Why Climate Change Is Rotary’s Business
March 2019 - Rotarians understand that the whole world is their backyard.  They can see the effects of climate change in communities they care about, and they haven’t waited to take action.  They’re tackling the problem the way they always do: coming up with projects, using their connections to change policy — and planning for the future.
RI President says our environment is 'ultimate mission'
80% of the land in the Bahamas is less than 5 feet above sea level.  That means that, if oceans rise at the rate scientists are projecting, the hilltop home on New Providence Island owned by Rotary International President Barry Rassin may someday be reclassified as beachfront property.  “I look at my own country — climate change is almost personal,” he says.  “My country is going to be gone if we do nothing.”
The environment isn’t one of Rotary’s 6 areas of focus, but it’s deeply intertwined with each of them.  Rotarian senior staff writer Diana Schoberg sat down with Rassin to talk about why and how Rotarians should put the welfare of the planet on their agendas.

How Rotarians Are Already Fighting Climate Change
by Diana Schoberg
Rotarians are doers.  Show them a problem and they look for solutions.  But a global problem such as climate change might seem daunting to even the most resourceful Rotary member. 
Break that complex problem down into smaller pieces, however, and you find there are many things Rotarians can do — and are already doing, with help from The Rotary Foundation. 
A coalition of researchers and scientists, led by environmentalist and writer Paul Hawken, mathematically modeled the climatic and economic impact of potential solutions, to learn which ones would yield the best results for people and the planet.  The list was compiled in a 2017 book called Drawdown: The Most Comprehensive Plan Ever Proposed to Reverse Global Warming.  It included some surprising possibilities, such as educating girls, promoting family planning, and assisting farmers.  As it happens, all of those align with Rotary’s areas of focus. 
Drawdown researchers ranked solutions from 1 to 80, based on their potential to avert or reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions.  We looked at those rankings, alongside global grant projects, to see how Rotarians are already helping to fight climate change.
Family Planning Drawdown ranking: 7
In lower-income countries, the Drawdown authors write, 214 million women who want more control over their pregnancies lack access to contraception, which leads to about 74 million unintended pregnancies each year.  Giving women the health care they want and need also benefits the planet, reducing population growth as well as GHG emissions. 
Pregnant women who gave interviews to Rotarians in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, said that family planning was their top priority — a sentiment echoed by their families and doctors.
This led the Rotary clubs of Finot, Ethiopia, and Darmstadt, Germany, to develop a global grant project that trained skilled birth attendants and midwives in 3 health centers to provide family planning counseling.  Medical staff also conducted home-based counseling for 1,500 women and organized a 1-day family planning workshop for 90 women who were receiving obstetric care.
Girls’ Education Drawdown ranking: 6
A woman with no schooling has 4 or 5 more children than a woman with 12 years of schooling.  This means that educating girls will have a huge impact on population growth.
While the regions of the world with growing populations are often the ones with the lowest per capita carbon emissions, reducing fertility rates will still have massive benefits — not only for the planet, but also in reducing intergenerational poverty.  And, the Drawdown authors note, one study found that educating girls is the single most important factor in reducing vulnerability to natural disasters, which occur more frequently with the extreme weather events associated with climate change. 
In Bosnia-Herzegovina, about 90% of Roma women are illiterate and less than 15% of Roma children go to school, leaving them vulnerable to human trafficking, among other things.
The Rotary clubs of Mostar, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Denver, Colorado, partnered with a local non-profit on a global grant project that mentored 80 families with at-risk girls.  20 students from the University of Bosnia volunteered as mentors, and 15 Roma girls enrolled in school as part of the effort.  Organizers estimate that at least 1,000 parents, teachers, and girls in 20 communities learned about the importance of gender equality in education through printed materials and workshops.
Regenerative Agriculture Drawdown ranking: 11
Regenerative agriculture practices include avoiding the use of plows to keep from disturbing the soil; planting a diverse array of cover crops; and limiting or abstaining from pesticides and synthetic fertilizers.  These methods boost the amount of organic matter — carbon — in the soil, improving its health and that of the plants growing in it.
