials that ‘sit on a shelf’. A legacy strategy was identified as 
essential to keep these plans visible, accessible, and ready to be used and implemented 
whenever funding becomes available. 
 
“Where do we position these documents, these ERAPs, so they remain current reference 

documents for these people to get hold of. So, yeah, what's the legacy strategy? 
Otherwise, yeah, there is a risk that this starts to just fizzle away.” - focus group 

participant 
 

Sustainability theme 2: Long-term sustainability depends on continued funded 
coordination 
 
Stakeholders highlighted that the need for a practical plan for the next phase, as 
outlined in Theme 4.1, cannot be realised without financial support and resources for 
community and sector groups. Stakeholders were clear that while ZCC has developed 
strong foundations, translating these into tangible actions, maintaining accountability, 
and embedding a lasting legacy all depend on ongoing, paid coordination. There was 
strong agreement across all stakeholder groups that sustained climate action requires 
continued investment in coordination:  
 

43 



 

“I hope it can be sustained, but I fear that without the strong coordinating and positive 
force some momentum will be lost.” - survey response 

 
While many partnerships and relationships built through ZCC were described as strong 
and valuable, stakeholders emphasised that these networks do not maintain themselves. 
Without funded coordination, established partnerships risk dissolving, and momentum 
will be lost: 

 
“I hope it can be sustained, but I fear that without the strong coordinating and positive 

force some momentum will be lost.” - survey response 
 
This was seen as particularly important in the current economic climate, where 
businesses face increasing pressures on time and capacity: 
 

 
“So given that background, it's getting harder for businesses to take sustainability on 
board, because it does require resourcing internally, and people don't feel like they've 
currently got that capacity to be able to engage with it in the same way as they have 

done.” - focus group participant 
 

Many of the stakeholders recognised that progressing from strategy to deliver on action 
points depends on sustained funding. Without financial support, actions risk remaining 
as aspirational rather than being fully implemented:  

 
A lot of the ERAP points need funding to be successful, and through no fault of the ZCCP 

and FC, there wasn't enough.” - survey response 
 

In particular, stakeholders highlight how climate action cannot return to relying mainly on 
volunteer effort. While volunteers play an important role, stakeholders reflected that 
projects sustained purely through goodwill tend to be short-lived and difficult to embed 
as ‘business as usual’. If climate objectives are genuinely seen as critical for the county, 
they must be supported through funded roles, infrastructure and long-term 
coordination: 

 
Having given much consideration to projects and how you keep them going and move to 

something that is 'business as usual' - perhaps more emphasis on this in future - 
running projects with volunteers will most likely only ever be a fleeting activity. As a 

society, if we are saying these objectives are critically important, we must fund people 
to create the opportunities/impacts, infrastructure etc to make it easier for people to do 

the right thing. - survey response  
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Members of the ZCC team also recognised this challenge. They were clear that 
maintaining momentum, sustaining partnership working and delivering at scale will 
require continued investment in coordination and leadership. Importantly, they 
highlighted that further funding is already being sought and secured in order to support 
this next phase. 

 
“I think a critical step has been the continuation, the fact that we've got funding to 

continue the partnership... [it] is absolutely critical to sustaining the impact and 
maintaining momentum.” - ZCC focus group participant 

 
Sustainability theme 3: Lasting progress depends on embedding climate action within 
political leadership and structural decision making 
 
Stakeholders also emphasised that financial support and clear plans alone will not 
guarantee lasting impact. It was felt that for ZCC’s work to last and have a significant 
impact, climate action needs to be embedded within formal decision-making structures 
and political leadership. Without integration into county and local authority governance, 
it was considered that even well-funded initiatives risk being fragmented or 
deprioritised over time, limiting the long-term sustainability of the projects and its 
outcomes. 
 
