Local Groups Conference 2009: Now is our time

Open-space session: “What is the future of activism for Friends of the Earth?” - Discussion topics

About this paper

The discussion topics below are the write up of all the open-space posters that were handed in at Local Groups Conference.  The topics below are unedited and are not in any particular order.

The open-space session was your opportunity to shape the agenda and to discuss the issues that matter to you.  The information below is provided in order to document the discussions that took place.  Local group members are encouraged to reflect, think and respond to the discussion topics as they see fit. This was your open-space session – take action, get together, share ideas and learning and keep talking to each other.  If you want to progress any of the discussions or follow up with other group members, please feel free to.  
Contact details for the convenor of each discussion group can be accessed by emailing localgroups@foe.co.uk 

What else is happening with the open-space ideas?
Friends of the Earth is also using the ideas generated by the open-space session internally as part of our horizon scanning processes which will determine the shape, structure and focus of future campaigns.  This process will begin in January 2010.  This paper is also available to all staff so that all teams within Friends of the Earth are able to benefit from the creativity and knowledge of the local groups network.
The open-space film

Don’t forget to watch the short film of the closing session of the open-space.  This is available here: www.foe.co.uk/events/conference.html 

Discussion topics:

· How can local groups organise effectively in large cities? Lizzie Fellows 

1. It's easy to feel drowned by a large city but focus on small to achieve big.  Good organisational structures are even more important in big cities.

Focus on roles – officers
Be more focussed – meetings and strategy

Be visible

Be accessible to the different communities (but don't expect them all to join)

Consider what “services” the group could offer other groups/communities

Don't let the size of the city intimidate – think small to think big

Network with other groups and build relationships

· How can we reach a wider audience? Doug Holly 
1. We need to network with other NGOs etc and engage in activities other than formal ones.  WE need to list to a wide range of people and make clear what we can offer them

More people – more impact, more hearing and learning. Networking with other groups.  Other activities than meetings – practical, fun.  What can we offer as well as demand? Branding issue?

· Can we be seen as a solution provider not opposer? Keith Whittaker 

1. Yes – and it would help our image to be proactive, build alliances and offer workable alternatives through open and inclusive engagement

Identify solutions that are workable alternatives.  Be proactive – get in early – engage with people that need the solution. Keep dialogue open. Make alliances with solutions providers.  Be specific rather than broad. 
· How can FOE activists best share knowledge, information and experience? Kathy Smyth.

1. Aim is to have more knowledge and information exchange between local groups to enable activists to communicate with each other without regard to regional or geographical boundaries.

2. We want networks which help us to exchange expertise, campaign tips, resources and which ensure we don't keep reinventing the wheel.

Lots of ideas but 3 in particular (XREF Kathy has more)

a) Skills directories – somewhere which list the skills of your fellow campaigners – northern region has tried this

b) Campaign gurus – an individual who is an acknowledged expert in a campaign area who can form the focus for expertise and liaise between local groups on the ground and hard pressed staff
c) Individual personalised log-ins for FOE website which allow you to build your own library of useful information

ci) How about an introductory welcome pack for new local group members which explains where resources are and how to sign up for them or find them – promote what is available more widely.

· How can we establish an open and active network across the Midlands? Chris Crean 

1. Yes this would be a useful thing to establish across the East and West Midlands, not only for cross regional campaigning but governance issues.

Communication issues – ask people which is their preferred mode – email, text, phone, letter etc.  Chris C to chat to other local group activists across both regions over weekend and discuss with other regional staff in the autumn.

· How can local groups get serious about their responsibilities re: the Board? Karen Leach 
1. This is linked to how Activism team present role of being a local group member – need to encourage participation in movement

2. We need local group members to understand that with the right to autonomy that comes with being part of FOE movement comes a responsibility to get involved in the movement’s strategy and governance.

To persuade local groups: need to encourage them to Broad issues are important.  First step is to better and uniform reporting across regions.  Need to recognise that with the right to autonomy that comes with.  Publishing abbreviated minutes?  Board members need to come to Conference – ALL of them, compulsory. Consider removing “regional rep” requirement; have notional pool of Local Group reps and use co-option for geographical balance.  Need to reconsider how local groups are reported to by Board members and how they can feed in.  