According to the Drawdown authors, regenerative agriculture increases organic matter in the soil by 4% to 7% over 10 years, representing an additional 25 tons to 60 tons of carbon stored in the ground per acre.  That reduces the need for fertilizer.  This means regenerative agriculture can help cut carbon in the atmosphere, while increasing farmers’ production. 
40 people from Meihua village, Taiwan, were trained in organic farming techniques, through a global grant project of the Rotary clubs of Taipei Lungmen, Taiwan, and Patumwan, Thailand.
The effort, carried out in partnership with the Organic Farming Association of Taiwan, included creating a training facility and providing internships at organic farms.  Organizers expected that growing without pesticides would lower farming costs and that selling organic vegetables at a premium price would improve villagers’ earnings.
Reduced Food Waste Drawdown ranking: 3
1/3 of the fruits and vegetables, meat, and other food the world produces never gets eaten.  Instead, it rots unharvested in fields, spoils in storage, or sits forgotten in the back of the refrigerator, only to end up in the garbage.
The production of uneaten food squanders resources such as energy, land, and fertilizer.  In landfills, food waste generates methane, a GHG.  From start to finish, uneaten food is responsible for releasing the equivalent of 4.4 million gigatons of CO2 into the atmosphere each year, the Drawdown authors write.
Centroabastos, a food wholesaler in Bucaramanga, Colombia, generates about 20 tons of organic solid waste per day.  The Rotary clubs of Bucaramanga Nuevo Milenio, Colombia, and Woodland Hills, California, are working with the company’s non-profit arm to set up a center that will use the surplus produce to provide training in safe food handling and processing.  The project is expected to reduce food waste by 15%, while creating employment opportunities.
Rooftop Solar Drawdown ranking: 10
The sun is an underused energy source.  The Drawdown authors note that less than 2% of the world’s electricity is generated through solar photovoltaic panels.  However, the panels have become more widely adopted over the past decade, as the technology has grown more affordable.
Homeowners and power utilities are beginning to replace or supplement fossil fuels with solar panels, as a source of electricity.  And the more than 1 billion people in developing parts of the world who rely on kerosene lamps and diesel generators can now use affordable clean energy instead.  That could make solar energy a powerful tool for eliminating poverty, even as it dramatically reduces GHG emissions. 
In Gressier, Haiti, the power grid near the Respire Haiti Christian School is unreliable, so the school for orphans and disadvantaged children used a diesel generator to operate the pump for its well.
The Rotary clubs of Leogane, Haiti, and Parker, Colorado, led a global grant project to install a hybrid solar, diesel, and grid power system.  The school saved $4,000 a year in fuel costs and reduced air and noise pollution.  The hybrid system also powers interior and exterior lighting, computers, fans, and educational tools.  A new water distribution system, which uses the hybrid power, and a literacy program were also part of the grant.
Tropical Forests Drawdown ranking: 5
Tropical forests once covered 12% of the world’s land; today, it’s 5%.  According to the Drawdown authors, that loss accounts for up to 19% of the GHG emissions caused by humans.
Reforestation would enhance the planet’s ability to absorb CO2 through photosynthesis, while providing wildlife habitat, contributing to flood control, and conserving soil and water.  But to be sustainable, the authors note, reforestation must demonstrate immediate social and economic value.  
The Maromizaha forest in eastern Madagascar is home to 13 species of lemurs, 77 species of birds, 60 species of amphibians, and a rich assortment of other flora and fauna.  But it’s threatened by a push for new agricultural lands and a need for charcoal as fuel in nearby villages.
The Rotary clubs of Antananarivo-Tsimbaroa, Madagascar; Torino Mole Antonelliana, Italy; and Annecy Tournette, France, partnered with a local non-profit on a project to reforest about 125 acres with native species grown from wild seed, creating jobs for area families and a tourism infrastructure.  Rotarians also trained women in gardening techniques, constructed toilets, and provided 500 improved cookstoves that reduced the families’ dependence on charcoal.
• Members of the Environmental Sustainability Rotarian Action Group can help your Rotary club or district plan environmental projects and publicize your efforts. 

Friendly Persuasion
by Geoffrey Johnson
Tackling a contentious issue in rancorous times, the Citizens’ Climate Lobby brings an even-handed approach to advocacy. 
