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1. Context
Manchester is the UK’s fifth city and one of 10 authorities which make up the Greater Manchester city region. It 

is a multicultural city with a rapidly growing population, predicted to exceed 600,000 by 2021. Whilst the city has 

undergone a huge transformation since the 1980s, its culture and values are firmly rooted in its history as the 

world’s first industrial city. Culture is at the heart of Manchester’s identity. A wide range of cultural partners provide 

a well-rounded internationally significant offer. The cultural, creative and digital sector is the city’s second fastest-

growing sector. The city’s Cultural Ambition Strategy 2016-2026 outlines the sector’s commitment to be a thriving, 

sustainable, equitable city. 

2. Manchester and culture
Ten years ago, Manchester’s cultural leaders came together to address the environmental performance of the 

city’s cultural organisations, in line with the city’s first climate change strategy. Since an initial meeting in 2011, the 

city’s cultural community has been working together through the Manchester Arts Sustainability Team (MAST) to 

understand its climate change impacts and to share and mobilise climate action. 

Today MAST brings together 50 arts and cultural organisations across Manchester and Greater Manchester. It is 

a member of the Manchester Climate Change Partnership which, together with the Manchester Climate Change 

Agency, champions climate action in the city. MAST is developing a zero carbon culture action plan in line with the 

city’s zero carbon 2038 target. In this context MAST, the city’s Cultural Leaders Group and the city council’s policy 

and culture teams are developing closer collaboration.

3. Project goals and implementation
3.1. Main and specific objectives

The aim of “Cultural Collaboration on Climate” is to share, develop and mobilise climate action, both within the sector 

(through its audiences and communities) and beyond. It does this through the individual actions of its members, 

through collective action and through working in collaboration with public, private and third sector organisations in 

the city, the UK and Europe. 
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THE CITY’S CULTURAL COMMUNITY HAS BEEN WORKING TOGETHER TROUGH 
THE MANCHESTER ARTS SUSTAINABILITY TEAM (MAST) TO UNDERSTAND ITS 
CLIMATE IMPACTS AND TO SHARE AND MOBILISE CLIMATE ACTION.



3.2. Project development

Main actions developed

The first meeting in March 2011 brought together 20 organisations, representing a broad range of cultural activity 

in the city, and the city council. The initial objectives of the group were: 

• to identify key issues facing long term environmental sustainability of the sector 

• to share knowledge, information, skills and resources and encourage a sector-wide response 

• to collaboratively explore, resource and implement potential solutions 

• to generate, measure and communicate improvements 

• to ensure Manchester stays ahead of the game nationally and internationally
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THE AIM OF “CULTURAL COLLABORATION ON CLIMATE” IS TO SHARE, DEVELOP 
AND MOBILISE CLIMATE ACTION, BOTH WITHIN THE SECTOR (THROUGH ITS 
AUDIENCES AND COMMUNITIES) AND BEYOND.
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MAST now has 50 members across six of the 10 local authorities which make up Greater Manchester. The group 

works on a range of topics from green procurement and sustainable travel to green spaces and sustainable 

materials. Examples of MAST initiatives both within the group and beyond include: 

• creating a green supplier directory 

• sharing resources and materials 

• supporting Climate Lab 2016 to engage people in climate change strategy 

• working with the Business Growth Hub to strengthen green procurement practice 

• promoting the council’s event team’s Sustainable Events Guides 

• delivering carbon literacy training 

• sharing good practice through Julie’s Bicycle’s Creative Green Programme and Arts Council England’s 
Environmental Programme 

• supporting development of Sustainable Arts in Leeds. 

In 2018, Manchester City Council began leading the Urbact C-Change Transfer Network, working with MAST and 

Julie’s Bicycle to support five European cities to establish a similar model of “Cultural Collaboration on Climate” and 

to identify opportunities for strengthening Manchester’s approach. MAST also became a member of the Manchester 

Climate Change Partnership to oversee and champion climate action together with the Climate Change Agency.

MAST HAS NOT ONLY BROUGHT BENEFITS IN TERMS OF CLIMATE ACTION BUT 
ALSO IN STRENGTHENING BROADER SECTOR COLLABORATION AND RAISING 
THE PROFILE OF THE GROUP AND ITS MEMBERS.



4. Impact
4.1. Direct impact

Impact on local government

As MAST became more independent, taken on by individuals with more operational roles, it had limited interaction with 

cultural leaders and policy-makers. As a result of C-Change and the zero carbon 2038 target, it is now reconnecting with 

cultural leaders and the city council. As a result of the work of its new Zero Carbon Co-ordination Group, the council is now 

exploring how to embed zero carbon in cultural funding, a process  involving sector consultation. 

Impact on culture and on local cultural actors

MAST has not only brought benefits in terms of climate action but also in strengthening broader sector collaboration 

and raising the profile of the group and its members. Members have also reaped organisational benefits, from 

improved team morale to cost-savings, reputational benefits and new creative opportunities. 

Impact on the territory and population

MAST members undertake a range of measures to engage with their employees, volunteers, artists, audiences and 

local communities. MAST supported 2016’s Climate Lab, an experimental programme run by the Climate Change 

Agency, to test ways of engaging people in developing climate change strategy. One of the highlights was Manchester 

Museum’s Climate Control, a series of exhibitions and events, attended by over 90,000 people. MAST is now working 

with the council on a 2020 pilot programme and season of cultural activities to engage people on climate change.

4.2. Evaluation

There have been two key stock-taking moments; the first was MAST’s 2017 5-year report, which identified five key 

priorities: 

• Growing the network and adapting its governance 

• Increasing its profile 

• Exploring how to work towards the city’s zero carbon ambition 

• Supporting delivery of the engagement strand of the city’s 2017-2050 climate change strategy 

• Building leadership

The second key moment was the 2018 C-Change transferability study which laid out Manchester’s approach and 

identified opportunities to improve it.  

4.3.  Key factors

There are three key aspects to Manchester’s approach  

1. A model of sector collaboration to understand, share and mobilise climate action.

2. Sector support from a range of external organisations. 

3. Participative policy-making in the city’s climate change strategy.



4.4. Continuity

The continuity of Manchester’s cultural collaboration is underpinned by a number of key elements from the local 

government’s side: 

• MAST’s membership of the Manchester Climate Change Partnership 

• MAST’s commitment to submitting and implementing a zero carbon action plan

• The work of the city council’s culture and policy teams to embed zero carbon in cultural funding and decision-
making

5. Further information
Manchester was a candidate for the fourth “UCLG Mexico City – Culture 21 International Award” (November 2019 

– May 2020). The jury for the award drew up its final report in July of 2020, and requested that the Committee on 

Culture promote this project as one of the good practices to be implemented through Agenda 21 for culture.

This article was written by Mark Duncan, Strategic Lead Resources & Programme Policy, Performance & 

Reform Manchester City Council, Manchester, United Kingdom.

Contact: m.duncan@manchster.gov.uk    

Website: https://www.manchester.gov.uk/  and  https://www.g-mast.org/
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