Stakeholders highlighted that engagement with elected leaders and decision-makers at 
county and local authority levels is critical for sustaining momentum and achieving 
meaningful emissions reductions:  

 
“Getting a mayor elected who is positive about sustainability, climate change and 

everything that goes with it is the magic trick to get this to work and get Cumbria it has 
even the slightest chance of getting to net zero by 2037” - focus group participant 

 
Stakeholders also noted the need for ongoing political engagement to ensure continuity 
and influence over broader decision-making processes: 

 
“Yeah, I think there could be good work if ZCCP is able to kind of continue and work with 

the new Cumbria Mayor that's coming in and can look sort of county-wide as well at 
some of these things.” - focus group participant 

 
However, a significant challenge identified by stakeholders was the apparent differences 
in political commitment between the two unitary authorities. While some leaders are 
proactive, others are seen as harder to engage, with climate issues often being ‘switched 
off’ in favour of other priorities. Participants highlighted the benefits of integrating 
climate action into key authority structures:  
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“It has become an accepted part of Cumbria's broader governance... it's normalised. It's 
part of decision making in the county now.” - focus group participant 

 
With stakeholders acknowledging that progress has been made:  

 
“So I think that it's reached a lot of people, but I think there's a lot of work still to do that 
is ongoing, really, as we can see with politics and so on at the moment. So we can't just 

expect to solve it. I guess the thing is, it is where you'd be if it hadn't happened. So, yeah, 
so I think, I think it has been positive, even if it hasn't been able to bring everyone with 

it.” - focus group participant 
 
Within the management stakeholders group this was considered important, as it is key 
that the ZCC partnership isn’t considered the only driving force for climate action across 
Cumbria:  

 
“Sometimes organisations think, oh ZCC do that [climate action], we don't need to” - 

ZCC focus group participant 
 
The partnership was also seen as a platform for addressing the systemic and political 
dimensions of climate action. Participants suggested that focusing on structural change, 
representation, and intersectional issues is vital to ensuring climate action is effective 
and equitable. Stakeholders highlighted the importance of framing climate priorities in 
ways that resonate with decision-makers’ existing commitments 
 

“In some ways. We need to have much more nuance around, how do we talk about the 
politics that is coming through around all sorts of things that really intersect with with 

the climate crisis. And so again, it's that social inequality dimension I feel really needs to 
be built into work like this that perhaps was not so in the forefront at the beginning of 

the partnership” - focus group participant 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

46 



 

5. Progress against objectives 
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This evaluation has provided evidence from stakeholders to show that progress has 
been made against original objectives as summarised in the Table 3 below: 
 
 Table 3: progress against objectives  

Objectives Evidence from this evaluation 
●​ Previously unengaged individuals, 

communities and organisations, as well 
as the already engaged, are inspired 
and informed, with new skills, 
experience, knowledge, agency and 
volunteer capacity to effect change in 
carbon emissions.  

●​ Some new audiences were engaged 
although the extent to which this was 
achieved  may have been limited due 
to some of the net-zero language 

●​ Good evidence from the stakeholder 
survey to show that those who 
engaged developed skills, built 
knowledge and agency  

●​ People and organisations have made 
permanent changes in attitudes and 
behavior, policy and infrastructure that 
tackle the climate emergency.  

●​ Some evidence to support changes in 
attitudes and influence on 
behaviours/policy although these take 
time to have an effect 

●​ A shared partnership vision and 
implementation plan is being delivered 
by organisations and community 
groups with established relations and 
communication mechanisms.  

●​ Good evidence to show that ZCC 
facilitated collaboration amongst 
partners and helped to coordinate 
efforts through the sector groups, CSN, 
ZCC summit and the ERAPs 

●​ Learning and best practice is being 
shared locally and nationally.   

●​ Good evidence to show that knowledge 
and learning was shared through ZCC 
networks, in particular through the 
sector groups and the CSN. (Sharing 
more widely is covered in other 
reports/evaluations) 

●​ Replicable projects demonstrate that 
emission reductions are achievable in 
relation to energy, food and the things 
we buy.  