Marshall Saunders’ life would make a thrilling movie.  A Texas native, he enjoyed a successful career as a real estate broker.  But before that, he worked as a smokejumper in the Pacific Northwest and did a stint in the U.S. Navy.  That was when, on a mission to Haiti, he saw extreme poverty for the first time. 
Saunders later delved into the life and works of Gandhi, learning about persistence, respect for others, and what he describes as “the absence of force.”  As he explains it: “Force is something that, in the long run, just doesn’t work.  As soon as you defeat somebody, you’ve made an enemy.  Truth and nonviolence: satyagraha.  That’s the fastest way there is to accomplish something.  I learned that from Gandhi — though Rotary had an influence on that too.” 
Those lessons have allowed Saunders to make progress on a seemingly intractable issue: climate change.  “What he’s been able to accomplish is amazing,” says Scott Leckman, governor of District 5420 (Utah), who has known Saunders for years.  “He’s one of the great souls of the planet.”
In the final weeks of 2018, a bill aimed at reducing GHG emissions was introduced in the U.S. House.  Its chief sponsor, Florida Democrat Ted Deutch, had been calling attention to the threat that rising sea levels posed to his state.
The bill represented a decade-long effort to craft legislation that addressed climate change with the backing of both Democrats and Republicans.  Other sponsors included Francis Rooney and Brian Fitzpatrick, Republican representatives from Florida and Pennsylvania, respectively.  At an event 2 weeks before Christmas, Rep. John Delaney, then a 3-term Democrat from Maryland and another of the bill’s co-sponsors, stood up to salute some “pragmatic idealists” for their help in advancing the legislation. 
The Citizens’ Climate Lobby, Delaney said, was “the most effective and enjoyable group of people that I’ve dealt with since I’ve been on the Hill.”  He lauded its members for their optimism, their work ethic, their positive attitude, their sense of common purpose, and their zeal.  “I wish we could somehow map your DNA and upload it into all the other important issues that we actually have as a country right now,” he said.
The man behind the CCL? Marshall Saunders.  Saunders joined the Rotary Club of Coronado, California, in 1985.  Although he left in 2000 for personal reasons, the Rotary ethos remains central to his mission and methods.  Saunders and Leckman met when Saunders was promoting micro-financing in Mexico and Central America.  Working with Rotary clubs there and in the United States, he established small banks in villages that then extended micro-loans to enterprising locals.
In 2006, Saunders went to see Al Gore’s film An Inconvenient Truth, which documented the threat of climate change.  “I thought, ‘Holy socks!’” Saunders recalls.  “A week later, I went back to see it a 2nd time, and it was ‘holy socks!’ all over again.  I saw it a 3rd time with friends — which made 3 times in 10 days.”
Saunders — who had devoted so much of his energy and wealth to humanitarian work — was shocked into action.  “There was a real danger of all our good deeds going for naught,” Leckman says. 
When Saunders learned that Gore was training people to give the slideshow that anchored the film, he says, “I raised hell until they chose me.”  He emerged from the 3-day training session with a commitment to give 10 talks a year.  “I started calling Rotary clubs — who else?” Saunders says.  “I knew clubs all around the district.  Soon I was giving one presentation a week.”
He augmented his Rotary club appearances with talks at schools, churches, and other venues.  At a Rancho Bernardo retirement community, 2 women confronted him with a pointed query: “What should we do?”
The 1st meeting of what would become the CCL took place in San Diego in October 2007.  29 people showed up and agreed to meet with the U.S. Representatives in 5 Southern California Congressional districts to discuss climate change.  But Saunders had a novel method in mind.  He told the group, “Until you can find something about your representatives to appreciate, don’t go see them.” 
As the organization honed its signature approach to lobbying — focused, optimistic, appreciative, upright, and non-partisan — Saunders turned to an old friend, Mark Reynolds.  He explained his plan to create a cadre of volunteers to lobby Congress.  Reynolds was skeptical: “You want to combine climate and Congress, 2 of the most screwed-up things there are?  That sounded like the dumbest idea I’d ever heard in my life.”
Saunders persisted.  Reynolds, worried about the future his 3 children faced — and how they might one day blame their old man for not stepping up — took a leave from his job leading productivity seminars at Fortune 500 companies.  “I figured I’d give this thing 6 months, and after that I could go back to my regular job with a clear conscience, knowing I had done my part.”