· How can we move on after the Change Process? Can FOE remain a sustainable development organisation after losing so much expertise?  Janet Perry 

1. The organisation needs to re-build campaign capacity and make experienced campaign staff available to local groups

2. The organisation must value its local groups and appreciate and value the contribution the network can bring to FOE as a partner rather than a resource.

Forward looking process such  as “Shaping our Future” to have a free and frank discussion on what the local groups need from and can bring to FOE to bring together an organisation lacking in trust and common path forwards.  We are not a resource to deliver a national campaign.  We are educated, knowledgeable team of campaigners who expect to be treated as partners with FOE.

· Creative campaigning: beyond postcards? Mark Hammond

1. To make a campaign more effective when postcards can become devalued (a monologue not a conversation) – idea: individualisation of message on postcards to allow personalised content and to let groups draw on that to help sustain the campaign over time and their contact with that person – e.g. Can use what's written in press work.

· Why not have to pass the cycling proficiency test when learning to drive? Phil Fletcher 

1. Wouldn't it be great if most carbon car drivers were on bikes? Wouldn't it be great if they were lobbying for better cycling conditions?

Reduce the number of cars on the roads in this country.  Once people start cycling they continue to carry on. Could provide a lobby for cycling.  Could educate drivers to the hazards for cyclists.  The disabled could be an exception to the rule.  Long term health benefits – less health costs.

· How can we raise more money at a community level? - Tom Kenward

1. Sociable, fun innovative local fundraising activities on the back of nationwide campaigns for mutual benefits of local and nationwide campaigning

2. For example, Food Chain Ready Steady Cook, with local producers, local chefs, local politicians and national support for make it work – with a cut of the profits for local and national 

· How can we stop dumping unsold goods after car boots fairs? John Repsh 
Coordinate with organisers of fairs, so that FOE can preach the gospel of not dumping goods after the fair and if they do dump stuff we pick the best of it to give away on our own FOE stall the following month – a la freecycle – great media opportunity

We should shame stall-holders into offering unsold items free of charge to hand over to charity shops.  This is a practical action as opposed to just talking about it.  This is ideal for FOE members because it encourages re-use.  A good advert for freecycle and give& take and council’s reuse schemes (giveandtake.org) for people who love the countryside, this is a way of keeping perfectly good items out of landfill.  Shame charity shop holders by reminding them of how angry the donators of these items would be if they knew their things were being dumped.

· Can community-owned energy projects help overcome opposition and apathy? James Doran 
1. Yes, community owned energy can help overcome opposition and apathy towards renewables – but only if we work to help make communities aware of the potential benefits and lobby for the regulations and funds to help them

Knowledge needed on failures and how to avoid them as well as successes.  Council support for projects? Vested interests – opposition to wind projects and similar.  Solar more expensive – this may change with feed-in tariffs.  There are cases of communities negotiating with energy companies. Heat pumps can be placed underground car parks and reduce carbon emissions.  Aerobic digestion – offer potential. Wind farm opposition – ignorance is a problem sometimes – can co-ownership change this and seeing it is in their interest to engage with community projects – little investment from outside needed because the fund is used.
· How can we make buses work (especially outside of London)? Keith Kondaker 
1. We need to tell councils to utilise their powers on bus regulation to meet their obligations to bring emissions down.  

2. We need to link improved bus services to cleaner air and better well being

· Bus lanes

· Changing finance so councils pay per passenger

· Feed in tariffs for buses

· Tell companies what to do i.e. regulation

· Making buses easy – oyster cards, integration

· Local planning – sustainable transport integrated into developments

· Send bus timetables to punters (promote them positively)

· Every organisation should have a travel plan and find a way to incentivise bus travel

· Making bus passes work across operators

· Introducing people to buses e.g. park and rides esp. to events, festivals etc

· Smart and clean buses

· Crude marketing – very direct and in your face

· Community minibuses

· Promote car clubs

· Understanding powers that councils have

· Linking buses and trams

· Promoting health and social benefits of public transport

· Emissions reductions
· Can all groups try to stop another supermarket in their area? Linda Burrows

Stopping supermarkets is being overlooked by some groups – seems daunting or not prioritised.  Should try and get council support and sometimes it just takes persistence to win. Needs to be looked at more as a main campaign by head office – maybe through monopoly rulings.

