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  What people are saying about Empowering Climate Action in the United States




  We urgently need public engagement on the climate issue, and this book couldn’t be more timely.




  Jeff Nesbit, Executive Director, Climate Nexus




  Tackling the climate crisis offers enormous opportunities to advance health, well-being, equity, and security—to create better lives and deliver a better future for all. Embracing this potential requires widespread information-sharing and public engagement. The ACE Strategic Planning Framework is a readable, inspiring trail map for that journey. Read it, sign on to it, act on it!




  Howard Frumkin, Former Director, National Center for Environmental Health, US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention




  The UNFCCC Article 6 Action for Climate Empowerment agenda plays a crucial role in directing humanity to respond to the climate crisis. Recognizing this, a group of leaders from a wide range of disciplines and communities has built a strategic planning framework for the United States. This is an urgently needed effort. I urge policymakers to embrace this framework for engaging and empowering the public to act on climate.




  Michael Mann, Distinguished Professor, Penn State University and Author of The New Climate War: The Fight to Take Back Our Planet




  Creating space for real conversations is challenging, but it’s the best way to solve problems together. The ACE process is like a road map, and the results are truly inspiring.




  Heidi Harmon, Mayor, City of San Luis Obispo, California




  In shaping this smart climate agenda that empowers all Americans, Tom Bowman, Deb Morrison, and a large group of diverse leaders have done something remarkable. At just the right moment for a nation recovering from a devastating pandemic shock and years of political toxicity, they have identified a modest passage in the global climate agreement that the new presidential administration can grasp to vault back into global leadership. Their efforts will create opportunities for all citizens to find a place in a grand effort building equitable resilience and an energy system that works for the long haul.




  Andrew Revkin, climate journalist since 1985 and founding director of Columbia University’s Earth Institute Initiative on Communication and Sustainability




  Solving the climate crisis will require the coordinated actions not just of 190+ national leaders, but the coordinated actions of 7.5 billion human beings worldwide. It is essential to inform, engage, and empower all people to understand the risks of intensifying climate change, to prepare for the impacts, and to build the safer, healthier, more equitable, and prosperous world we and our children want to live in. This short book outlines a framework by which the United States can again lead the world by developing and implementing the first national strategy to empower the American people, in partnership with government, business, and civil society, to protect the life-support systems of our shared planet, rebuild our nation, and set an example for the world to follow.




  Anthony Leiserowitz, Director, Yale Program on Climate Change Communication




  The ACE National Strategy Planning Framework makes it clear that an engaged, climate-literate public can be the United States’ greatest asset in climate action, and a special brand of global climate leadership. This framework is built on the best of cross-sector thinking and engagement and reinforced by climate and social sciences. It recommends the first and best path forward as a nation: by and for The People.




  Sarah Sutton, Cultural Sector Lead, We Are Still In




  The Action for Climate Empowerment National Strategic Planning Framework offers a toolkit for groups hoping to create their own roadmaps, drawing together the wisdom found throughout our society, including the academic community.




  Baruch Fischhoff, Howard Heinz Professor, Institute for Policy and Strategy, Carnegie Mellon University




  The science is unequivocal: humans are causing our world to warm. The need for large-scale action to avoid the worst scenarios grows ever more urgent. Now we have a new Action for Climate Empowerment National Strategic Planning Framework to point the way forward. The next step is clear: develop and implement an ACE strategic plan and, thus, restore US climate leadership among the international community.




  David Herring, Communication, Education, and Engagement Division Chief, NOAA Climate Program Office
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Preface





  This book contains a stand-alone report, An ACE National Strategic Planning Framework for the United States. That report is the collective product of 150 individuals who work on climate action and public empowerment. We wrote the report to organize and summarize their contributions. We put this book together to provide additional context and explanations, and to clarify what made the Strategic Planning Framework initiative so successful. We are the authors of the first three chapters and the last. The writers of the commentaries speak for themselves. In our view, they help express the breadth of this effort, as well as the potential that a national strategy for public participation will have in accelerating climate action.




  The benefits of creating a national strategy are many. For the first time, initiatives by governments, philanthropists, community-based organizations, businesses, social scientists, climate scientists, social marketers, health communicators, and many others, can be aligned to maximize their collective impact. ACE work in the United States has been multi-faceted and highly skilled for many years. Creating a national strategy will direct funding to places where it can do the most good, optimize outreach to a remarkably diverse range of audiences, build capacity in local communities, guide policy development, and much more.