●​ This evaluation has focused on the 
collaboration at a project-wider level 
rather than individual projects which 
are covered in separate evaluation 
reports. The ERAPs have identified 
many actions which demonstrate that 
emission reduction actions are 
achievable and also the various 
enabling actions required so that these 
actions can be implemented at the 
pace and scale required  

●​ Carbon emissions are reduced in 
Cumbria. 

●​ Whilst not the focus of this evaluation, 
most stakeholders did feel that the 
project would result in carbon 
emissions and that more would be 
achieved as a result of working 
collaboratively. 

 
 

48 



 

There is also good evidence from the stakeholder survey that the project had positive 
impacts in key elements of the story of change, particularly in connection with building 
knowledge, agency and having an influence. 
 
The sustainability of ZCC and long term progress towards meeting objectives will 
depend on implementing the Emission Reduction Action Plans into concrete actions 
with clear ownership, timelines and accountability for each action and that these need 
to be situated where they remain visible and accessible. Stakeholders emphasised the 
need for ongoing, funded coordination to maintain momentum, ensure partnerships 
remain active, influence policies, and enable delivery against action points. Stakeholders 
felt that it was important to embed climate action within political leadership and 
decision-making structures to secure long term impact and reinforce systemic change, 
whilst aligning climate objectives with broader local priorities. Without continued 
investment in these areas, there is a risk that networks and momentum built through 
ZCC could weaken.  
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6. Conclusion and recommendations 
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This evaluation of ZCC demonstrates that the project has been highly relevant and 
effective in strengthening county-wide climate action across Cumbria, particularly in 
building  collaboration, connection and shared understanding amongst stakeholders. By 
providing an overarching framework, networks such as the Cumbria Sustainability 
Network, and structured outputs like the Emissions Reduction Action Plan and 
recommendations from Citizens Juries/Assembly, ZCC has helped shift isolated and 
fragmented climate action and activity towards a more coordinated movement. 
Stakeholders reported increased confidence, knowledge and a sense of agency, with 
additional impacts on awareness of, and engagement in climate action amongst 
stakeholders and new audiences across Cumbria.  
 
While it was felt that ZCC successfully engaged with stakeholders and reached new 
audiences, the relevance, effectiveness and impact of ZCC was constrained by the use 
of technical, carbon-focused language, uneven institutional engagement across councils 
and limitations in connecting with wider communities, particularly in more deprived 
areas of Cumbria and with some other stakeholders. 
 
Based on the findings from the evaluation, key recommendations for the next phase of 
ZCC are:  
 

●​ ZCC should continue to provide a coordination and enabling role to facilitate 
collaboration between partners and support further movement building. This will 
support the actions which need to be taken by partners to implement the 
Emission Reduction Action Plans and to optimise the associated social, 
economic, community and environmental benefits. 

 
●​ ZCC,  local authorities the new Mayoral Combined Authority and other political, 

business, farming and community leaders across Cumbria should strengthen and 
deepen their connections, integrating these relationships into their respective 
frameworks, plans and objectives in order to ensure sustained engagement, 
influence decision-making, and ensure long-term support for county-wide 
climate action. 

 
●​ Partners should actively contribute to ZCC and assist each other. As an example, 

all partners need to help spread the messages through their own networks and 
stakeholders, supply chains, clients, appealing to their own audiences in ways 
that they know will best suit them.   
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●​ All partners should review the use of technical, carbon-focused terminology and 
frame climate action around local priorities, wider benefits, and everyday 
experiences, including health and wellbeing, social justice, lifestyle, and economic 
resilience across Cumbria’s communities and industries.  
 