A lot of groups not with Real Food but do have someone, and often a farmer too, on their email network.  Office of Fair Trade does not pull up Tescos as a monopoly.  Government policy favours supermarket expansion but wants local government to have sustainability in their local plan.  WE have possibility of MP support.  Real Food overlooked.  Not always difficult to stop if enough support from Council – there is guidance online to stop supermarkets.  Send email to groups maybe asking if they can look out for possible supermarkets coming and try and get council to go against.  Rash of small Tescos opening in some places. Aldi or Lidl – big job losses for local firms.  Brown field sites coming free often could go for housing – often would suit council better.

· How do we better engage business audiences in FOE objectives? Steve Tonry 
1. FOE needs to engage with the local chamber of commerce to inform and educate businesses about environmental issues, especially the Get Serious campaign and to show our support for small/local businesses.  Local councils need to put more resources into policing environmental legislation as it applies to small businesses – FOE will lobby and support the council in this

Making links/doing talks to Chamber of Commerce – potential for a standard talk about Get Serious and FOE's pro-small business campaigners – anti Tesco.  Small businesses not adhering to or being policed for environmental regulations.  Get GS cards signed by local businesses – women's business network etc – could carry more weight than just residents.  Potential for FOE groups to promote local environmentally conscious businesses e.g. Manchester FOE Real Food guide and Ethical Shopping Guide.  Potential for FOE to award local businesses for their eco work – cross promotion of business and FOE and sharing of good practice.

· How can FOE fit in with other climate change campaigns? Esme Percival 
Identify common goals and appreciate the importance of working together.  Be clear about where our niche is and identify where we can complement each other.

· How do we work with the Transition Movement? Maurice Spurway 
1. We recognise that there are many opportunities to overlap aims of TT and FOE

2. Find mutual positive actions to work on jointly such as food and energy/Get Serious

3. Perhaps we should talk more about Peak Oil?

· How can FOE meet the challenge of Transition Towns? Phil Oliver 
1. Transition Town and FOE groups should have a symbiotic relationship – local FOE groups should try to meet local needs

Develop alliances with transition town groups. FOE groups can do local activities.  Allies for Get Serious.  Transition groups get pack setting out the stages of transition.  Should FOE do the same? Are people getting what they want from their local group?  Celebrate success whatever – big or small.  FOE should celebrate a successful relationship with transition towns.  Talk about the links in your group.

· How does FOE fit in with other Climate change groups?  No name or contact details

1. Narrow focus = reduction in supporters – fragmentation of green movement (greening, transition) – dilution of FOE identity – marginalised organisation!

· How can FOE foster innovation? Pat Chapman 

1. We need to develop a dialogue with business around innovation that fits the FOE road map

2. FOE should actively seek green innovations and bring them forwards “Green Dragons Den”

Does it change our image working with corporations?  (can’t read writing) find new innovative ways to drive solutions.  Reducing resistance to change – (can’t read writing) business barriers.  Moving from the what to the how.  What skills do we need?  Things we can say “yes” to – list of things we support.  Encourage Britain to lead the world.  Helping drive local green jobs. How do we tackle key issues- domestic energy usage, industrial energy model, “Green Dragon awards”, newsletter of good ideas. FOE engenders innovative solutions – dialogue with business. 

· Should we only eat fish once a week to protect our seas?

Common fishing policy must be reviewed and the eco-system introduced across Europe.  Britain must have an effective act of Parliament. Vote for HPMR.  Get on to your MP to vote for Marinet/Coop amendment – max effort.

By catch – throw back – being dealt with by CFP Review.  Farm fish v's wild stocks – healthy option is wild catch not farm. Scientific evidence is for HPM Reserves – Marinet has an amendment for Highly Protected Marine Reserves – We want all people to write to MPs to vote for HPMR – this should be a global network.  To eat fish regularly seas must be managed. Eco system approach is the EU level (OSPAR).  88% being fished at unsustainable level.  HPMRs give fish a place to grow.  Fishermen have to be included in the solution – they need a long tern future. Banks/take pressure off them – other countries experience is for HPMRs.

