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together

INTERVIEW: DEBBIE JEFFERY

Describe your childhood homes?
I was inspired by our family history: Granddad’s
company developed solutions in response to the
oil crisis, and my father took over the company.
They were producing super-energy-efficient
windows and heating systems, and when my
parents built their own house in Paderborn - a
city in western Germany - they installed a ground
source heat pump and underfloor heating,
which was pioneering at the time. It was a really
comfortable home, which we moved to when I
was six, and where my parents still live now.
When I was a child the local children used
to play outside in communal, pedestrianised
areas until it got dark and I wanted my own
kids to grow up in a place where they could
go outside and be safe. That was one of
the reasons for building my first home at
the Ashley Vale self-build community.

What inspired you and how did
Bright Green Futures begin?
From an early age I knew I wanted to make a
difference in the world, but for a long time I
could not work out what that looked like and
drifted from one thing to the other, finding it
hard to settle on my chosen path. I was rebellious
and didn’t want to do anything relating to the
family business. After my A-Levels I took a gap

year, which I spent in the States on a school
exchange, and that gave me the travel bug.
When I came to England on a work placement
at the age of 19, I met someone studying
Environmental Sciences. They took me to
their university and I really liked the people,
so I applied to take the same degree. Even
though I was moving abroad my parents were
pleased when I decided to go to university, as
they were worried I’d continue to be a hippy
and keep travelling for the rest of my life!
I then chose to take my Masters in Applied
Energy and Buildings at Cranfield University. I
was first inspired by my politics teacher when I
was 12 as she was so passionate about creating
solutions to environmental problems. I was also
hugely inspired by my Grandad and my Father,
whose business pioneered technical solutions
that addressed the oil crisis and climate change.
I worked for eight years as an advisor for
Sustainable Energy Solutions at ESD, and later
got a scholarship to complete a doctorate
in engineering. My publication on how to
achieve low carbon livelihoods in new build
housing communities won an award and I went
straight on to launch Bright Green Futures.
The idea was to create communities where
people can build their own highly sustainable
homes. My first development was The Courtyard
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- Bristol’s first purpose-built co-housing
project, and the first project to pilot selfbuild for rented accommodation. Next
came The Bower, a community build project
of 14 homes which was granted planning
permission in June 2017 and was then sold
on to a community group. Now I’m working
on Water Lilies; a 33-home development.
There are now six of us in the company,
but we still work around my kitchen table.
Living in such a beautiful house that we
built ourselves, I don’t really want to work
anywhere else. Everyone loves coming
here and it never actually feels like work.

What does the company offer?
Bright Green Futures makes self build
easy. You can build your home, ask us
to build one for you, or commission us
to build the shell and you complete the
inside. As we are a social enterprise we
also pass on significant savings and provide
training and support. Your home will be
sustainable, resilient to climate change,
crafted to your lifestyle and embedded in
a proactive and friendly neighbourhood.
We work with our mortgage advice
partner, Buildstore Mortgage Services, as
well as ethical banks and private lenders to
gather information about the best finance
deals for each build, with workshops and
mentoring along the way, all of which is
included in Bright Green Futures’ offering.
Water Lilies is an upcoming cutting
edge, eco self-build co-housing project,
designed in collaboration with individual
selfbuilders and Sam Kendon of Marshall
and Kendon Architects. The self-built and
self-finished homes are located in woodland
and parkland, where the residents will
share a community space and fabulous
garden with a water lily pond. They will
also have their own private gardens.
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I’ll be building again, as I like to
be involved in each new project.
When construction finishes, I enjoy
contributing to getting residents to
gel, which is an exciting period.

Describe your current home
I’ve lived in communities in Spain, Chile,
Germany and Sweden, and led several ecoconstruction projects in Germany, Portugal
and Spain, as well as the UK. My first selfbuild memories are of laying blocks with my
new-born baby, Isham, on my back. Isham’s
first memories are watching diggers and
smiling at builders from the baby bouncer in
the entrance to our temporary trailer home.
This was at the Yard, an emerging self-build
community in St. Werburghs in Bristol.
I now have three children, aged 16, 13
and 7, and we live at The Courtyard, my
second community self-build project
where each home was individually
designed by the owner or tenant. My
home is timber framed and highly
glazed, with 300mm thick insulation
and designed to Passivhaus principles.
PV, solar hot water, mechanical
ventilation and heat recovery systems were
also installed. We make more from the
Feed-In Tariffs than we pay for energy and
have the only A-rated houses in Bristol.
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What are the benefits of building
and living as a community?

Left: The
Yard, Steffie’s
former
home on a
community
self build
site at St
Werburghs
in Bristol.

Building together offers huge advantages:
you can recommend tradespeople and
building products to one another and
work on each other’s houses. Using other
people’s construction waste and off-cuts
helps to keep costs down and materials
can be bulk-bought at discounted prices.
The result is a caring neighbourhood
where you know one another and
contribute; from working together in
communal gardens to helping with
childcare. There are no requirements to
take part, so individual levels of involvement
vary widely, but living surrounded by great
neighbours can provide help with practical
issues as well as emotional support.
It’s also great for kids. Having a communal
garden and car-free development with

cars parked at the entrance to the site or
underground means they can play safely
outside and become independent from a
young age, generally preferring to run around
outside to staying at home watching TV.
It’s lovely to live with so many friends,
but I also like my own space and that’s
possible within a community too.
I’m currently writing a book called Radical
Living – How To Build Your Dream Home

and Community”. It is about why you may
want to live in an eco self-build housing
community and how to make it happen.

Any future plans?
We’ll soon be launching phase two of Water
Lilies. It will be wonderful to first create and
then live in such an inspiring place together.
steffiebroer.com

WATER LILIES
An artist’s
impression of
the Water Lilies
development,
where phase
two is about to
begin. Anyone
who would like
to be offered
the opportunity
to buy in can
register their
interest at:
brightgreen
futures.co.uk.
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