  ACE, or Action for Climate Empowerment, is part of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change and the historic Paris Agreement. We are confident that this book can help the United States and a much larger community of nations find common purpose in responding to the climate crisis. This book is written for them, and for anyone who cares deeply about the future and would be buoyed by a realistic expression of hope.









  
Foreword





  by Thomas Lovejoy




  The pandemic has changed our world. Lives have been lost. Livelihoods as well. Far too many face urgent problems of health and economic security, but almost all of us are reinventing our lives in one way or another. Meeting the immediate needs of the less fortunate is obviously a priority, and a big one. But beyond those compassionate imperatives, there is also tremendous opportunity for what some people are calling a “Great Reset.” This series of books, Resetting Our Future, is designed to provide pragmatic visionary ideas and stimulate a fundamental rethink of the future of humanity, nature and the economy.




  I find myself thinking about my parents, who had lived through the Second World War and the Great Depression, and am still impressed by the sense of frugality they had attained. When packages arrived in the mail, my father would save the paper and string; he did it so systematically I don’t recall our ever having to buy string. Our diets were more careful: whether it could be afforded or not, beef was restricted to once a week. When aluminum foil—the great boon to the kitchen—appeared, we used and washed it repeatedly until it fell apart. Bottles, whether Coca-Cola or milk, were recycled.




  Waste was consciously avoided. My childhood task was to put out the trash; what goes out of my backdoor today is an unnecessary multiple of that. At least some of it now goes to recycling but a lot more should surely be possible.




  There was also a widespread sense of service to a larger community. Military service was required of all. But there was also the Civilian Conservation Corps, which had provided jobs and repaired the ecological destruction that had generated the Dust Bowl. The Kennedy administration introduced the Peace Corps and the President’s phrase “Ask not what your country can do for you but what you can do for your country” still resonates in our minds.




  There had been antecedents, but in the 1970s there was a global awakening about a growing environmental crisis. In 1972, The United Nations held its first conference on the environment at Stockholm. Most of the modern US institutions and laws about environment were established under moderate Republican administrations (Nixon and Ford). Environment was seen not just as appealing to “greenies” but also as a thoughtful conservative’s issue. The largest meeting of Heads of State in history, the Earth Summit, took place in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 and three international conventions—climate change, biodiversity (on which I was consulted) and desertification—came into existence.




  But three things changed. First, there now are three times as many people alive today as when I was born and each new person deserves a minimum quality of life. Second, the sense of frugality was succeeded by a growing appetite for affluence and an overall attitude of entitlement. And third, conservative political advisors found advantage in demonizing the environment as comity vanished from the political dialogue.




  Insufficient progress has brought humanity and the environment to a crisis state. The CO2 level in the atmosphere at 415 ppm (parts per million) is way beyond a non-disruptive level around 350 ppm. (The pre-industrial level was 280 ppm.)




  Human impacts on nature and biodiversity are not just confined to climate change. Those impacts will not produce just a long slide of continuous degradation. The pandemic is a direct result of intrusion upon, and destruction of, nature as well as wild-animal trade and markets. The scientific body of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity warned in 2020 that we could lose a million species unless there are major changes in human interactions with nature.




  We still can turn those situations around. Ecosystem restoration at scale could pull carbon back out of the atmosphere for a soft landing at 1.5 degrees of warming (at 350 ppm), hand in hand with a rapid halt in production and use of fossil fuels. The Amazon tipping point where its hydrological cycle would fail to provide enough rain to maintain the forest in southern and eastern Amazonia can be solved with major reforestation. The oceans’ biology is struggling with increasing acidity, warming and ubiquitous pollution with plastics: addressing climate change can lower the first two and efforts to remove plastics from our waste stream can improve the latter.




  Indisputably, we need a major reset in our economies, what we produce, and what we consume. We exist on an amazing living planet, with a biological profusion that can provide humanity a cornucopia of benefits—and more that science has yet to reveal—and all of it is automatically recyclable because nature is very good at that. Scientists have determined that we can, in fact, feed all the people on the planet, and the couple billion more who may come, by a combination of selective improvements of productivity, eliminating food waste and altering our diets (which our doctors have been advising us to do anyway).




  The Resetting Our Future series is intended to help people think about various ways of economic and social rebuilding that will support humanity for the long term. There is no single way to do this and there is plenty of room for creativity in the process, but nature with its capacity for recovery and for recycling can provide us with much inspiration, including ways beyond our current ability to imagine.