· Like nuclear, should FOE say no to agrofuels, biomass and biochar? Ian Lander 

In the end it has to be about reducing (we need to challenge growth) consumption – we can't replace fossil fuels with annual sunlight.  WE can be against something and for permaculture and well being and happiness, biodiversity, carbon sinks, a land hierarchy – 1) Food, 2) Ecosystem protection/restoration, 3) Biomass?

· Is it time to drop our opposition to nuclear power? Rob Glover 

1. NO - There are better, safer, faster, reliable alternatives in favour .  Though risk of power cuts and climate change if we are wrong.  

70% against, 30% for (out of discussion group).  Very real nastiness still – pollution.  Given Hudson choice for baseload.  Oxford – 30 year study can meet baseload with renewables.  Coal and CCS (unproven) or nuclear – CCS coal preferred as transition.  Terrorism fear (nuclear) – uranium mining , exploits other countries, time and cost to decommission, uranium resources – still a fossil fuel (75 years? 1000 years).  A very useful and important topic to have raised (opinion of discussion group)

· How do we engage people who are not interested in the environment?  Anne Handley 

1. Lead the way with education and legislation
2. Make it simple and relevant to individuals and communities by using attractive publicity and exciting activities,

How to engage people – attractive publicity, simplify message, relevant message.  Be prepared to shock, to provide proof, learning from children, active involvement, instil pride in where you live, think of future generations, saving energy = saving money.

· How can be best address those who deny climate change? Dave Coleman 
1. Be cool, don't attack, use killer points, making it relevant to who they are and seek common ground.

2. Ask questions such as “what would it take for them to believe?” listen, talk, confidently about opportunities and vision and know when to walk away.

· How can we make being green easier for everyone? Richard Harkness 

1. We live in an age of carbon binging, to make being green easy we need a simple system on all consumables to make carbon awareness part of every shopping trip.

Convenience society, overly complex information on  environment although some issues are complex perhaps need to be prepared to ignore carbon disagreements in order to get mass consumer/society change.  Thought about traffic light system or A-G system – may need to enforce this through legislation.

· Should we work more with Government than against them? Edwina Lee

1. Aim to work with government by clear dialogue and avoid dirty politics and outrageous demands.  Get the facts out to make justified demands.

· How do we ensure Government's take the tough green decisions? Nigel Baker 

1. Persuade the 3 main political parties to agree a range of green policy actions built around the green new deal but also actions to limit flying and consumption.

2. Given them easy bite size steps towards radical green goals

Measure quality of life not “standard of living”.  Watch “story of stuff”.  Limit advertising. Encourage repair industry.

· Should we work with Government not just against? 

1. FOE should work with Government at all levels with the carrot of solutions and the stick that Government has carbon reduction obligations but no credible plans to meet them (and we should oppose when Government won't listen).  Government include the civil service/council - not just elected politicians; funding for research, long contracts in local government that resist progress.

· Should we make more politically outrageous demands on climate? Phil Thornhill/Maurice Spurway

1. Tell the truth but always give people hope

2. Tell the truth however outrageous and make demands however outrageous.

Tell the truth about what is happening now. Can't make national outrageous demands must also be international.  Should tell the truth and well beyond public expectation.  Concerns about “outrageous”. Moral responsibility to inform public about seriousness of climate change.  Necessity of measures. Use of “outrageous” demands ideas from climate camp – like engagement of direct action.  Telling what 80/90% cuts actually means in lifestyle.  Must come up with solutions as well.  Need to repeat the message if not accepted initially.  Tell the truth but don't scare people away – give a message of hope.

· Should Britain cut carbon emissions before the Copenhagen conference? John Davies 
1. The Labour left should be encouraged to use the government to introduce an emergency carbon tax before the Copenhagen talks.  This would hopefully lead to some sort of useful agreement at Copenhagen and also secure a Labour victory in the coming general election.

