


Digital inclusion
The digital world can make a significant 

difference to people’s lives but unfortunately not 

everyone is able to gain access to it either due 

to lack of money or lack of understanding. That’s 

why Virgin Media is addressing the problems 

around digital inclusion and literacy. In 2008 it 

launched two projects – one targeted at kids, the 

other at the elderly – which helped to generate 

greater access to its products in disadvantaged 

communities.

It teamed up with the e-Learning Foundation 

to provide children with free home access to 

the internet . Those that have taken part are 

demonstrating the educational value of online 

access. It has also worked with UK online centres 

to provide a support package for the parents 

of the children involved, to help them take 

advantage of being online at home and to enable 

them to support their children’s learning and 

ensure their safety whilst online.

Virgin Media’s other project involved working 

with Digital Unite, an organisation that helps 

older people get online, and as part of this 

scheme provided 17 sheltered housing projects 

with a ‘get online’ package . The package 

contained two computers per scheme, software 

and accessories, plus a seven week training 

programme delivered by Digital Unite. Virgin 

Media received great feedback from residents 

at the sheltered housing schemes, with 71% of 

participants saying they’d continue to use a 

computer and the internet.

Technology is wonderful – when it works, but 

extremely frustrating when it doesn’t . Virgin 

Digital Help’s aim is to revolutionise the way 

British consumers solve any digital problems 

using a combination of downloadable tools, 

online and phone support and home visits . 

This will help people to get the most from digital 

technology and supports digital inclusion.

Carbon
Virgin Media’s greatest environmental impact 

is the carbon emissions generated by powering 

its network and operations. In 2008 Virgin 

Media managed to reduce its carbon footprint 

by 3% through a variety of initiatives including; 

a national ‘switch-off’ campaign, consolidating 

sites and technical equipment, a 20% efficiency 

improvement in air-conditioning and improved 

office infrastructure. 

It has committed to an initial CO2 reduction 

target of 15% below its 2007/08 baseline by 

2015. Ownership of this target has been given 

to its Carbon Management Group which is 

made up of representatives from across the 

business functions. Virgin Media has signed 

up to the voluntary EU code of conduct for 

digital TV systems which sets maximum power 

consumption and advanced features such as 

auto-standby. 

 

 In 2008 it provided 
just under 200 people 
in 17 sheltered housing 
schemes with a ‘get 
online’ package.

 A third of the British 
population say that 
digital stuff has caused 
them real stress, with 
78% having shouted at 
their technology, 21% 
having thrown gadgets 
against the wall, and 
14% having even 
punched technology.

 Virgin Digital 

Help launched 

in December 

2009.
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Virgin Media has 
provided over 400 
children across five UK 
cities with free home 
internet.
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The Digital Unite, Sheltered 
Housing Scheme project  
(Photo by Holly Grange – 
Birmingham)

The e-Learning project 
(Birmingham Case Study)



The majority of emissions from mobile devices is ‘phantom 

power’ which is the energy used by chargers that are left 

plugged in but are not actually in use. Phantom power is 

set to decrease as “smart chargers” are introduced which 

turn off when a device is not connected. The absolute 

footprint of mobile phones is therefore only expected to 

increase by 4% between 2002 and 2020, as the sharp 

decrease in energy consumption by chargers will go a long 

way to offset the growth in number of handsets9. A set of 

guiding principles for eco-design has also been drafted 

to ensure the lifecycles of products are as efficient and 

environmentally sound as possible.

Whilst striving for a reduction in carbon emissions in its 

operations, Virgin Media also recognises the opportunities 

presented by investment in rainforests which act as 

powerful carbon sinks. Virgin Media has been working 

with The Forest Trust10 on a pioneering initiative called 

The Climate Tree in the Congo Basin; helping to launch a 

Centre for Social Excellence for the Forests of the Congo 

Basin, to train African graduates and professionals in forest 

and land management. Virgin Media has also supported the 

first ever indigenous people’s language radio station in the 

Congo which broadcasts to over 16,000 people, allowing 

locals to communicate with the logging companies and 

between tribes11.

