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About this action pack  
This action pack has been developed as part of a series 
produced by the Academy of Champions for Energy (Ace). Each 
pack has been written and reviewed by community activists 
with first -hand  knowledge of what it takes to set up social 
enterprises to address the challenges of peak oil and climate 
change. Inside you will find practical suggestions and 
inspiration for setting up your own community initiative, helping 
those who are ready to take action to do just that.  

This series of action packs was originally funded by NESTA and produced by Local 
United  (www.localunited.net ), a co-operative of social entrepreneurs which aims to 
spee d up the rate at which good ideas are adopted by communities. These latest 
revisions have been produced by Ace, a sustainable energy initiative running in the 
UK, Ireland, France, Belgium and the Netherlands, funded by the INTERREG IVB NWE 
programme.  

Ace aims to bring together ćChampionsĈ of energy transition across the public, private 
and community sectors to share and disseminate information to increase uptake of 
renewable energy and energy efficiency measures. The focus is on using resources 
already avai lable within our communities to build sustainable futures. This means 
citizens working together to find collaborative solutions which integrate energy 
transition into our everyday lives. Citizen engagement and community -led action are 
therefore central to this vision, and these packs aim to demonstrate how to build 
projects from the bottom up for the benefit of everyone. For more information about 
Ace visit www.aceforenergy.eu . For more guidance on citizen engageme nt visit 
www.aceforcommunities.net .  

Each pack provides a useful ćhow toĈ guide, illustrated by inspirational stories of what 
can be achieved when communities come together to act. Many of the packs contain 
technical advice, links to other information, copies of legal templates or lists of 
regulations all of which can help communities get their projects off the ground. Of 
course, any information provided is only as up to date as the day it goes to print.    

Downloadable versions of the packs are available on the many partner websites. If 
your group or organisation would be interested in sharing the packs on your own 
website, contact the National Energy Foundation via ace@nef.org.uk . Community 
groups who have used the packs to support their own projects are also invited to 
provide information on how useful the packs have been, what other information 
should be provided or any other feedback which may improve future packs.  

http://www.localunited.net/
http://www.aceforenergy.eu/
http://www.aceforcommunities.net/
mailto:ace@nef.org.uk
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Introduction   
 

In 2012 our total energy consumption from transport in the UK was 53 million tonnes 

of oil equivalent, or about 36% of the UK total ( 2012 figures )1.  The total carbon 

footprint of the sector was 117  million tonnes of CO2, or about a quarter of the UK 

total 2.  It is clear then, that in order to reduce our energy use and our carbon 

footprint we must look at ways to reduce the energy consumption of the transport 

sector.  

 

But how do we do that?  There are a number of things we can do: reduce the number 

and length  of journeys we need to make (for example by moving ne arer to work, 

working from home and  shopping locally); changing the way we t ravel (walking and 

cycling more, using the bus and train instead of the car); and improving the efficiency 

and sustainability of the vehicles we use.  

  

In the autumn of 2006  a group of people met up in a pub in Brighton to explore ideas 

for a community bus company to tackle some of these issues.  It was the first time 

most of the people in the room had met each other, having been invited by posters 

and an article in the local paper, and the group included community activists, 

businesspeople, bus drivers, pensioners,  local politicians, residents and  a few 

journalists.   

 

It was an interesting and fruitful discussion, and by the end of the evening there was 

a plan.  There was even an offer from one of the bus drivers in the room to drive the 

first day of service for nothing.    

 

Over the course of the next few months, The Big Lemon started taking shape, and on 

the 1 st September 2007 the first service was launched between the university 

campuses  and Brighton Railway Station using three buses powered by waste 

cooking oil from local restaurants.  