●​ ZCC should place greater emphasis on identifying and prioritising engagement 
with underrepresented communities and sectors to ensure climate action is 
inclusive and reaches those currently less involved. Recognising that this will 
require significant resources in terms of time and money, ZCC should engage and 
involve funders in helping to implement this recommendation​
 

●​ ZCC should provide further communication skills development for the diversity of 
organisations which need to be involved in helping to broaden engagement​
 

●​ Explore and prioritise ways to maintain funding for project management, 
marketing and communications and coordination, ensuring community 
stakeholders are supported and reducing reliance on volunteer input.​
 

●​ Develop a practical legacy strategy in collaboration with stakeholders, which 
maintains continuity of the sector groups and the Cumbria Sustainability 
Network with clearly assigned ownership for actions amongst LAs, utilities, 
educational institutions, community groups and other third sector, business 
(including farming) and with measurable indicators, to ensure outputs such as 
the Emissions Reduction Action Plans remain actionable, accessible, and relevant 
to stakeholders over the long term. 
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7. Appendices 
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Appendix A: Strategic and capacity building stakeholder focus group questions  
 

1.​ Intro and ice breaker question e.g. Your name, and a brief description of what 
part have you played in the ZCC project?  

2.​ What were your personal highlights from the Zero Carbon Cumbria project?  
3.​ What do you feel were the major factors in the success of the project?  

●​ good leadership, resources, communication? 
●​ Think about success in terms of - direct positive impacts but also in 

terms of indirect influence the project has had.  
4.​ What didn’t work so well? Did you have any disappointments? What led to 

these?  
5.​ How does the scale of the impact compare to what you were hoping the 

project would achieve?  
6.​ Has the project had a lasting impact in terms of capacity building?  

●​ E.g. Building greater knowledge and awareness of climate action and the 
impact of the emission reduction action plans? 

●​ Has the project built greater agency for people to act on climate?  
●​ Has climate literacy training had a lasting impact? 

7.​ What was the impact of ZCC communications?  e.g. website, case studies, 
stories shared.  

●​ Could communications have been improved - how?  
8.​ What was the impact of working collaboratively? Were there knock on effects?  

●​ E.g. cross sectoral partnerships - did it help to  see other perspectives, 
trust and communication, feeling stronger together and having greater 
impact? 

9.​ Did you feel part of a broader movement?   
10.​Has being part of ZCC - helped or hindered your own (other) strategic plans? 
11.​Did you feel you got to see the impacts of the project directly? Were project 

impacts fed back up to you effectively?  
12.​In what ways do you think the project will impact Cumbria beyond the funding 

period? What helped or hindered - impacts becoming sustainable? 
13.​Does Cumbria feel like a more climate aware county to you now? What 

changes have you noticed? (e.g. in people you talk to, how organisations do 
things)  

●​ where would we be if it hadn’t been for the ZCC project? 
14.​Does this work feel as relevant today as it did when you started? Why? 
15.​What are the greatest lessons from the project? If it was to be done again - 

what would you do differently? 
16.​Has the project impacted how you feel about Cumbria reaching its goal to 

reduce its emissions to net zero by 2037? 
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17.​Final thoughts - any final stories, thoughts, learnings to mention?  

 
 
Appendix B: Community and youth-focused stakeholders focus group questions  
 

1.​ Intro and ice breaker question e.g. Your name, and a brief description of what 
part have you played in the ZCC project?  

2.​ What were your personal highlights from the Zero Carbon Cumbria project? 
3.​ What do you feel were the major factors in the success of the project?  

●​ What about for the youth work?  
4.​ What didn’t work so well? Did you have any disappointments? What led to 

these?  
5.​ How does the scale of the impact compare to what you were hoping the 

project would achieve?  
6.​ Do you feel that the project was resourced adequately and appropriately to 

achieve its aims?  
●​ Was the funding distributed fairly?  

7.​ Do you feel that the impacts of the project were felt equitably across different 
types of people and different parts of Cumbria including young people?  

●​ Do you feel the impacts were felt equitably across different regions of 
Cumbria? 

●​ What about different demographics e.g. older and younger people? 
People in different socio-economic groups? Different ethnicities?   