Dematerialisation
Virgin Media and the mobile companies are contributing to 

dematerialisation in a variety of ways such as by enabling 

remote working and teleconferencing, which will play 

a substantial role in reducing emissions. There are still, 

however, barriers to the adoption of these technologies 

which need to be overcome. Remote working has been 

slow to take off due to feelings of isolation, lack of 

colleague collaboration and difficulties in performance 

management. The next generation of professionals 

however, are already significantly more experienced in 

using collaborative technologies (social networking and 

mobile use) and so may develop very different ways 

of working thus increasing dematerialisation. Plus, we 

may find that future technological breakthroughs, as yet 

unidentified, could further alter the way we live and work.

Waste
The shelf life of mobile handsets has become increasingly 

short as old handsets make way for new designs. 

Change could be on the horizon, as service upgrades 

are becoming possible without needing to trade in the 

phone, thereby extending the life of the device itself. Virgin 

Mobile companies have worked together to develop a 

Group environmental position, Globile Policy, which was 

formalised in 2008 and agreed by all Managing Directors 
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9.	T he Climate Group and the Global e-Sustainability Initiative (June 2008). SMART 2020: Enabling the low carbon economy in the information age.  
(http://www.theclimategroup.org/assets/resources/publications/Smart2020ReportSummary.pdf)

10.	 Previously known as The Tropical Forest Trust (www.tropicalforesttrust.com)

 11.	 Virgin Media 2009 Report (http://cr.virginmedia.com/wp-content/uploads/reports/Virgin-Media-Responsibility-Report-2009.pdf)

The radio station in the 
Congo which allows locals to 
communicate with the logging 
companies and between tribes 
(The Forest Trust).

The Forest Trust  
(Photo by E. Parker)



of the Virgin Mobile companies. Despite the different 

countries, and consequently cultures, in which the various 

companies work, the policy outlines a set of minimum 

standards including measures such as recycling handsets, 

to which all Virgin Mobile companies must adhere.

The Virgin Mobile companies are working hard to 

increase recycling and create formal initiatives within 

their markets: 

•	 Virgin Mobile US enables customers to access a postage 

paid shipping label online so that customers can return 

their handsets easily. All profits from this recycling 

scheme go to RE*Generation US, a Virgin Mobile US and 

Virgin Unite initiative to help homeless youth

•	 Virgin Mobile Canada’s recycling scheme accepts 

handsets from any brand or company and in any 

condition 

•	 Virgin Media allows its mobile customers to trade in 

old phones and get up to £150 back in free airtime 

depending on the make, model and condition of their 

handset. It also offers people the option to donate  

some, or all of its value, to charity which the company 

matches .

Reusing is always better than recycling where possible 

as it avoids having to break down and remanufacture 

products, which is extremely energy intensive: 

•	 Virgin Mobile US has introduced a ‘Pass It On’ 

programme which encourages users to pass on old 

phones to friends in exchange for airtime. During the 

first half of 2009, it won 110,000 additional customers 

from the Pass It On programme. 

Virgin Media provides other electronic equipment such as 

set top boxes to customers. These have relatively short life 

spans and need to be reused and recycled as they contain 

precious metals, toxic chemicals and plastics. Virgin Media 

is committed to taking back equipment that customers 

no longer wish to use. In 2008 it took back more than 1.6 

million boxes and modems, all of which were either reused 

or recycled. Virgin Digital Help is also hoping to have an 

impact on waste by helping people repair or upgrade 

existing equipment thereby reducing the consumption of 

new hardware .

56% of Britons have unused digital 
stuff at home, even though it’s in 
perfect working order.
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RE*Generation:
Virgin Mobile and Virgin 
Unite are working with 
Foyer and Kids Company, 
who help homeless or 
vulnerable young people 
turn around their lives and 
kickstart their future. 