 

Since tha t day The Big Lemon has become a respected local provider of sustainable 

transport, running all the transport for the University of Brighton as well as services 

for Brighton & Hove City Council.  The firm is a Community Interest Company and is 

funded wholl y by members of the community  through shares and bonds .  As well as 

bus services, The Big Lemon runs private hire coaches, a music festival coach service 

and (new for 2014!) an alternative UK tour called  Britain By Bus 3. 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/238795/chapter_2__transport_factsheet.pdf
http://www.thebiglemon.com/Investors/
http://britainbybus.com/
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The Big Lemon has been recognised as an innovator and change -maker with local, 

national and international awards such as Best Sustainability Initiative  (Brighton & 

Hove Public Service Awards 2010 4), Best Social Enterprise  (EU Ethiconomy  Awards 

20115), Best in Responsible Transport (Responsible Tourism Awards 2012 6), and Social 

Enterprise of the Year  (Sussex Business Awards 2013 7). 

 

Through its activities , The Big Lemon has provided a local, sustainable use for over 

half a million tonnes of waste cooking oil , and by using this as a fuel instead of diesel 

it has saved almost a million tonnes of CO2 emissions  (for the benefits of biodiesel as 

a fuel, see www.thebiglemon.com/aboutUs/Fuel ). Through its partnership with the 

University of Brighton 8, it provides a free bus service for staff and students between 

campuses, allowing the University to have a car -free policy for students and 

significantly reducing the number of car journeys made between these sites.  

 

So how does one go about developing ini tiatives to run local bus services and other 

transport on renewable energy , and how can citizens be engaged in that process ?  

We will look at ten  steps  for developing your own community sustainable transport 

operation.  

 

1. A strong vision  
 

ĊOur Vision is of a future where our society is no longer reliant on the 

car. A future where everyone has access to affordable, convenient, 

comfortable and reliable public transport. A future where people care 

about each other and about the world we live i n, and endeavour to 

leave the world a better place for future generations .ċ9 

The Big LemonĈs Vision Statement    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.adoptioninbrightonandhove.org.uk/index.cfm?request=c1236875&showTranslator=true
http://www.adoptioninbrightonandhove.org.uk/index.cfm?request=c1236875&showTranslator=true
http://urbact.eu/en/projects/human-capital-entrepreneurship/urban-nose/our-outputs/#11
http://urbact.eu/en/projects/human-capital-entrepreneurship/urban-nose/our-outputs/#11
http://www.responsibletravel.com/awards/winners/2012.htm#transport
http://www.sbawards.org.uk/?page_id=12
http://www.thebiglemon.com/aboutUs/Fuel
http://about.brighton.ac.uk/sustainability/campus/transport/falmer
http://www.thebiglemon.com/aboutUs/howWeWork/Philosophy
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It  is important to know from  the start what you  are aiming for.  The Big Lemon made 

it clear it was aiming for a better future for the next generation .  That gives it a sense 

of purpose and guides strategy.  It gives a test ą for everything we do, we can ask ĊIs 

this helping us provide a better future f or our children?ċ. 

 

A strong vision is important not only to guide people within the organisation ą it is 

equally important to give everyone else an idea of what you  are about too.  

 

2. Clear messaging  

 
ĊLife should be fun.  We aim to enjoy everything we do, and make sure 

everyone involved enjoys it too.   Our customers should have the best 

possible experience on our buses,  our staff should have the best possible 

time at work, and our investors should feel proud that it is all possible 

because of them.   We also  try and minimise any negative effects on the 

environment, and ensure that we always do our best for the wider 

community.ċ  

    Tom Druitt, Managing Director , The Big Lemo n CIC 

 

Effective communication of your values, your brand identity and what you stand for 

is essential.  The Big Lemon quickly became known as the local eco -friendly bus, not 

because thousands of pounds were spent on an advertising campaign (they were  

not!) but b ecause at every opportunity it was made clear that the organisation exists 

to make public transport better to attract more people out of their cars, and that the 

buses run on waste cooking oil  to minimise their carbon footprint . 
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3. Community buy -in 
 

