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Welcome to Ely Cathedral’s Environmental Newsletter 
https://www.elycathedral.org/community/social-action/renew-environment-group 

Vigil for the Environment: 26 April, 7pm 
This service will be on Zoom, and anyone, 
anywhere, is very welcome to join.  In this Easter 
season, we will celebrate God’s creation.  As 
usual, the Vigil will last about 30 minutes.   

Dates for the next few months (all 7pm): 
Wednesday 25 May 2022   
Thursday 16 June 2022   
Thursday 21 July 2022   

This RENEWsletter … 
… is being sent out to you on Earth Day, 22 April 2022.  As a global community, we need to reach 
net zero greenhouse gas emissions by mid-century to keep the global temperature below 1.5C.  If 
we don’t, there is no doubt that there will be severe consequences for our planet Earth, and for all 
species on it, not least us.   

It matters that we all do all we can to reduce our own impact on the Earth, and that we support 
all initiatives by governments and others to reduce our dependence on fossil fuels, to reduce our 
greenhouse gas emissions, and to promote the wellbeing of all life. 

In this edition, we conclude our focus on green technologies for the home for the time being, with 
an article on green gas. We also report on projects the Cathedral is working on to increase 
biodiversity and support the natural environment around the Cathedral.  

Join Zoom Meeting 

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/9475251125?pw
d=Z0xmTGhQdGFIeU1EZHdNQytBZnNLdz09 

Meeting ID: 947 525 1125 

Passcode: 346516 

https://www.elycathedral.org/community/social-action/renew-environment-group
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Do let us know if there are other things you’d like to know more about in future editions, or if you 
would like to contribute something – jenny.gage@elycathedral.org. 

This month’s notices 
Ely Cathedral Litter Pickers: 7 May, 8am 

Ely Cathedral Litter Pickers meet on the first Saturday of each month at 8am outside the Cathedral 
South Door.  Contact Sue Holgate, smholgate@outlook.com, for more information and to ensure 
there is a hi-viz jacket and everything else you need ready for you.  The Litter Pickers fiinish their 
stint with coffee and cake . 

Way of Life 

Saturday 21 May 2022: ‘The River of the Water of Life’: Dr Jenny Gage will reflect on Rev 21.10-
22.5, one of Sunday 22 May’s readings, to explore with us how, in our daily living, we might tread 
lightly on the earth.  For more information, contact Canon Jessica Martin, 
jessica.martin@elycathedral.org. 

The Big Plastic Count 

Go to https://thebigplasticcount.com/about-us to sign up.  Greenpeace and Everyday Plastic are 
conducting the UK’s biggest nationwide investigation into household plastic waste.   

Did you know that the UK is the world’s second worst plastic producer?  Although recycling is 
part of the answer to plastic pollution, the thing that will make the most difference is producing 
less plastic in the first place. 

If you sign up, you get a free pack (digital or by post using recycled materials), and then you count 
the plastic packaging you throw away for just one week – 16-22 May, and then you submit your 
results.  In return, you’ll get a personal plastic footprint, which will also tell you what happens to 
plastic when it leaves our homes. 

Christian Aid and Climate Justice 

Christian Aid Week is 15-21 May this year – coinciding with the week of the Big Plastic Count.  
Please donate what you can to the Ely City collection (organised by Christians Together in Ely), 
either through the collecting boxes in the Cathedral, or directly online, or through our e-envelope 
at https://envelope.christianaid.org.uk/envelope/ctie-ely.  

Christian Aid campaigns for climate justice, seeing it as the “single greatest threat to humanity in 
our lifetime” – go to https://www.christianaid.org.uk/news/climate-change-its-now-or-never to 
find out more. 

Biodiversity, carbon capture, nature-based solutions 
21st century buzzwords or essential tools for land management at Ely Cathedral? 

Rebecca Mundy 

We’re living in an age where neologisms emerge constantly, often seemingly irrelevant and 
unnecessary.  However the terms ‘biodiversity’, ‘carbon capture/storage’ and ‘nature-based 
solutions’ have been created, and come into common use, because the climate change emergency 

mailto:jenny.gage@elycathedral.org
mailto:smholgate@outlook.com
mailto:jessica.martin@elycathedral.org
https://thebigplasticcount.com/about-us
https://envelope.christianaid.org.uk/envelope/ctie-ely
https://www.christianaid.org.uk/news/climate-change-its-now-or-never
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has generated an urgent need for them.  As Ely Cathedral tries to manage its land in order to meet 
General Synod’s target of carbon net zero by 2030, and attain the A Rocha Eco Church Gold 
Award, focus on these buzzwords is essential.  

