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Discussion Questions

[Since The Natural Step for Communities was first published in 2004, a growing number of “study circles” have been using this book as a focus to discuss what sustainability means and practical ways of moving toward changing to sustainable practices. Study circles are groups of 6-8 people who get together more several times to read and discuss material on a given topic. We developed the following questions that study circles, students and teachers, or others can use to deepen their understanding of sustainability, become familiar with their own communities, and find practical ways to move toward household and community sustainability]. 
Part I: Compass for Change

Chapter 1: Introducing and Using the Natural Step Framework

1. Are there trends in your community or region that illustrate the funnel of converging unsustainable trends? Describe how they do so.

2. Taking the four sustainability objectives one by one, think of three examples for each condition of how it is not being met in the U.S. Then, think of three examples for each in your community or region.

3. Exploring System Condition #4 and Objective #4:
a) What are examples of human needs in your community or region? What needs seem to be of highest priority? How are the basic needs (Clean air, food, water shelter) being met or not met in your community?

b) What are your own needs as a person? What do you need from your community or region? How might these be better met?

c) The sociologist Manfred Max-Neef says that fundamental human needs cannot be substituted for one another. Can you think of some examples of this, besides those listed on p.8?

d) Consider needs for material possessions beyond those that satisfy basic needs – for example, the growing popularity of “monster homes” in our country. What surface need(s) might be driving this? And what other and deeper needs might the need for greater material possessions be trying to satisfy?

4. Use one of your meeting sessions to try the “Planning by objectives” exercise described on pp.10-12. Allow between 20-40 minutes for small groups to come up with three actions for each of the four sustainability objective that move in the direction of each objective. When this is complete, have each group put a star (*) next to any action that moves in the direction of all four objectives. Next, have groups present their results to the whole group (15-30 minutes), focusing in particular on the actions that go in the direction of all four objectives. After this exercise, review your experience in light of the discussion on p.11.

5. Many U.S. communities are now implementing some form of sustainable development – climate change initiatives, green building programs, brownfields redevelopment, open space preservation, affordable housing, for example. These largely are occurring on a project-by-project or issue-oriented approach – sometimes called the “silo approach” to sustainable development.

a) What types of sustainable development projects or initiatives are going on in your community or region?

b) Examine one or more of these, using the sustainability objectives as a checklist. Does this project or initiative lead toward the four objectives? If not, how might it be revised or redesigned to do so?

Chapter 2: Sustainability: The Trouble We Have Talking About It

1. What kinds of difficulties have you experienced defining or explaining the concept of sustainability to people for the first time? Or, what have been your own challenges in understanding the concept? How might the sustainability objectives help address these challenges?

2. Examine one or more of other sustainability conceptual models in the light of the “Levels of Approach” diagram on p.18. What levels do each of the “principles” of the model address?

3. Examine some of your community’s or region’s policies in dealing with community or regional problems such as traffic congestion, poor water quality, air pollution, or hazardous waste. What are some examples of “downstream approaches” to these problems? What are examples of “upstream approaches”? 

Part II: Practices That Changed

Chapter 5: Changing to Renewable Energy Resources

1. Are there examples of renewable energy use in your community or region by businesses, public or private organizations, or residential properties? If so, are these being “showcased” as good examples, and if not, how might they be? Consider taking a group visit to one or more of these.

2. From what energy sources is your local power company producing energy? Do consumers have the options of buying “green power” from the local power company?

3. How does your household heat and cool your home? Can you think of ways to reduce or change your fossil fuel use for heat and power?

Chapter 6: Getting Away from Fossil-Fueled Vehicles: Transportation and Mobility

1. Are there bike trails and/or street bike corridors in your community/region? Do people use these for getting to work?

2. Is there public transit in your community, and how is it working? How do people without cars in your community get around?

3. Are there any examples in your local government of public vehicles that run on alternatives to fossil fuels?

4. Does your local or regional government have a transportation plan, or master plan that has a transportation element? See if you can locate and read this. Does it call for more roads and road improvements over time to support increased vehicle trips? Does it support public transit over time? Encourage bike trails and corridors? Does it propose ways of reducing traffic in the first place?

5. How might your household cut down on car trips?

6. A) How many in your group live within a 15-minute walk
 of:

a) a food store/supermarket

b) post office

c) school (if you have children)

d) restaurants

e) your place of employment

f) day care center

g) other daily/weekly shopping needs

B) Describe the land use and development patterns of your community that allow, or don’t allow you to get to these places other than by car. 

C) See what your local government’s master plan or general plan recommends for future land use and development patterns. Does it call for more compact, pedestrian-oriented development? Or does it support existing development patterns that force people to drive cars to get around?

D) For those of you who do live within a 15-minute walk of these places, how often do you walk to them?