 
ĊCommunity is a big part of life at The Big Lemon.  We are owned and 

run by members of the community and actively encourage members of 

the community to  buy shares in the company 10.  We regularly get out 

and about to  talk to members of the community  and  host public 

meetings 11 where people can come and discuss their thoughts, ideas 

and concerns with us and other members of the community.ċ12 

 

As mentioned earlier, The Big Lemon started life in a pub in Brighton, where a group 

of strangers came together to talk about how to run buses in a more sustainable, 

more effective, and more community -orientated way.  None of the people in that 

meeting had run a bus company before.  What brought them together was a shared 

desire to see something better.  A number of members of the public who attended 

that meeting subsequently became shareholders in the company and two became 

drivers (one of which is no w the Director of Operations).  

 

Public meetings are a great way to get community buy -in.  The Big Lemon has held 

public meetings in pubs, university campuses, a church , and on the buses 

themselves.   Public meetings are a very effective way of getting people ćon-boardĈ 

because not only d o the discussions invariably generate some brilliant ideas, 

meetings also show the community at large that you  are serious about listening to 

people, involving them in decision -making and working with them to improve the 

service.  

http://www.thebiglemon.com/Investors/default.asp
http://www.thebiglemon.com/community/latestNews/default.asp?wdgt16458944=1_marketingArticleViewer001Article&iuid=16460803
http://www.thebiglemon.com/community/latestNews/default.asp?wdgt16458944=1_marketingArticleViewer001Article&iuid=16460803
http://www.thebiglemon.com/community/latestNews/default.asp?wdgt16458944=1_marketingArticleViewer001Article&iuid=16460803
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There are also a number of  other methods available to build community support, and 

it  is important that different methods are used in order to get buy -in from different 

sections of the community.  The Big LemonĈs meeting in Ovingdean church did not 

attract many  people below the age  of 40.  On the other hand,  The Big LemonĈs 

Facebook group 13 does not have many members over  the age of 40.    

 

In order to get community buy -in, you need to get embedded in the community.  Try 

as many different media as you can to get your message across and build support.  

Local pubs, churches , community centres, newspapers, magazines, radio stations, 

networking events, online forums and social media networks are all good places to 

become embedded in your community.  One is not necessarily better than another; 

you need to use them all!  

 

Once you  have built a relationship with your community and you have a network of 

supporters you need to keep them!  The best way to do this is to keep them informed.  

Take the email addresses of people who come to meetings and ask them if it  is ok to 

add them to your mailing list.  And do  not then use your mailing list to try and flog 

travel passes and such like - use it to keep people with you on your journe y.   

 

In the beginning The Big Lemon sent out news every month, updating people on 

developments : getting the operatorĈs licence14, the first route, the first bus, the first 

driver... it  is all very exciting and people will want to stay in the loop all the way!  Now 

email news is sent out less frequently, but instead The Big LemonĈs Facebook group 

(facebook.com/groups/friendsofthebigl emon ) and Twitter page ( @thebiglemon ) are 

updated every few days with the latest news, views and other stories.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.facebook.com/groups/friendsofthebiglemon
https://www.gov.uk/psv-operator-licences
http://www.facebook.com/groups/friendsofthebiglemon
https://twitter.com/thebiglemon
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4. The right legal structure   
 

 
ĊA Community Interest Company (CIC) is a limited company, with special 

additional features, created for the use of people who want to conduct a 

business or other activity for community benefit, and not purely for 

private advantage .ċ15 

      Community Interest Company Regulator  

 

The Big Lemon is a Community Interest Company  (CIC) limited by shares.  This means 

it can sell shares in the company in order to raise finance, but there are legal limits 

on dividend payments, and the assets of the company are only to be used to further 

its social objectives.  The Big Lemon chose this mode l in order to safeguard its aims 

in law while also allowing it to raise finance from members of the community by 

selling shares .   