●​ Were actions relevant to people with disadvantages?  
8.​ To what extent did you feel the project attracted new people to be involved in 

climate action - beyond the usual suspects.  
●​ What helped new people get involved?  
●​ Were there any barriers to some people / groups / areas taking part? 

9.​ What was the impact of the project on helping communities to use their voice 
to influence policy / decisions?  

●​ What could have helped this be done better?  
10.​What was the impact of working collaboratively? Were there knock on effects?  

●​ E.g. Did it help to  see other perspectives, improve trust and 
communication, did you feel stronger together and have a greater 
impact by working together?  

11.​Did you feel part of a broader movement?  
12.​What was the impact of ZCC communications?  e.g. website, case studies, 

stories shared.  
●​ Could communications have been improved - how? 

13.​What more could have been done to support you / your group / your 
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organisation / young people to deliver the best possible impact?  
14.​Did you feel you were learning from what other parts of the project were doing? 

How did you know? What could have helped you learn more? 
15.​What role did the Cumbria Sustainability Network play in facilitating shared 

learning? 
16.​In what ways do you think the project will impact Cumbria beyond the funding 

period? What helped or hindered - impacts becoming sustainable?  
17.​Does Cumbria feel like a more climate aware county to you now? What 

changes have you noticed? (e.g. in people you talk to, how organisations do 
things)  

●​ where would we be if it hadn’t been for the ZCC project? 
18.​What are the greatest lessons from the project? If you were to do it again - 

what would you do differently?  
19.​Has the project impacted how you feel about Cumbria reaching its goal to 

reduce its emissions to net zero by 2037? 
20.​Does the project still feel as relevant today as when it started? 
21.​Final thoughts - any final stories, thoughts, learnings to mention? 

 
Appendix C: Zero Carbon Cumbria management team focus group script  
 

1.​ Intro and ice breaker question e.g. Your name, and a brief description of what 
part have you played in the ZCC project? 

2.​ What were your personal highlights from the Zero Carbon Cumbria project? 
3.​ What do you feel were the major factors in the success of the project?  

●​ good leadership, resources, communication? 
●​ Think about success in terms of - direct positive impacts but also in 

terms of indirect influence the project has had.  
4.​ What didn’t work so well? Did you have any disappointments? What led to 

these?  
5.​ How does the scale of the impact compare to what you were hoping the 

project would achieve?  
6.​ Has the project had a lasting impact in terms of capacity building?  

●​ E.g. Building greater knowledge and awareness of climate action and the 
impact of the emission reduction action plans? 

●​ Has the project built greater agency for people to act on climate?  
●​ Has climate literacy training had a lasting impact? 

7.​ What was the impact of ZCC communications?  e.g. website, case studies, 
stories shared.  

●​ Could communications have been improved - how?  
8.​ What was the impact of working collaboratively? Were there knock on effects?  
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●​ E.g. cross sectoral partnerships - did it help to  see other perspectives, 
trust and communication, feeling stronger together and having greater 
impact?  

9.​ Did you feel part of a broader movement?  
10.​Has being part of ZCC - helped or hindered your own (other) strategic plans? 
11.​Did you feel you got to see the impacts of the project directly? Were project 

impacts fed back up to you effectively?  
12.​In what ways do you think the project will impact Cumbria beyond the funding 

period? What helped or hindered - impacts becoming sustainable?  
13.​Does Cumbria feel like a more climate aware county to you now? What 

changes have you noticed? (e.g. in people you talk to, how organisations do 
things)  

●​ where would we be if it hadn’t been for the ZCC project? 
14.​Does this work feel as relevant today as it did when you started? Why? 
15.​What are the greatest lessons from the project? If it was to be done again - 

what would you do differently?  
16.​Has the project impacted how you feel about Cumbria reaching its goal to 

reduce its emissions to net zero by 2037? 
17.​Final thoughts - any final stories, thoughts, learnings to mention? 

 
Appendix D: participant survey 
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