In March 2009, Saunders and Reynolds made their 1st trip to Washington, D.C., to push for legislation that would address climate change.  They were joined by Danny Richter, a doctoral candidate at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography at the University of California, San Diego.  “Our 1st day on the Hill was absolutely terrible,” Reynolds recalls.  “Everywhere we went, it was, ‘Thanks for coming; don’t ever darken our door again.’”
The 3 men returned the next day — “I knew it couldn’t be any worse,” Reynolds says.  Only this time, rather than overtly lobbying, they made it their goal to find common ground with the congressional aides they encountered.  The strategy worked.  “That day, all our meetings were amazing,” Saunders remembers.  “And that scared me.  I realized this might actually work.”
When he returned home, Reynolds let his employers know he would not be returning to his job.  Today he’s the executive director of the CCL.  Richter, meanwhile — having earned his PhD, conducted scientific research on 7 continents, and logged 5 years as a CCL volunteer — is the organization’s vice president of government affairs.
As the number of volunteers grew, Saunders had to figure out exactly what kind of legislation they were lobbying for.  The organization had experimented with several strategies — advocating for stringent tailpipe emissions standards, cap and trade, energy-efficient building codes — when he got a call from Tom Stokes, an environmentalist who was preparing to brief members of Congress on something called carbon fee and dividend.  
Saunders attended the briefing, which featured a panel of climate change heavyweights.  It included James Hansen, whose studies of atmospheric conditions on Venus led him to become 1 of the 1st scientists to document the rise of temperatures on Earth.  (Today Hansen sits on the CCL’s advisory board.) 
Carbon fee and dividend — the basis for the Energy Innovation and Carbon Dividend Act introduced in Congress late last year — is relatively simple to explain: It envisions a fee of $15 per metric ton of GHG that would be generated by fossil fuels; the fee would increase by $10 every year, and it would be imposed, to use the CCL phrase, “upstream.”  That is, it would be collected from companies that produce or import fossil fuel, as near as possible to the point where the fuel entered the economy — for instance, at an oil well, coal mine, or port.
The collected fees would be deposited into a fund that would pay monthly dividends to U.S. households, thus helping to offset the increased costs people would encounter at the gas pump and elsewhere.  (The CCL estimates that about 60% of households would receive more in dividends than they would pay in higher prices.)  The net result, according to the House bill, would “encourage market-driven innovation of clean energy technologies and … reduce harmful pollution.”
“For the 1st time, I felt as if I’d found a solution that was a match for the problem,” Saunders says. 
Having embraced carbon fee and dividend, the CCL focused on persuading others to support that solution.  Its volunteers wrote 1,000s of letters to the editor and 100s of op-ed pieces, as well as 10s of 1,000s of letters to politicians and policy-makers.  In conferences twice a year, members visit and thoughtfully engage with legislators and their aides on Capitol Hill.  Last June, 1,348 CCL volunteers held 512 such meetings — and in November, they returned to the Hill for the 2nd conference, with feedback and information keyed specifically to what they had heard on their earlier visit. 
In late December, Democratic and Republican members of the U.S. Senate introduced their own version of the Energy Innovation and Carbon Dividend Act, capping off what Saunders calls “a remarkable year.”  Politicians on both sides of the aisle were finally finding a common ground from which to confront climate change.
Today the CCL has more than 500 chapters and over 120,000 volunteers.  Some of the most effective ones joined after they heard Saunders talk at Rotary clubs.  “Those are the people I want to connect with,” he says.  “You find really good people in Rotary clubs.”
One of those Rotarians is Peter Garrett, a Nigerian-born, Johns Hopkins-educated hydrogeologist and the president-elect of the Rotary Club of Waterville, Maine.  “Our kids are going to have to pay for this,” he says.  “I know Rotary stays out of politics.  But climate change is not a political subject.  Like rainfall, it falls on the good and the bad alike.  So it would befit Rotary to get involved in this thing that affects the entire world.”