Biodiversity is how we refer to the vast array of life on Earth.  It encompasses everything, from 
plants to animals, bacteria to humans.  Ecosystems are habitats hosting biodiverse communities, 
communities which function together as a unit.  Healthy ecosystems capture and store a 
significant amount of carbon in soils, sediments and vegetation.  If part of a natural habitat is lost 
then the rest of its constituents either adapt or fail causing the ecosystem to cease functioning 
effectively.  The loss of biodiversity and subsequent weakening of ecosystems can have a negative 
impact on the water cycle, pollination and carbon capture/storage, heavily contributing to climate 
change.  Nature-based solutions (NbS) can help resolve biodiversity loss and climate change but is 
important to assess how much difference any change in land use will make to biodiversity before 
taking action.    

Ely Cathedral’s progress so far in becoming an Eco 
Cathedral and reducing its carbon footprint has largely 
been based on A Rocha’s Eco Church Survey.  Although 
this continues to provide very useful guidance when it 
comes to land management and implementing NbS, a 
habitat survey would help in developing an ecologically 
sensitive strategy to help support biodiversity and 
maximise carbon capture and storage.  Habitat surveys 
have been undertaken by Salisbury Cathedral, the 
Bishop’s House Garden in Norwich and St Mary’s 

Ticehurst and representatives from all three have been extremely generous in providing 
information, advice and encouragement on how we might carry out something similar.  

Another project under consideration is the possibility of creating an orchard in the Dean’s 
Paddock, which in the past was part of a larger orchard from at least the early 17th century until 
the second half of the 20th century.  Lightly managed, traditional orchards are designated ‘Priority 
UK Biodiversity Habitats’ by the Government, and can also deliver carbon benefits, so would be an 

Volunteer gardeners with wild flower seeds 

Preparing the soil 
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environmentally sound addition to the Cathedral Precinct.  The next stage is to survey the land to 
make sure that by planting trees we wouldn’t be destroying any important, existing habitats.  It 
will also be necessary to consult Dr Roland Harris, Cathedral Archaeologist, to check that the 
introduction of trees wouldn’t interfere with a potentially sensitive archaeological site.  Then plans 
can be finalised and submitted to Chapter for approval, with an optimistic but achievable target of 
planting in autumn/winter 2022/23.  

One project already underway is the creation of a wildflower area around the East Lawn.  At the 
beginning of April volunteers prepared the beds on the east and south sides and sowed them with 
a wildflower seed mix recommended by the RHS.  If successful this will create more habitat and 
forage for small mammals and also offer them a safe corridor across the area.  The flowers will 
also provide nectar and pollen for pollinating insects, including the Cathedral bees, who will 
transfer the pollen and increase seed set and development of the wildflower area.   

Special mention must go to Café Church 
who continue to contribute significantly 
to the work renewing and enhancing the 
Cathedral Precinct environment. Last 
month its members planted a hedging 
pack donated by the Woodland Trust, to 
fill the gaps in the hedge along Oyster 
Lane.  Hedgerows are a vital part of our 
landscape as they help produce oxygen 
and capture harmful particulates 
improving the air we breathe.  They also 
support biodiversity by providing food, 
shelter and travel corridors for 
invertebrates, birds and mammals so this maintenance work is invaluable.  Also, following their 
success last year, Café Church will again be growing sunflowers and other flowers in the beds on 
the East Lawn.        

Biodiversity loss and climate change are closely linked and, although not a panacea, the plans for 
Ely Cathedral Precinct can help address these issues at a local level.  However, to quote Julian 
Hepplewhite of the Salisbury Cathedral Eco Church Steering Group, “The main requirement on 
projects of this sort is relentless enthusiasm!” and while it is heartening to receive great 
encouragement from the Ely Cathedral community and from our friends in other dioceses further 
support is always welcome! 

Additional Sources 

Natural England, 2021, ‘Carbon storage and sequestration by habitat: a review of the evidence 
(second edition)’.  

British Ecological Society, 2021, ‘Nature-Based Solutions for Climate Change in the UK’’.  

