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Foreword by The Southampton Collective
Community, collaboration and co-production have been the key strands of our Breathing Spaces
project in Southampton. Our aim has been to create a space for residents, academics &
policymakers to connect with each other, share concerns and find solutions for cleaner air and
healthy streets. So many people have wanted to support the initiative in so many different ways, not
least the residents of St Denys and our project partners, The University of Southampton and Solent
University. In addition, Breathing Spaces would not have been possible without the support and
encouragement of our funders, Nesta and the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport
(DCMS).
We wanted to build on the strong sense of community in St Denys in order to create change and
we’re pleased to have supported a wide range of community activities over the past year. This
learning report clearly shows that residents want to build on this momentum and see much more
local and city-wide action for cleaner air.
Community development is a long process and we know that in order to succeed, communities
welcome guidance and encouragement, whilst focusing on addressing the needs and priorities of
local residents. This enables people to work together to bring about social change.
By sharing the findings of this project, we are asking individuals, communities, local organisations
and politicians to support the next phase of Breathing Spaces. It is clear that people want to connect
with the science around air quality and get involved with activities for cleaner air. This can take the
form of co-designing solutions, collaborating on arts projects, greening & reclaiming public spaces,
street play and more. Residents want to create space for community, not commuters.
It is without doubt that building strong communities and supporting bold visions for liveable,
climate-resilient neighbourhoods is essential as we move into the future. We will continue to
encourage collective action for clean air by sharing what we’ve learnt with others; seeking new
collaborations and strengthening current ones; and working towards embedding co-production in
policy-making. Together, we can achieve our ambition of a healthy, sustainable Southampton
powered by its communities.
Many thanks to all involved,
Mandi, Clare and Rebecca
February 2020

Executive Summary
Background
Breathing Spaces was a clean air project located in the Southampton area of St Denys, which
initially ran from January 2019 to Spring 2020. The project focused on starting conversations
about clean air and liveable neighbourhoods in the city. The aim was to encourage collective
action around clean air using evidence as a talking point to support individual and communityled behaviour change and to influence local policy.
The project delivered a range of activities including:
● A series of six ‘Clean Air Café’ events where community members and local stakeholders
came together to share experiences, stories and concerns, and to explore potential solutions
for clean air.
● Working with local people to install a network of air quality sensors on homes, community
buildings and commercial properties across the St Denys neighbourhood.
● Making the live data from the air quality sensors available for the local community and
policy makers to access and engage with through two online portals, the project website and
events.
● Working with local residents to run ‘Open Streets’ events in the St Denys area where
residential streets were closed to cars on specific days.
● Inviting members of the local community to apply for small bursaries in order to carry out
local projects or activities that supported or spread the word about clean air.
● Forming partnerships with a range of organisations and stakeholders across the city to
promote the conversation about clean air and encourage increased dialogue between the
local community and local policy-makers.
NJ Research was appointed as a learning partner to Breathing Spaces in order to help build the
project’s internal monitoring and evaluation capacity and support it in designing and delivering
evaluation activities to explore the project’s impact. The evaluation activities were designed to
be light-touch and proportionate with a focus on generating learning while minimising the
burden on the project team and the local community.

Key findings
Knowledge of and engagement with the project
•

•
•

•

•

Engagement with the project was good and the levels of engagement were well
sustained across the project with the Clean Air Café and Open Street events generating
good attendance at various points of the year.
Evidence also suggests that the project had a wide reach - engaging residents in St Denys
and neighbouring areas as well as other parts of Southampton.
Understanding of Breathing Spaces’ objectives and views of its approach to
communications were mixed, which is likely to be in part to do with the various ways
that local residents found out about and engaged with the project.
In the short time that Breathing Spaces ran, it started to play a role in raising awareness
of and educating the community about clean air issues. Both local residents and
stakeholders found the project to be a useful source of knowledge.
The air quality data that Breathing Spaces generated was seen as unique and beneficial
and there was considerable support for that element of the project. However, there was

limited awareness of the data among some groups and confusion about how to interpret
it among others.

Creating collective community action
•

•

•

Breathing Spaces created opportunities for community action to take place through its
event series, bursary projects and wider encouragement of conversations about clean
air.
Breathing Spaces also encouraged engagement in community action and there was
some evidence that local residents’ activity had started to increase as a result of the
project.
Higher engagement with community action was thought to be limited by both the short
time in which Breathing Spaces was active and the fact that there were some residents
who were reluctant to get involved.

Influencing policy
•

•

Stakeholders felt that the project’s focus on resident engagement had given the area of
St Denys more weight and forced the local council to take note of it and pay more
attention to clean air policy.
Breathing Spaces had a role in creating opportunities for and contributing to coproduced policy. However, the short-term nature of the project limited the impact it was
able to have in this respect.

Views of Breathing Spaces
• Perceptions of Breathing Spaces were overwhelmingly positive and residents and

•

•
•

•

stakeholders alike felt that it had been an important project that had broken down
barriers and tested new ground.
The project’s considered, inclusive and adaptable approach was thought to have
resulted in higher levels of engagement with local residents.
The Breathing Spaces team was praised for the connections it created both within the
community and between the community, council and universities.
There was feedback that communications about the project could have been more
comprehensive and some stakeholders felt that the project would have benefited from
more technical expertise within the team at times.
There was considerable appetite among residents and stakeholders for the project to
continue and indeed scale to other areas of the city.

Key learning points
•

•

The project made good inroads into generating collective community action and
influencing policy. However, both these things take more time than was available to the
project. For Breathing Spaces to really have an impact it would need to continue and build
on its existing momentum.
The project’s considered and inclusive approach alongside the range of options it offered
for residents to engage with it as a project and get involved in community action were
seen as fundamental to its success. If the project does continue or scale in any way, it will
be important to retain and build on these approaches.

•

•

•

•

Breathing Spaces had a fruitful three-pronged approach to influencing policy which
included direct project team-level conversations with policy makers, generating higher
levels of community action, and creating opportunities for residents to connect with key
stakeholders. All three elements are important and should be continued if the project
seeks more funding.
The project had positive unintended consequences including building new connections
between and opportunities for the two Southampton universities. These should be
acknowledged in any future iterations of the project either as part of the project’s theory
of change or when designing future activities for the project to deliver.
Communication was felt to be a relative weak point of the project and if the project
continues it should explore opportunities for communicating its existence, key messages
and sensor data more widely and in a range of formats.
The successful collaboration with the universities worked well for this iteration of the
project as it was small and early stage. Any future iterations may want to explore options
for formalising this relationship and for bringing higher levels of technological expertise
into the core project team.