  Ecosystems do recover from shocks, but the bigger the shock, the more complicated recovery can be. At the end of the Cretaceous period (66 million years ago) a gigantic meteor slammed into the Caribbean near the Yucatan and threw up so much dust and debris into the atmosphere that much of biodiversity perished. It was sayonara for the dinosaurs; their only surviving close relatives were precursors to modern day birds. It certainly was not a good time for life on Earth.




  The clear lesson of the pandemic is that it makes no sense to generate a global crisis and then hope for a miracle. We are lucky to have the pandemic help us reset our relation to the Living Planet as a whole. We already have building blocks like the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals and various environmental conventions to help us think through more effective goals and targets. The imperative is to rebuild with humility and imagination, while always conscious of the health of the living planet on which we have the joy and privilege to exist.




  Dr. Thomas E. Lovejoy is Professor of Environmental Science and Policy at George Mason University and a Senior Fellow at the United Nations Foundation. A world-renowned conservation biologist, Dr. Lovejoy introduced the term “biological diversity” to the scientific community.









  Chapter 1




  Welcome to the Strategic Planning Framework




  We have the privilege of introducing you to something extraordinary. The United States has been given an unprecedented opportunity to make an inspired recovery from the traumas of 2020. Amid the tragedy of a deadly pandemic, a profound economic crisis, an awakening to systemic racism and violence against Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC), and a divisive national election, a professionally and demographically diverse group of people came together, voluntarily, to guide the federal government and other stakeholders in developing a novel response to the climate crisis.




  For decades, talented, highly skilled people and organizations have worked to help the public in the United States understand climate change and environmental injustice and participate in finding and implementing solutions. Their efforts have been impressive, yet diffused and fragmented. Lacking the guidance that a coherent overall strategy would provide, they have shown creative ingenuity and entrepreneurial initiative, yet they have struggled against significant barriers in their efforts to achieve the scale of collective impact that humanity urgently needs.




  In 2020, members of this diverse group of people took a risk. They chose to collaborate as equals in co-developing a unifying strategic planning framework in order to build and test the infrastructure for creating a national strategic plan. Their mission was firmly grounded in the global climate treaty known as the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and its offspring, the historic Paris Agreement. UNFCCC Article 6 lays out the Action for Climate Empowerment (ACE) goals and urges all signatory nations to embrace them. Article 12 of the Paris Agreement reaffirms this recommendation and its importance.1




  Through ACE, the community of nations affirms that activating people as co-creators of new policies, understandings, and behavioral norms is the fastest and most efficient way to accelerate a transition to a low-carbon world that is equitable and just. As we write these words, however, no major emitting country has submitted a national strategy for ACE to the UNFCCC. This includes the United States. With An ACE National Strategic Planning Framework for the United States (Strategic Planning Framework), the processes that created it, and subsequent efforts to encourage its adoption by government decision-makers, private philanthropists, and others, the community of ACE actors in the U.S. seeks to change this reality.




  The Strategic Planning Framework’s focus on co-creation, meaningful community-level participation, equity, and empowerment makes it unique among all of the strategic approaches that have been developed by other nations thus far. If the U.S. creates an ACE national strategy as recommended in these pages, the country will make groundbreaking contributions to the global fight against climate change. In addition to motivating the public in the United States, it will offer a model that other nations can follow in activating humanity’s capacity to address the common threats to our shared future.




  We are the writers of the Strategic Planning Framework, but not its authors. The document is actually the collaborative product of the 150 people who conceived and coordinated the initiative and contributed the content, the 20 strategic reviewers who tuned an early draft, and the ACE community members who provided the final review. As the commentaries in this book will show, the people who know the ACE landscape best—from many different perspectives—are the real authors of the Strategic Planning Framework and the crucial decisions that led to its creation.




  
Who Owns the Climate Issue?




  For decades, the people and organizations that work on various aspects of the ACE agenda have done so within different professional silos: climate science, behavioral science, education, strategic communication, journalism, climate and environmental justice, policymaking, civil service, philanthropy, business, finance, health, international aid and development, activism, the arts, law, and a host of others. Each silo has its own mission, professional culture, rewards systems, and limitations. Each makes important contributions to public understanding and the capacity for action, yet none can create an engaged and empowered society on its own.