 

Incorporation as a CIC is subject to agreement by the CIC Regulator and must be 

renewed each year by means of an annual CIC Report , and if the CIC Regulator is no 

longer satisfied that the company is working for the benefit of the community it can 

withdraw its CIC status .  This means that at all times the public can be confident that 

the organisation is being run in accordance with its mandate, true to its original 

vision, mission and values.  Thus incorporation as a CIC makes an organisation 

immediately recognisable as a social enterprise working for the benefit of the 

community.  

http://www.bis.gov.uk/CICREGULATOR
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There are, of course, many other models availabl e, and what works for one does not 

necessarily work for another.  Brighton is a hotbed of successful social enterprises, 

some of which are  CICs, some of which are  co-ops 16 and some of which are Industrial 

Provident Societies 17.  For more information on types of social enterprise and how to 

set one up, see ĊSetting up a  social enterprise ċ on the Government website GOV.UK18. 

 

5. A good funding model  
 

 
The best things in life are free  

 

Anyone starting a social enterprise, or any kind of business, will soon realise that 

funding will be one of their biggest challenges.  For start -ups, there are a number of 

grant -funding bodies, UnLtd 19 being one of the best known examples for social 

enterprises.  These grants  are very highly contested, making them very difficult to 

win, but if you c an find a grant that looks suitable for what you have in mind and 

invest the time in a good application, you may get lucky!   

 

Here are some golden rules of applying for grants:  

 

i. Don't waste time applying for grants that are not suitable.   Most 

grants have  very clear aims and eli gibility criteria - read them 

thoroughly  and donĈt be tempted to try either changing your project 

to fit the grant or describing your project in a misleading way to fit 

the grant criteria!  

http://www.uk.coop/what-co-operative
http://www.fsa.gov.uk/doing/small_firms/msr/societies
http://www.fsa.gov.uk/doing/small_firms/msr/societies
https://www.gov.uk/set-up-a-social-enterprise
http://www.unltd.org.uk/
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ii. Prioritise it!   Grant applications are not something you can do by 

candlelight a couple of hours before the deadline.  

iii. Don't think you have to fill the word limit.   It  is a maximum, not a 

target!   

iv. Think positive.  If you believe in it, others will too!  

v. Avoid 'hoping' , e.g. "it is hoped", "we hope".  It sounds a bit hopeful, 

doesn't it?!   

vi. Keep answers succinct  and to the point.   Assessors don't have much 

time for each application and don't like waffle.   

vii. Be specific.   If the question is Ċwhat is your vision ċ, don't just list a 

load of things you  woul d like to see.  Say "our vision is for X group of 

people to do Y and achieve Z".  

viii. Always go the extra mile with an answer.   If the question is " who is 

going to be responsible for project delivery?" make sure you include 

in your answer the individual's name, job title, qualifications, 

experience, brief, who they have work ed for and why they were 

chosen as the lead person for project delivery.   

ix. Think ab out what other grant applicants are going to say and try 

and make yours stand out.   If the grant is for  getting people back 

into work, don't simply say that your potential client group is largely 

from low income backgrounds with few opportunities.  This ma y be 

true and is definitely worth pointing out, but many  other applicants 

are going to be saying this too.  What makes your group stand out?  

Why is your project better?  

x. Proof -read!   Or better still, ask someone else to proof -read. You  are 

unlikely to lose marks for poor English , but poor spelling and 

grammar give a bad impression and you want to make a good 

impression, right?!   

 

However, t here are a number of reasons why grants may not  be th e best way to fun d 

your initiative.  The downside of grants is that they are time -consuming to apply for, 

highly contested, and if you  are lucky enough to win a grant they may have onerous 

conditions that are time -consuming to fulfil and reduce the time and energy 

available  for developing the project.  You should also be careful that the business 

model does not rely on grants for very long.  Grants are very helpful at the start, but 

you donĈt want to become reliant on them.   
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The Big Lemon found the most effective way of ra ising finance to be selling shares to 

members of the community.  Obviously this is only possible if your legal structure 

allows it, and this is something to consider when choosing your legal structure (see  

step 4 above).  

