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Carrie Cort: A woman on a mission

To inspire sustainable living. By Keir Hartley

This year's UN Climate Summit and President
Biden’s new initiatives may help. But if we're real-
ly going to make a difference on climate change,
it's the tireless work of grassroots activists like
Carrie Cort, Chief Executive of Sussex Green Liv-
ing, which will carry the day. To find out what it's
like at the sharp end, we spoke to Carrie.

Carrie Cort is a woman on a mission. A quest
which saw her give up a prestigious job and throw
herself into a new life as an environmental cam-
paigner. The ripples of her decision are still
spreading outwards across much of South East
England.

Ten years ago it was all very different. She was
the Director of a successful communications
company in Horsham. Many of the clients were
in things like education and the environment
but perhaps it was the arrival of her son, Adam,
that prompted what she called her three
“lightbulb moments”.

“| saw Al Gore's film An Inconvenient Truth” she
says. “Then there was the work of my friend Nico-
la Peel, who lives in the next village.” Nicola is a
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writer and filmmaker who campaigns tirelessly on
environmental issues. Finally, “I've brought a
child into this world, | love the countryside.” It
was time to do something.

At first the sheer scale of the environmental crisis
depressed her. But “| felt it's either depression or
into action. | reasoned | had marketing skills, | will
do all | can in my power to help.”

Carrie began by undertaking an extensive pro-
gramme of training in environmental awareness.
Some was with Gore himself as part of his net-
work of Climate Reality Leaders. Then: “| started
doing this as a night job while still doing a four-day
week at my company.” ‘This’ being Sussex Green
Living (SGL), a thriving network of groups which
does just about anything you can think of to do
with opposing environmental degradation and
global warming. There is a climate change café,
where issues are thrashed out in lively discus-
sions. There is alsoc an amazing repair workshop
where people can bring along almost anything to
be repaired and avoid buying new. Above all, there
is a rolling programme of education, awareness
and lalks, Lo anyone who wanls Lo learn.

Schools, faith-based groups and community
associations are all taking speakers and pro-
grammes from SGL. If you are running a commu-
nity day in Sussex, chances are Carrie or other
members of SGL will be there, with something
for all the family. If you are a teacher with an
afternoon to fill, the SGL website is a trove of
activities and resources.

Of course, Covid has put some of this into cold
storage, or onto Zoom. But SGL are resilient and
we can expect a strong comeback as restrictions
lift. Their latest acquisition is an electric milk float, P
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which SGL copped just before it went for scrap.
Carrie and the team will drive it round the county
giving fun advice on greener lifestyles, sustaina-
ble energy and cleaner environments.

Gradually, SGL's message is being taken up by
voluntary groups all over the south, including
Chichester, Dorking and Worthing. The group is
embedded in a diverse network of formal organi-
sations such green energy companies, wildlife
trusts, local government and media. All are in the
SGL contact book or are actively working with
them. A key partner is South East Climate alli-
ance, giving Carrie instant access to advice and
resources whenever a problem comes up.

Carrie notices that different activities attract dif-
ferent sorts of people. “There are clearly identifia-
ble groups who are not all the same types. For
example, Climate café is for hard core climate
activists,” she says. The make-up of the repair
café is rather more diverse. “We have attracted a
certain type of person who wants nothing to do
with dump or landfill. Some are climate activists.
Some members don't like the whole idea of built-
in obsolescence. Some are keen to de-plasticise.”
Clearly, they are people who might not normally
bump up against one another but, “we come
back buzzing from the repair café. It's a shining
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example of a community coming together to cre-
ate something quite magical.” Bringing different
people together is fun-but it's also the start of real
social change. The café is now much copied,
while initiatives like youth forums are reaching
younger demographics.

Making people aware of the issues is still a prob-
lem for the whole environmental movement. Car-
rie has ten years' experience of it. SGL cuts
through well to people “who are sitting comforta-
bly in life” and to primary school children, who are
now being thoroughly educated on all the differ-
ent issues. With older kids, the response is mixed.
Some get it at once. Some don’t seem to notice,
although Greta Thunberg seems to have had
some effect. Another problem is reaching people
who are economically struggling. Long hours of
work mean that they don't have time to look at
bigger issues. Their opportunities to change the
things they buy are limited by poverty. However,
the key demographic in changing any society is
probably “mums.” Carrie knows why they are
sometimes hard to reach. “Because they are
super, super busy”. This is where Sussex Green
Living's programme of education for schools and
family events comes in. Mums and kids frequent-
ly attend together, and it's surprising what the
effects of a safe learning space can be for every-
one. There are set backs too, especially with re-
tired people. Some understand, but “some have
lost sight of the issue. We went to six retirement
communities and it was not as positive as we had
hoped” she admits ruefully.

Above all Carrie believes that a successful out-
come will depends on sending a positive mes-
sage. The pandemic and the economic recession
have caused soaring levels of poverty and psy-
chological depression. Just telling people how
bad things are won’t work. “If we are all gloom
and doom, they won't listen, but if we can visual-
ise a good future they will know where to go.”
“People find it easier if they are on a journey with
other people.”