Wild flowers 2021 
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Green Gas 
Robert Skelton 

Background 

Green gas is essentially bio-methane produced by the anaerobic digestion (AD) of organic 
material.  It is not a new idea and many sewage works have been using AD for a very long time. 
Some of it used to be flared but most is now used for onsite electricity generation, though some is 
fed into the gas grid. Some landfill sites have also been recovering methane for many years.  The 
big development has been the use of large agricultural bio-digesters to handle agricultural waste, 
food waste and crops grown specifically for the purpose, mostly maize though some sugar beet 
also ends up in Ads now. 

CO2 Balance 

This is a very complex matter as it depends very much on the feedstocks and what is included in 
the calculations.  The Green Gas Certification Scheme defines gas as green as long as it has a 
carbon footprint at least 60% lower than natural gas so it is by no means net zero carbon. A UK 
government publication in 2021 does give an analysis of the carbon impact based on a feed of 50% 
food waste, 20% maize grown for ADs, 20% agricultural waste and 10% sewage sludge. On this 
basis 91g CO2 eq/kWh are emitted in its production but it is claimed that it saves 61g CO2 eq/kWh 
from being emitted by farm wastes. The amount emitted by the burning of natural gas is 184g CO2 
eq/kWh.   

This does not allow for the additional CO2 in the transport of imported food which would 
otherwise have been grown on the land used for maize. Nor does it allow for the large increase in 
road traffic emissions produced by the long delays caused by the transport of the maize in slow 
moving tractors. Hence, as the report says there is considerable uncertainty in the benefits of AD 
gas. 

Limitations 

There is also a problem of finding enough feedstocks without diverting too much land currently 
used for food production.  It is hard to find just how much ‘green’ gas is produced but it is unlikely 
to be more than 10%.  A report by Cadent, who are responsible for much of the UK gas 
infrastructure, estimated that it may just be possible to reach 30% by 2050 but this would require 
a lot of land currently used for food to be used to grow maize for the ADs. 

Hydrogen 

The other idea is to replace methane either wholly or in part in the UK gas grid with hydrogen. The 
hydrogen could be ‘green’ in that it is produced by electrolysis using renewable or nuclear 
electricity or ‘blue’ produced for natural gas with carbon capture and storage (CCS).  There are 
several problems with the use of hydrogen in a domestic and commercial environment, and 
appliances would have to be modified due to different combustion characteristics.  

The old towns gas which was used until replaced by natural gas in the 1960s contained about 50% 
hydrogen so the UK does have experience of appliance conversion.  That was in the days of a fully 
integrated state controlled organisation, however, whereas today we have a myriad of private 
companies in a disorganised and largely unregulated market, so planning and coordination would 
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be very difficult.  It would also be very difficult to agree who pays for the work as it would also 
involve a significant replacement of pipework both internal and external.  In addition, the number 
of appliances was much smaller as few houses had full central heating in those days. 

Hydrogen Production 

Production by electrolysis has an overall efficiency of about 60% after allowing for the power 
needed to compress it but emits no CO2 as long as the electricity is carbon neutral. The alternative 
is to use the conventional process, steam reforming of methane (SRM) with carbon capture and 
storage (CCS). This process is not fully carbon neutral and there is also the problem of methane 
leakage adding to global warming, but it is politically attractive as it keep the oil companies happy 
and provides jobs in areas of high unemployment.  Many see this as a short term alternative until 
there is sufficient zero carbon electricity and electrolysis capacity.  Neither process is 
thermodynamically very attractive due to overall efficiency: 1kW of electricity used in a heat pump 
will give up to 3kW of heat but when converted into hydrogen will only give about 0.5kW of heat. 

Safety 

Hydrogen is much more flammable than methane and is far more likely to leak from defective 
pipework so it poses a significant risk in a domestic environment. Some work is being done to 
examine the risks in more detail but nothing has been published to date. 

Conclusions 

Biogas will never be able to provide a significant amount of the UK heating demand and hydrogen 
will involve a very costly conversion operation and increase explosion risks. Whilst there are a 
number of pilot projects to look at the feasibility of replacing methane by hydrogen, no decision 
will be taken for a very long time. For this reason the Church of England has discounted gas as a 
possible zero carbon fuel and the policy should be to eliminate the use of gas as soon as 
practicable. 
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