 

What works for one project does  not necessarily work for all, and there are a number 

of other types of funding to consider:  

 

i. Loan -funding:  ex-DragonĈs Den star Doug RichardĈs School for 

Startups 20 offers a very good Government -backed scheme giving 

start -ups affordable loans with mentoring, training  and  24-hour 

business support all included in the package.  

ii. Crowd -funding:  this has grown in popularity recently and is now 

responsible for some hugely successful campaigns.   In a nutshell you 

start an online campaign and ćwooĈ potential investors with your offer.  

Campaigns are time -limited and you set yourself a target. Usually, if 

you fail to reach your target within the timeframe the whole thing falls.  

There are many sites; some of the most popular are indiegogo.com , 

crowdfunder.co.uk , buzzbnk.org  and kickstarter.com .   

iii. Peer -to -peer funding:  another fast -growing sector.  As with crowd -

funding you bypass the banks , but unlike crowd -funding you do  not 

need a campaign and you do  not need a target.  You apply in the 

traditional way, but because peer -to -peer investors are more accepting 

of risk , you might have a more sympathetic reception and the interest 

rate might be better than that of a bank.  Popular peer -to -peer sites 

include thincats.com , zopa .com , funding circle .com , rate setter .com  and 

assetzc apital .co.uk.  

 

Without doubt , however,  the best funding model is revenue.   Social enterprises are 

enterprises , and need to be funded in the long term by selling,  just like any other 

enterprise.  You should plan for the business to be funded from revenue as early as 

possible, and if you borrow less (or not at all!) at the beginning it will make life much 

easier later on.  

 

A relatively low -risk funding model is to w ork with partners to provide services on 

their behalf.  There are many organisations that may be interested in outsourcing 

their transport, and with sustainability higher up on the public sector and corporate 

agendas , a sustainable transport organisation m ay be just what they  are looking for.  

https://www.schoolforstartups.co.uk/launcher/government-funded-10k/?gclid=CO2MjdqKlb4CFe3JtAodZzcAUw
https://www.schoolforstartups.co.uk/launcher/government-funded-10k/?gclid=CO2MjdqKlb4CFe3JtAodZzcAUw
file:///C:/Users/AlexS/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/AWES8C9E/indiegogo.com
http://www.crowdfunder.co.uk/
https://www.buzzbnk.org/
https://www.kickstarter.com/
http://www.thincats.com/
http://www.zopa.com/
https://www.fundingcircle.com/
http://www.ratesetter.com/
https://www.assetzcapital.co.uk/borrowers/sme/
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However , the biggest problem with this approach in the early days will be credibility.  

With no track record you  will have difficulty convincing partners that you  are up to 

the job, unless you have some good industry people on your team.  The best strategy 

would be to start with something very modest and manageable, make an impact, 

get a name for yo urselves and then get ambitious!  

 

6. The right people  

 
ĊI want to compli ment you on a fab service.   The bus driver was 

particularly helpful. Thanks again and please do let the driver know what 

a great job he's doing, the personal service makes all the difference and I 

will be using you as often as possible in the futureċ 

        Kelle Kingsley, Passenger  

 

When The Big Lemo n started out, it was clear that the unique selling point was  not 

going to be the brand new fleet of vehicles, or the state -of-the -art visitorĈs centre at 

the depot. The company operated three rather old vehicles (only one of which 

actually belonged to The  Big Lemon) from a car park on the edge of an industrial 

estate.  There was no office, workshop, power or running water on site, just an old van 

with fuel, oil, water and an assortment of cleaning materials, tools and spares in the 

back.  What was lacking in finance, facilities and equipment had to be made up for 

tenfold by offering the best customer service in town.  

 




























