KyotoUSA’s Ten Steps to Success – July 2007

It is becoming increasingly apparent that Americans and the cities they live in are eager to do their part to address global warming. The evidence of their interest can be seen in their willingness to join with other cities in expressing their concern about global warming, committing to greenhouse gas reductions, and calling on the federal government to join the world’s industrialized nations in finding solutions to this crisis. As of July 2, 2007, 592 mayors have endorsed Seattle Mayor Greg Nickels’ Climate Protection Agreement (CPA) and more than 290 city and county governments have joined ICLEI’s Cities for Climate Protection. 
Cities from across the country (from both red and blue States – often motivated by citizen advocacy) are leading the way with the development of a variety of creative approaches and best practices to reducing the climate altering greenhouse gases they produce.  Cities and their residents are using less energy produced by fossil fuels, drawing on energy from renewable sources such as wind, solar, geo-thermal, and bio-mass, removing recyclable and compostable materials from the waste stream, and conserving and recycling water. And, they are saving money and resources in the process.

For the past 2 ½ years, KyotoUSA has been urging cities and their residents to act on their concerns. A small group of volunteers started in Berkeley in November 2004. By January 2005 we succeeded in getting Berkeley to “ratify” the Kyoto Protocol and pledge to reduce its impact on the climate to zero. Since then we’ve lobbied other Bay Area cities and have talked to people from all over the country about how to approach their cities. Over that time we have learned something about what advocacy strategies are successful and which are less effective. We describe them below and encourage you to adapt them for your city - or even your school or workplace. This approach can be effective in almost any setting.

Currently, the best target you can set for yourself is to get your city to endorse the Climate Protection Agreement (CPA) mentioned above.  Any city of any size is encouraged to endorse the CPA and does not require membership in the U.S. Conference of Mayors. The CPA has all the elements you need to get your city started on its way to making substantial reductions in its greenhouse gases.  Keep in mind that this is a process - you can’t expect everything to change overnight – and that you’ll achieve success if you remain committed, patient, and persistent.

Getting your city to endorse the CPA is a (relatively) easy first step. The CPA is non-binding agreement that allows a city to go on record with its concern about climate change and express its willingness to take action to address it. To make your City’s endorsement meaningful, it is important that everyone understand that they are also making a commitment to acting on their endorsement. That means that residents should be reducing their “carbon footprint” while the City institutes policies and procedures to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions from its municipal operations.

Let us know on which points you have questions or would like clarification. There are other resources available to you and your City that can help, so don’t feel as if you have to re-create the wheel to make your efforts successful.

Step 1

Pull together a core group of people that you know have an interest in global warming, have the time and willingness to make a commitment, and are able to work well together. If you are already part of an informal group or organization, try starting with them. Organizations of all stripes are working on this issue, so don’t assume that an organization or group won’t be interested in partnering with you. Ask and people will respond. 

Note: People who have other significant time commitments and/or don’t work well together as a team should be invited to participate at a later stage of the effort.

Step 2

Inform yourselves. Make sure you understand the basics of global warming/climate change. You don’t all have to be experts (you can find them when you need them), but you should be able to speak knowledgeably about it. Don’t fight with the global-warming naysayers – it’s not worth the effort to try to convert them. There are plenty of people who want to help – focus on them. Learn about how your city government functions and identify the “champions” that you will want to support you. As a strategy, you want to engage people from a broad spectrum of interests.  Reach out to business and religious leaders. They will have great influence.

Step 3

Understand what the city is already doing to reduce its energy consumption and GHGs and give it lots of credit for it. We often approach cities with a message about the cost effectiveness of addressing climate change – this approach is almost always a winner because cities are like businesses. They have to balance their budgets and cost savings is always a good way to do so.

Step 4

Don’t get bogged down in discussions about the Kyoto Protocol (KP) emission reduction targets. This can be a divisive issue and the one that can trigger a negative response because it’s seen as an international issue and not one that a city should be involved in. Also, the KP targets call for reductions from 1990 GHG levels. Most cities have no idea how to determine what their GHGs levels were for 1990 so it’s not worth getting hung up on it. More on this issue later.