The Labour left is the most likely political group to take hard unpopular decisions in a fair manner. It is very unlikely that the government will introduce an emergency carbon tax pre-Copenhagen even though such a tax might save the Copenhagen talks – stimulate jobs and allow VAT to be reduced.  Hence Copenhagen likely to fail and Labour to lose the election.

· How can we better exploit the party political system? Shan Oakes 
1. Encourage participation in democratic processes at all levels since FOE skills are the skills needed by politicians.  Find opportunities to invite politicians to speak – to inform us, to raise the profile of FOE, to provoke more competition between parties – use Question Time type events, hustings, invitations to conferences, questions before elections by email, to get parties to vie with each other.

Engage politicians of all parties – at local and national level.  Train us in the wiles of politics – local and national e.g. Knowing best time to ask for things (e.g. Budget cycle).  Have we got an excellent media/press team?  Make coalitions with other organisations to hold political hustings.  Hold them to account.  Engage empower, participate – hold them to account – vote/stand for election.

· How can FOE engage with farmers on the Food Chain campaign? Pam Wilson 

1. Start by talking to farmers informally about the aims of the campaign and try to get one to sign up who can encourage others

2. Get farmers’ views about their needs using a questionnaire – possibly at Farmers Markets?

NFU – more supportive of intensive farmers – talk to local NFU.  Soil association – list of organic farms, most likely to support campaign.  Briefings on FOE website – facts to speak to farmers about.  Haf – doing campaigning on Food Chain in Wales.  Farmers markets. Long term change – gradual shift. Many small organic farmers support campaign and grow own feed. Farm open days

· How can we create a sustainable food supply chain? Richard Reast 

1. It's complicated but we need to join the dots – engage children, keep it local, community food coops, apply the 3 Rs, reconnect with the seasons, avoid supermarkets, integrate policies, take back control (nationally, community, individually), incentivise local food. Cut the addiction to oil and cheap commodities, solidarity – awareness of global issues, eat mainly plants, community supported agriculture, new crops, new recipes – diversity.  Label foods for carbon footprint.

· How can we deliver “Get Serious” at a local level? – Jeremy Birch 
1. We shall deliver “Get Serious” at a local level by leveraging local group knowledge of their area to build long term positive relationship with councils and community momentum for a roadmap for delivering emissions cuts.
Birmingham FOE delivering roadmap/manifesto to council.  Contributes to Copenhagen protests.  Good timing to fit in with the news.

· How can we influence politics via the internet/facebook generation – John Roland, 
1. One or two tools in the box – not be all/end all.

2. Key to design well what you will do, e.g. Have series of trendy YouTube clips not immediately revealing who you are – equip cool name, e.g. Joanna Lumley with astute commentary that may influence floating voters/help them talk back on doorstep to politicians campaigning. 

Facebook – groups can be useful for promoting actions/messages e.g. EWNI facebook group has message about every 2 weeks.  Beware of making too frequent.  Supporters of some facebook entities/YouTube are fickle – may not bother clicking links.  Need to think how to appeal to younger activists attracted to direct action, can be unclear if you are changing anything with awareness campaigns. 
Local group websites – NGOs aren't very hot at connecting local activists to share skills – could facilitate this better.  Politician's facebook sites – can be good for people to leave public responses on.
· How can new technology help FOE campaign and network? Adam Smith 

1. E-technology will complement and enhance traditional communication methods.

2. Communication should always be person centred.

People live virtual lives.  Online grabs the younger generation.  The power of the internet.  Web design – blogger and wordpress have helped.   Where is it going? Wiki = FOE community page.  Online v's face-to-face.  What happens if you don't have email etc? Communication should be tailored – letters, websites, email, twitter, facebook.  Get rid of the mystery.  Social media surges should be implemented to bring people with us.  Use the FOE local site?  More support on tech issues from national FOE.

· How can we develop a role for children? Bill Rigby 

1. All campaigns should be planned with the involvement of the Y&E network and include the views of young people as full members

2. FOE should develop a U18 section urgently

Consideration of young people’s needs should be systemic in policy development.  This is a strategic imperative.  There is a need to review the FOE "brand” amongst the teenage group.  Y&E network has value in present form and should be developed and supported from the above.

