
Belfast City Council.

Report to: Strategic Policy & Resources Committee.
Subject:                  Belfast City Council Participation in the 2009 World Wildlife Fund (WWF) Earth Hour 
Date: 23 January 2009.
Reporting Officer: Mr. Trevor Salmon, Director of Corporate Services, ext. 6083 
Contact Officer: Mr. David Cartmill, Acting Head of Corporate Services Directorate , ext. 6084

Relevant Background Information.

The World Wildlife Fund (also known as the World Wide Fund for Nature) within Northern Ireland is part of 
WWF-UK and is tasked with progressing a range of environmental issues from a Northern Ireland perspective. 
It principally focuses on policy development and lobbying to ensure that environmental and sustainability issues 
remain high on the local political and media agenda. WWF NI’s current focus is upon improving the quality of 
rivers and oceans, promoting sustainable development and addressing contributors to climate change.

In relation to climate change, WWF has been championing a global awareness campaign over the past 2 years 
entitled ‘WWF Earth Hour’, whereby individuals, businesses, companies, schools and iconic buildings are 
invited to turn off their lights for a period of one hour on a designated day as a means of demonstrating support 
for tackling climate change. The campaign originated in Sydney Australia in 2007 when 2.2 million people took 
part in the world's first Earth Hour and in 2008, WWF reported that 50 million people in 370 cities and towns, in 
more than 35 countries worldwide switched off their lights for Earth Hour. Iconic buildings that participated in the 
2008 campaign included San Francisco’s Golden Gate Bridge, the Colosseum in Rome and the Sydney Opera 
House. WWF is hoping to build upon the success of the Earth Hour initiative during 2009 and has approached 
Belfast City Council regarding participation in this year’s event scheduled for Saturday 28 March 2009 at 20:30. 

WWF NI has highlighted that within Northern Ireland, the Assembly has agreed to be part of the UK Climate Bill, 
but has not yet committed to Northern Ireland-specific targets or plans for reducing emissions. It has indicated 
that participation in the 2009 Earth Hour will provide an opportunity to highlight that government agencies, 
including the Northern Ireland Assembly and Executive must commit to clear climate change targets and 
actions.

WWF has also indicated that a demonstration of support for the 2009 Earth Hour will also help to inform the 
outcome of the United Nations Climate Change Conference, scheduled to be held in Copenhagen from 7 – 19 
December 2009 where leaders from 192 countries will debate support for, and participation in a new binding 
global climate change agreement. 

During the development of the Council’s Corporate Plan 2008-2011, Elected Members were invited to highlight 
priority action areas to be addressed within the plan. Under the theme of environmental sustainability, Elected 
Members identified addressing climate change for the City as an environmental priority alongside managing the 
City’s waste. Accordingly, Council subsequently adopted a key objective of assisting in reducing the City’s 
impact on climate change. It is considered that participation in the Earth Hour, accompanied with appropriate 
promotion will serve to heighten public awareness of climate change issues across Belfast and begin to 
address this corporate commitment. 

Key Issues.

In preliminary discussions with the Council’s Sustainable Development Manager and David Cartmill (Chair of 
the Sustainable Development Steering Group), Geoff Nuttall (Head of WWF Northern Ireland) has suggested 
that Belfast City Council could extinguish the lights at the City Hall on the 28 March 2009 commencing at 20:30 
for a period of 1 hour. WWF NI anticipates that the recent positioning of Belfast as one of the top 10 cities to 
see in Europe will add to the impact that such a gesture might realise. 



Key Issues Contd.
WWF NI has been advised that although the City Hall will not be occupied on that date, any planned 
extinguishing of lights must have regard for all relevant health and safety and fire control provisions. It is noted 
that the City Hall grounds will close at 17:30 on 28 March and, therefore, members of the public will not be 
within the building curtilage between 20:30 and 21:30.

Elected Members will be aware of the situation regarding the continued location of the ‘Big Wheel’ adjacent to 
the City Hall. The attraction is scheduled to operate until 31 January but an extension has been sought for it to 
remain in place until August 2009. Discussions regarding Earth Hour have already taken place between the 
Council’s Events Manager and World Tourist Attractions, operators of the facility. The Events Manager is 
confident of the company’s full co-operation should an operating extension be granted and should the Council 
agree to participate in Earth Hour.

WWF NI has indicated that it will be issuing publicity materials and press briefings relating to the 2009 Earth 
Hour. The Sustainable Development Manager has informed WWF NI that Belfast City Council’s Corporate 
Communications Unit will require oversight of any publicity materials to ensure that the Council is not 
associated with any inappropriate or contentious statements. Moreover, WWF has also been advised that 
Belfast City Council will be likely to issue its own press release should it decide to participate in the event.

Resource Implications. 
Financial.
Minimal – staff costs to oversee the lighting ‘switch off’ are estimated at £100 max and will be offset by the 
associated energy savings.   

Human Resources.
None

Asset and other implications.
None

Recommendations. 

It is considered that the proposal affords the Council an opportunity to demonstrate civic leadership and to 
communicate its position regarding the need for cities to play an important role in addressing climate change. 
Initial discussions regarding the proposal have already taken place with Facilities Management, Events and 
Corporate Communications staff. Participation in the Earth Hour initiative is contingent on the completion of 
satisfactory operational arrangements and the preparation of a thorough communications briefing for Council 
spokespersons.  

Accordingly, it is recommended that the Committee approve Belfast City Council’s participation in the 2009 
Earth Hour scheduled for 28 March 2009, commencing at 20:30 and finishing at 21:30. 

Key to Abbreviations. 
WWF - World Wildlife Fund (also known as the World Wide Fund for Nature).

Documents attached.

World Wildlife Fund 2009 Earth Hour Toolkit