Chapter 7: Ecological Housing

1. Are there any cohousing developments in your area?  Are there affordable housing developments in your area? (Housing prices to be affordable to households with incomes at or below 80% of area median income). 

2. Do you live, or have you lived in a single-family house on one or more acres of land in a suburban community? If so, how well do or did you know your neighbors? Were you happy living there? Were you able to get around easily without a car? 

3. See what your local government’s master or comprehensive plan recommends for future housing policy for your community or region. Does it call for increasing the supply of affordable housing? Does it encourage green building? Does it call for combined approaches?

4. How might an existing single-family (or multi-family) dwelling be altered to make it more sustainable? (Hint: Use the four sustainability objectives as a renovation guide).

Chapter 8: Green Businesses; Green Buildings

1. Are there examples of green businesses or green buildings in your area? What are their green features? Consider visiting these. Are they being showcased as good examples?  How do they meet (or not meet) the four sustainability objectives?

2. Does your local government’s planning & development department have a green building program? Have they ever thought of this? If not consider giving them some information and web links about the various municipal green building programs underway in other communities (for eg. Austin, TX, Santa Monica, CA, Scottsdale, AZ).

3. Taking either an actual or hypothetical non-residential green building as an example, consider this building in light of the fourth sustainability objective. Whose human needs are associated with a building? What are some of these? Are human needs elsewhere on the planet involved, and if so, how? What are some of these needs?

4.  See what your local government’s master plan calls for in terms of business and/or economic development. What types of tools are proposed to encourage desired economic development? Does the plan call for any type of green, or sustainable business development? Does your local government have community development ore economic development staff? Do they offer any green business programs or incentives for greening business? Are they familiar with the concept of green businesses or green buildings? If not, consider providing them with some examples.

5. Discuss how historic ways of building might also be sustainable ways of building.

Chapter 9:  Journeys to Self-Sufficiency: Community Eco-economic Development

1. What are the basic needs of a community (a city or town) and the people who live in it, regardless of its size? Make a list of these.

2. Starting with the most basic needs, what can happen if and when each of these basic needs cannot be met inside the community? 

3. Take a look at your own community. How are some of these basic needs being met (or not met)?

4. The terms “social equity”, “social capital”, and “environmental justice” are frequently-used expressions used to describe the relationship of people to the concept of sustainability. Examine how the fourth sustainability objective – meeting human needs fairly and efficiently – includes, or relates to these concepts.

5. Are there examples of community or neighborhood eco-economic development and community-building going on in your region? Describe these, and how they relate to the four sustainability objectives.

Chapter 10: Ecological Schools; Ecological Education

1. Explore how the school(s) in your community are or are not meeting each of the four sustainability objectives.

2. How might a school building and property such as the one(s) in your area be redesigned so as to go in the direction of the four sustainability objectives?

3. Do any of the schools in your community teach environmental education? What is included in this education?  Are there nature centers or organizations in your community that offer environmental education? 

4. What might be some important components of environmental education for children? For adults?

5. Are there any schools in your community that have “green” features? Are these being showcased?

Chapter 11: Sustainable Agriculture: Growing Healthy; Growing Locally

1. Using the four sustainability objectives as a guide, discuss what sustainable agriculture and food production and provision means. What might these look like in your region?

2. Are you familiar with any of the chemicals used in food pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers? Do you know what are the possible health effects of these substances?

3. Are there farms and/or community-supported agriculture cooperatives (CSAs) in your area? How does their food get to local consumers? Is it organically produced? 

4. Do you or have you ever had a vegetable garden? If so, describe the experience of growing and eating your own food.

5. What stores in your community offer organic food? What stores offer locally-grown food? If they do not, consider asking the stores where you buy food to provide organic and locally-grown produce.

Chapter 12: Dealing with Waste

1. Identify and discuss some of the “take-make-waste” patterns in your community, your business, and your household.  First, are any of these unnecessary – that is, can they be avoided in the first place, or at least reduced? Next, using the eco-cycling principle that sees waste as a resource, how could some of these patterns be changed?

2. Do you remember any of the cycles of nature from your high school or college biology courses, such as the nitrogen cycle, the hydrologic cycle, or a food web? Where is the “waste” in these cycles, or, what happens to it? How does a human being fit into a cycle or cycles of nature?  How could a human change her/his own life patterns to better fit this natural cycle?

3. If a household or a municipality were to undertake recycling as their only approach to dealing with waste in a more sustainable way, what would not be addressed in this approach to changing to more sustainable practices?  

4. A growing number of businesses around the world are engaging in industrial ecology – that is, using the by-products of other businesses as raw materials in their own processes, and vice versa. Are there any examples of businesses in your region that are doing this?

5. Are you aware of any households or buildings in your area that are using composting toilets and/or graywater re-use systems?