Garrett, who coordinates CCL efforts in Maine, urges his fellow Rotarians to use The 4-Way Test to scrutinize climate change issues.  Is climate change true?  he asks.  As far as he’s concerned, scientists have erased any doubt as to its existence and potential impact.  Is it fair?  Absolutely not, he says, especially “if you live on a low-lying island or in an African country susceptible to drought, or if you’re a lobsterman whose livelihood is threatened because the water is too warm.”  Resolve those problems, he says, and goodwill, better friendships, and beneficial outcomes will naturally follow. 
Another CCL volunteer is retired Wall Street financier and risk manager Grant Couch, who splits his time between Florida and Colorado, where he’s a member of the Rotary Club of Boulder.  A fiscal conservative with an allegiance to neither political party, he says the group’s message resonated with him.  “But what really touched my heart was their method,” he says.  “They don’t see enemies anywhere.  I was ready to jump in, hands and feet.”
As he became more involved with the CCL, Couch co-founded a conservative caucus within the organization and worked to get more conservatives involved.  “I also teach my progressive brothers and sisters how to talk with conservatives,” he explains.  And he keeps a sharp eye on CCL messaging, to ensure it’s non-partisan.  “Like Rotary,” he says, the CCL “needs to be apolitical.  That’s the only way we can ensure a shared conversation.”
Karen Kendrick-Hands, a CCL volunteer and a member of the Rotary Club of Madison, Wisconsin, is a co-founder and past chair of the Environmental Sustainability Rotarian Action Group.  Kendrick-Hands was Rotary’s 1st observer to the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, held in Poland in December to coincide with the Katowice Climate Change Conference, which finalized rules for the implementation of the Paris Agreement.
“People want to talk about solutions,” she says.  “If we don’t get climate change right, it doesn’t matter what we do in our 6 areas of focus.”

Rotary scholars and peace fellows put expertise into helping environment
Will climate change bring more poverty?  Will we be able to stop its worst effects?  Former Rotary scholars and peace fellows who studied environmental issues offer their thoughts.  They discuss the struggles they face working to combat climate change, and what solutions give them hope.  
Francesco Menonna, senior power and renewables analyst
“Climate change could destroy the livelihoods of millions of people and create much greater migratory pressures than we see today,” says Francesco Menonna, Rotary scholar.
Menonna graduated from the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies in Washington, D.C., in 2014.  He works as a senior power and renewables analyst at Fitch Solutions in New York City, where he focuses on electricity markets and renewable energy in emerging and developed economies. 
Q: What do you struggle with most, as a professional working to combat climate change?
A: I inform businesses and investors about the opportunities that clean energy creates.  My biggest challenge is the lack of urgency many people feel in relation to climate change, since they are often removed from its most negative effects.
Q: What potential solutions give you hope?
A: There is an exciting trend of innovation and technical advancement in the field of clean energy, especially in how we store electricity and how we make our electricity systems more efficient and intelligent.  This is fostering advancements in the electrification of transportation, which will be key in reducing the impact of cars on climate change.  The spread of clean energy and electric mobility is going to accelerate over the coming decades, and this makes me hopeful about the future.
Sahar Mansoor, founder, CEO of zero-waste personal-care and home products company
“I am a climate optimist, but it’s up to us to act fast— to stop burning fossil fuels right now and start transitioning to clean energy,” says Sahar Mansoor.  Rotary Scholar.
Mansoor, who earned a master’s in environmental policy from the University of Cambridge in England in 2014, worked as a researcher at the World Health Organization in Geneva and as a policy analyst for the Selco Foundation, which focuses on sustainable energy solutions.  She is the founder and CEO of Bare Necessities, an enterprise that produces and sells zero-waste personal-care and home products. 
A: What do you struggle with most as a professional working to combat climate change?
Q: We live in such a politically divided world.  Having worked at WHO during the Ebola outbreak, I witnessed the power of unity when countries get together to meet a goal.  Unfortunately, there is no strong consensus on environmental issues, which stalls meaningful action to combat climate change. 
A: Do you believe humankind will be able to stop climate change?
Q: Based on the best scientific evidence available to date, we have less than 12 years to mobilize a complete conversion from fossil fuels to green energy, or we risk dangerously destabilizing Earth’s climate.