· Are we a diverse movement? How can we do better? Maz Karolia 
1. FOE is not having an inclusive conversation, so everyone needs to do better – be prepared to talk to people who aren't the same as you – you might just find you have more in common than you think. 

2. More street parties.

Diversity – race, ability, age, academic achievement, financial attainment, culture, religion, sexual preference.  Find them and invite them.  FOE predominantly seen as white, able, middle class.  Meetings/local groups/ media representatives all AWMC – hippy like.  Open up to other groups/coalitions/partnerships.  Have a language database.  Show diversity of skills, have a signer.  Common cause -what do they think? What do they want?  Use their “language” - have a two way conversation.  Representative of community – not token representative.  Making it less daunting for people – make in roads.  Develop partnerships which are small interesting relevant – find a common cause.  Person by person, street by street.  Jargon-less language – what worries them?  Learn from other groups e.g. Help the Aged, Islamic foundation – they could teach FOE about winning politically.

· Can we involve major religions – destroying the planet is blasphemy.  Rosemary Goodacre 

1. It would be beneficial to the cause to involve major religions focussing on common threads rather than differences.

2. We should develop and emulate existing programmes e.g. Faith and Climate Change in Birmingham which is a multi-faith venture and the lead is taken by Christian Aid.

Are the churches/faith groups really concerned or just jumping on bandwagon?

Lead by example e.g. walk/bike to church

“Exercise dominion over the earth” (Bible) – should really be stewardship, not just plundering it.

Link accepted religious concerns e.g. starvation (the symptoms) to addressing the cause

Focus on points of agreement (e.g. anti-materialism) rather than emphasising the differences.

· How can we retain young people at meetings when the majority of members are 50+?  Phil Newsham 

1. Giving young people tools and make them happy at meetings – keep all meetings interesting but with activities too

2. Being open and positive and value their skills

We need to find them – first have interesting meetings – we should go to them (e.g. Schools, youth clubs etc find out interests and what they want.  Meetings need to be non-technical, more entry level stuff, introduction to FOE through DVDs, website, Make younger people valued -space needed for activity breaks to increase engagement in young people. May join Greenpeace if feel FOE is not for them – young people more edgy, news worthy.  T-shirt and badges, gives identity. Visit 6th form colleges or Freshers Fairs and promote FOE – be open to their ideas.

· Can FOE move campaigning up the waste hierarchy? Product durability.  Jane Green 

1. Counteract built in obsolescence with a rating for: biogradability, repairability, durability

2. Linked to a debate on whether the throwaway society is progress.

Local job creation for repairers and cooperative producers. Is an economy fuelled by waste a false economy? Cheap isn't necessarily economic.  Lower production won't equate to job losses if things are better made.  Educate – we have been brainwashed into accepting cheap tat.  It is not the man on the street who necessarily gains from consumerism but the man at the top.  Better quality could produce more work as a better finish is required.

· How can we move towards a zero waste future? Sam Veitch

1. Individuals need to follow the principles of 4 Rs – reduce, repair, reuse and recycle. Councils need to be more ambitious with targets, number of materials, education, separating kerbside collection.  Businesses need higher incentives and more help from councils.

Garden master organic composter scheme.  Don't throw anything away – there is no “away”. No incineration.

· Should activism engender a culture of society rather than individualism? David Hann  
1. Yes – need to rebuild a sense of community – the importance of people's quality of life. The ? Effect will increased awareness e.g. More sustainable living, more ?? (couldn’t read all of this poster)
XXX? movement – using them as an example of community -get Parish council on board. We need members of both local and national government.  Government needs to be congruent from top to the bottom.  Build on existing community issues.  Build on transition movement. More networking.

· How can we support local groups and individual activists equally? Tom Wright 
1. There needs to be a discussion within the organisation about how FOE engages with individual activists.  Once this has happened we can communicate this with local groups

Agreement isn't there at the moment. Local groups don't know what “individual activism” is so this discussion which was designed to gauge their thoughts is something of a non-starter.
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