Nb: For a new paradigm approach to the “waste” issue, see Cradle to Cradle by William McDonough & Michael Brangart, and Biomimicry by Janine Benyus.

Chapter 13: Natural Resources: Protecting Biodiversity.

1. Why are forests, wetlands, soil, rivers and streams, and wild creatures important to us humans? Are they important in and of themselves, and if so, why? Why might the very diversity of species on this planet be critical?

2. 2. What are some of the ways in which humans and communities cause harm to wild creatures, streams and water, wetlands, forests, soil, among other natural systems?

3. The precautionary principle is sometimes described as “first, do no harm”.  It says, where threats of harm exist, precautionary measures should be taken even if scientific cause-and-effect relationships have not yet been established. Currently in the U.S., the safety policy for new synthetic substances such as chemicals and genetically-modified materials is the converse – a product is considered to be safe unless it has been conclusively proved with scientific causal evidence that it may not be safe. What do you think? How would you respond to a company who claims to have created a genetically-modified grain that could end starvation in the world?  Or to a company that claims to have created a chemical pesticide that will ensure that corn crops in Africa will never again be decimated by its most common pest?

4. What are some important ecosystems in your area? What kinds of efforts are going on to protect them?

Chapter 14: Sustainable Land Use and Planning

1. What do you think city and town planning is, and why is it important? Why could it be a useful or important avenue for working toward a sustainable community? What are some planning “successes” and “failures” in your community?

2. Are there some examples of “sprawl development” in your community or region? What are the characteristics of sprawl development? How does sprawl development affect people’s quality of life experience? How does it violate each of the four sustainability objectives?

3.  Imagine you are a member of a community/municipal task force assigned with the job of coming up with new standards to guide development in the municipality or region. Based upon what you came up with in the previous question, think of some standards for new development or for redevelopment in your community that could guide it in the direction of each of the four sustainability objectives (Try for 2-3 standards for each sustainability objective). After you are done, see if any of your standards guide development toward all four objectives concurrently.

Part III: How Communities can Change

Chapter 15: What Gets in the Way of Change?

1. Have you ever attended a public hearing where a plan or project that interested or concerned you was being presented for public comment or input? What did you experience being there? Did you experience the feeling of participation in the plan or project? If you have not attended any public hearings, why not? (Nb: This is not meant to suggest that you should, but rather to examine the characteristics of events that motivate us to participate or not in community events).

2. Have you ever experienced a situation such as the one described on pp.179-180, where a plan or project designed by another is thrust upon you? How did that experience make you feel? How does it compare to the experience of participating in plan-making or projects from the beginning?

3. Based upon the discussions for the above two questions, what would be the conditions, reasons, or requirements that would motivate you to participate in a community event or project? (Hint: the results will probably be a good blueprint for those designing public events in your community).

Chapter 16: Three Change Processes That Work

1. What are the similarities among the change processes of the eco-municipalities, the Natural Step approach, and Swamp Yankee planning?

2. Identify a project or plan (work or personal) that you participated in that was successfully put into practice.  Consider the phases and elements of the process by which that plan or project was successfully implemented. What were these? Are any similar to the principles or elements described in this chapter?

3. Consider the role of a guiding vision in plan-making and implementation (either work or personal). What are some examples of this from your own life or the lives of others? What does a guiding vision provide? How is a guiding vision different than wishful thinking? After we form a vision of what it is we want – be it a career, a life experience – what do we do next? How does this relate to “back-casting” described on p.193?

Chapter 17: Steps to Change

1. Do you know of any sustainable community initiatives in your region or elsewhere? Of the steps described in this chapter, which steps have these initiatives accomplished? Where are the barriers and challenges? How might these be surmounted?

2. If you were speaking to one of your local city or town councilors, hoping to persuade them to consider starting an eco-municipality initiative in your community, what might be some advantages of doing so you could describe to her/him?

3)  a) If a community organization or citizen group started a sustainable community initiative without involving local officials from the beginning, what might happen down the road?

b) If a local mayor announced a sustainable community initiative, hired a coordinator and set up an office, but did not involve or direct municipal departments and agencies to participate, what might happen down the road?

4. What might a public education initiative in your community about the importance of sustainability look like? What might it teach? How would it work? Who might help design and run it?

Chapter 18: Inside the Head of a Process Leader

1. What are the important qualities and characteristics for being a sustainable community process leader?

2.  Do you think it is necessary for there to be a process leader for a sustainable community initiative? How else might it be accomplished?

Final Discussion Question: 

Do you think the eco-municipality approach can work successfully in your community or region?  What are its advantages? What are the challenges? How might these challenges be surmounted?

� That is, a non-hazardous walk, for example, not needing to cross a divided highway, etc.
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