Alejandra Rueda-Zarate, founder of strategic thinking initiative
“My biggest fear is that climate change will bring more poverty into the world,” says Alejandra Rueda-Zarate, Rotary Peace Fellow
Rueda-Zarate studied energy and resources as a 2008-10 peace fellow at the University of California, Berkeley.  She founded a strategic thinking initiative in Colombia called NES Naturaleza (NES stands for nature, energy, and society).  Its goal is to balance environmental, social, and economic forces by working with farmers to improve sustainable practices in agribusiness. 
Q: What do you struggle with most, as a professional working to combat climate change?
A: I work with small-, medium-, and large-scale farmers in Latin America and encourage them to embrace sustainable agriculture.  One of the biggest issues I face is persuading farmers to switch from traditional practices to more responsible ones.  However, once they become aware of the risks and future challenges, many are willing to switch. 
Q: Do you believe humankind will be able to stop climate change?
A: I don’t think we can stop it, but I believe we can mitigate it and adapt to it, by using better practices. 
Q: What potential solutions give you hope?
A: The multiple possibilities of recycling; renewable fuels, such as those made from plants instead of petrochemicals; and smart agriculture.
Gabriela Fleury, Rainforest Trust
“We are utterly dependent on the delicate interlocking web of life, and climate change will make it difficult for humans to thrive,” says Gabriela Fleury, Rotary Scholar.
Fleury completed a master’s degree in conservation biology at the University of Cape Town, South Africa, in 2016.  She focused on human-wildlife conflict mitigation with the Cheetah Conservation Fund in Namibia and now works for the Virginia-based Rainforest Trust.
Q: What do you struggle with most as a professional working to combat climate change?
A: Climate change is theoretical to many people, and its effects take time to manifest themselves.  This makes it hard to express the direct impact that climate change is having on our world, but it’s essential that people understand this impact to make the changes that are needed. 
Q: What potential solutions give you hope?
A: My organization, the Rainforest Trust, has safeguarded 19,654,506 acres of rainforest in the last 30 years, working with more than 75 partners all over the world.  That proves there are many people who recognize the importance of conserving areas like rainforests to lessen the effects of climate change.
Sallie Lacy, consultant on climate change
“We need radical changes to the way we consume and produce, as well as enormous investment and political buy-in.  This is not happening fast enough," says Sallie Lacy, Rotary Peace Fellow.
After her 2006-07 Rotary Peace Fellowship at the University of Queensland in Brisbane, Australia, Lacy worked on climate protection for developing countries at GIZ, the German government’s international development arm.  She is now based in Switzerland, where she works at the consulting firm EBP, advising public- and private-sector clients on issues related to climate change. 
Q: Do you believe humankind will be able to stop climate change?
A: I believe some countries will adapt better than others, but I also believe the Earth is like a life raft, and you cannot keep just part of the life raft afloat.  Solutions need to be for everyone. 
Q: What potential solutions give you hope?
A: I am hopeful when I see advances in the spread of renewable energy, the phasing out of coal in many places, as well as the significant efforts that are happening in the world’s cities to reduce emissions and adapt to climate change.  Technology will play an important role in offering solutions, but we should not expect technology to fix everything.  A big part of the solution is changing business-as-usual practices; making investments in resilient, low-carbon infrastructure; and changing consumer habits.
Taylor Cass Talbott, project officer for WIEGO
“I believe we are working too slowly and that many people will suffer before we truly change course,” says Taylor Cass Talbott, Rotary Peace Fellow.
Talbott was a 2011-13 peace fellow at Tokyo’s International Christian University.  She is a project officer for WIEGO (Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing), a non-profit that focuses on securing livelihoods for the working poor, especially women, in the informal economy. 
Q: What is your biggest fear related to climate change?
A: I fear there are many sources of climate change that we don’t yet understand.  For example, recent research shows that plastic in the environment emits methane.  If this is the case, we may be very far from a viable plan to reduce the impact of climate change.
Q: What do you struggle with most as a professional working to combat climate change?
A: We are so bombarded by environmental problems that we are creating siloed solutions.  For example, many of the urgent responses to ocean plastics include the establishment of incineration facilities, which exacerbates both climate change and wealth disparity.  We must think of these issues holistically, and we must listen to the voices of marginalized people, who are suffering the worst effects of climate change.
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