  From a historical perspective, it is safe to say that climate scientists and politicians have dominated the nation’s framing and responses to the climate issue. Scientists and science educators have sought to increase people’s knowledge and understanding of the scientific evidence and the risks we face. Politicians, for their part, have applied various ideological and philosophical lenses to the issue and preached diverging interpretations to their supporters. Political competition over the climate issue has also provided an opening and support for the well-funded and strategic disinformation campaigns led by fossil fuel interests and ideological libertarians to mislead the public, undermine confidence in the settled science, and dissuade people from taking action to reduce global warming.2




  The public’s sense of ownership of the climate crisis has shifted in recent years. In 2020, public concern had reached an all-time high that was driven, at least in part, by a confluence of factors: public statements by trusted sources other than climate scientists such as doctors, health organizations, and television meteorologists; people’s first-hand experiences of the changing environment in the communities where they live; and the rise of overlapping and very public climate justice movements led by BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Color) and youth.




  The Strategic Planning Framework rejects the proposition that any single profession, influential group, or geographical community owns the issue at all. Climate change is everyone’s crisis and it is everyone’s crisis to solve. As one co-creator put it, “The bad news is that there is a lot of work to do. The good news is that there is plenty of work for everyone.”3 The ACE agenda, in fact, affirms that everyone has the right and the obligation to determine what the future will be. As the Resetting Our Future book series points out, the future is humanity’s to collectively reset.




  Consider, for a moment, how you would go about creating a unifying ACE strategic plan for so many different types of ACE actors in such a diverse society. One suggestion was that strategic planning could be assigned to a federal agency or a multi-agency task force, presumably in collaboration with a consulting firm. The cost of such an effort would certainly be high. In contrast, organizing an unsanctioned, voluntary, grassroots process by the ACE community itself seemed risky, if not impossible.




  The organizers of Strategic Planning Framework initiative rejected these views. They knew that a top-down, agency-led process—with the agency’s inherent biases and obligations—would be too narrow and, potentially, irrelevant to many of the people who do so much of the nation’s ACE work. Given that submitting an ACE national strategy to the UNFCCC is, by definition, an official act of the United States, however, government involvement was essential. The influence of a unified national strategy on ACE investments, guidelines, and policies, moreover, made government involvement extremely beneficial. Yet an effective national strategy also demands a multi-faceted, multi-sectoral approach that is informed by a wider range of experiences and expertise than government agencies, alone, can provide. An ACE National Strategic Planning Framework for the United States, therefore, was developed by people from both inside and outside of government who have strong commitments and deep experience in many facets of this agenda.




  Welcoming Diversity and Embracing Equity




  In his book, The Magic of Dialogue, social scientist Daniel Yankelovich describes a particular type of conversation that is designed to build mutual understanding and trust. This type of dialogue requires participants to leave their roles, organizational logos, social stature, and power relationships at the door. The goal is not to negotiate a settlement, but rather to learn everyone’s perspectives, appreciate everyone’s concerns, and recognize the expertise and wisdom that everyone brings to a shared challenge. As noted in the Strategic Planning Framework, Yankelovich writes:






   In traditional hierarchical arrangements, those at the top of the pecking order can afford to be casual about how well they understand those at lower levels. When people are more equal, they are obligated to make a greater effort to understand each other. If no one is the undisputed boss anymore, and if all insist on having their views respected, it follows that people must understand each other. You don’t really have a voice if those making the decisions aren’t prepared to listen to you.4







  “A dialogue among equals” defined the Strategic Planning Framework process. Those who participated in this initiative adopted the U.N.’s Talanoa Dialogue Platform,5 which is a Fijian approach to decision-making that embraces a very similar process and understanding. In the Talanoa process, everyone participates as a decision-maker. Dialogues do not merely provide input to the powers that be; they are the process in which wise decisions are made by and for a community.




  The definition of “equals” is also important. The organizers of this initiative were pressed to ensure that historically marginalized people were equal participants in every aspect of planning, dialogue, writing, and review. The results were transformational for those who participated. As one Caucasian participant noted privately:






   I said that marginalized groups are OUR natural allies. Who did I mean by “our?”...It places BIPOC outside whoever is included in “our.” I think I meant liberal climate change activists aligned with the big green groups, but is there a presumption of whiteness there?...I make the presumption of whiteness as the norm, which makes BIPOC outsiders. I will try to be more careful in future about my use of language here.6
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