Step 5

Draft a Resolution for your city that enables your Mayor and City Council to sign on to the CPA. That’s generally what they need – a resolution. By drafting it yourselves, you describe what you’d like to see happen in your city. It will get reworked, but the final draft will often look very much like the original. We have several you can use as a guide. The materials on the CPA also include a Resolution that can be adapted for your city.
Step 6

Drum up support for the Resolution. You have to show up (or write to your city council AND city manager) to demonstrate to the City Council you have broad public support. You should line up representatives from schools, businesses, religious community, young, and elderly. New faces at City Council meetings have an impact – it’s another way of demonstrating community support.  Also make sure you have a people in that group who the City Council recognizes and respects.
Step 7

Stay flexible – things will change. Let go of the unimportant, stay firm on the core concepts.

Step 8

Be thoughtful and considerate. Don’t attack or disparage anyone. You’re building bridges and community consensus. Dress appropriately for meetings with city officials and public events. Walk and ride your bike to meetings, whenever you can – you have to set an example for people – you can’t expect others to embrace change in behavior if you can’t or won’t.

Step 9

Get the media involved – make sure that all your planning includes a media component. Try to engage all the local and regional media you have available to you. Get your project on a website.

Step 10

Have some fun. Get your colleagues together to talk about what you’ve achieved and the lessons you’ve learned from it. Social events are important to developing cohesion and a sense of purpose. Keep a record of where you started and what you achieve and be sure to discuss that in your get-togethers. It’s important that people understand that our success on reversing the impacts of climate change will depend on thousands of small victories that are achieved in every facet of our lives.

So – that’s 10 steps.  Let’s leave it at that for the moment. As far as where to get assistance:

1) Cities need help in developing GHG reduction measures. They should also try to establish a baseline for their emissions. Most cities have records that would enable them to go back a few years to establish that baseline. The best organization to work with on this is ICLEI’s Cities for Climate Protection (and is part of the promise the city makes when it endorses the Nickels’ Climate Protection Agreement). It does cost money to join ICLEI – an amount determined by the city’s population. It’s not much – a few thousand a year max and is money well spent.
2) Take a look at the Sierra Club’s Cool Cities. Their media materials (pdf) are very helpful, but we don’t recommend adding a Cool Cities component to your effort. Your focus should be on obtaining your city’s endorsement of the CPA and encouraging it to follow through on its endorsement by joining ICLEI’s Cities for Climate Protection.

3) Call or e-mail us with any questions. And tell us about your experience. What worked well – what didn’t work. You can reach us at (510) 704-8628 or kyotousa@sbcglobal.net

__________________________________________________________________________

We’ve found that Americans are generally aware of global warming, but are at a loss as to how to address it.  Feeling overwhelmed by the magnitude of the problem is a normal reaction. What we try to do is demonstrate to people that they can actually make a significant impact. To have that impact we encourage people to do two things, both of which we believe are critical to the overall reduction of greenhouse gases (GHGs) and to establishing a widespread willingness to make the kind of larger changes that must take place at the city, county, state, and federal levels.

1) We ask people to look at their own production of GHGs. Americans, in general are responsible for many more tons of GHGs than our counterparts in Europe where they have a similar standard of living. Raising our awareness and beginning to make changes that reduce our “carbon footprint” is an important first step.

2) We encourage people to petition their city governments to reduce GHGs from the city’s “municipal” operations. If you are successful at this, you’ll find that it is easier to extend that effort to businesses, schools, and other sources of emissions in the community.

What is important to adopt in your thinking is that you have much more influence at the local level that you may believe. Many of us have realized that that we have little or no influence at the state or federal levels of government. Nevertheless, we do have an incredible amount of influence over what happens within our local government. And since the majority of the country’s GHGs are produced in our cities from energy used in transportation, in heating and cooling buildings, in the creation of waste and its disposal, and water usage, it makes sense that we target our efforts at those activities that we as citizens can affect.

It will take some commitment on your part (and I mean “you” as a group – it is essential to your success that you have a group of people - it can be a small group - that is representative of your community), flexibility in your thinking and approach, a willingness to reach out to all points on the political spectrum, and a positive, can-do, attitude. It is amazing to observe just how influential we can all be – KyotoUSA sees it as a way of showing ourselves and others that civic engagement can result in positive changes that can have far reaching impacts. 

Our suggestions for an approach to your city come from seeing what has worked and what hasn’t in other cities. Some of our suggestions may seem obvious, others may not seem like a good approach to use in your hometown, and others may need some adjustment for the political, social, and cultural environment that exists in your city. Use our suggestions as a template and adapt it in any way you think useful for your purposes. Now roll up your sleeves and get to work! Good luck!
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