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When I arrived in Argentina to start my 6-month assistantship with Fundación Biosfera, an environmental NGO in the city of La Plata, I had not yet defined a specific focus for my project.  I had been in communication with my supervisor, Horacio, and we had agreed that I would develop a project related to local planning for urban sustainability.  I wanted my contribution to be meaningful and relevant, grounded in current local issues and conditions, and based on real needs in the community, but I didn’t yet know much about the organization I would be working with, its past initiatives and partnerships related to urban sustainability, the resources that would be available to me, the practice of urban planning in Argentina or the political and social culture surrounding it.

So I spent my first two weeks doing investigative research – reading about urban environmental issues in La Plata as well as the scope of urban planning in La Plata and in Argentina.After a few iterations and re-iterations of possible project ideas, I finalized my work plan: research, planning, and advocacy on local actions and initiatives to address climate change in La Plata.  The project is a great fit for Fundación Biosfera since climate change is one of the organization’s most important areas of work.  Horacio has been involved for several years with efforts related to climate change at the national and international levels, but my project brings the focus on this issue for the first time to the local level.  It’s also great for my professional development because it gives me the opportunity to work on applying local solutions to a global problem and to interact with the international movement toward sustainable cities.  

 Initially I took on the challenge of working at a professional level in a second language with equal measures of ambitious enthusiasm and self-conscious trepidation.  I knew that there would be a steep learning curve in terms of the language, but the opportunity to develop and perfect my Spanish was one of my main reasons for wanting to work in Latin America.  I started writing a “planning glossary” in Spanish of terms and vocabulary related to city planning, sustainability, and urban environmental issues. Although my Argentinean colleagues and friends often told me that my Spanish was quite good, I often felt frustrated about my limited ability to express my ideas and found it exhausting to spend 6-7 hours a day trying to read complex material in Spanish.

One of the early highlights of my assistantship was an informational meeting with Osvaldo Minervini, director of the Green Spaces division with the Municipality of La Plata.  Though the facts he shared with me about La Plata’s tree planting project and management priorities for the city’s parks were of marginal use to me at best, what was really interesting and valuable were the insights he revealed about the political realities in Argentina and the challenges they present for the field of urban planning.  He explained to me how, throughout the past half-century or more, the country has gone through alternating periods of stability and crisis.  During the periods of crisis the focus is on survival; people are only concerned with feeding their families.  Planning for long-term goals requires stability and continuity, but since Argentina lacks this economic and political stability it is very difficult (in Sr. Minervini’s view, at least) for the government to have any control over the actions, behaviors, or practices of the community or private sector.  

 Through this conversation with Sr. Minervini, as well as many casual talks with my Argentinean co-workers and friends, I began to more fully comprehend the challenge I was up against in my work to promote sustainability here. What had originally inspired me to become an urban planner was that it provided an avenue for creating positive change and making urban areas more ecologically, socially, and economically sustainable.  But according to my colleagues, they don't really plan things here in Argentina.  The government's approach to urban development and land use decisions is driven by factors like basic human necessity (e.g. for housing) or economic profit – in other words it's completely reactionary, not pro-active or preventative.  “We don't PLAN things here...things just happen,” I was told.  Horacio and many others told me time and again about how the political system in Argentina doesn’t work, government programs are ineffective and don’t really accomplish anything, and there is a general sense of apathy and lack of will on the part of both the public and politicians to work to improve environmental or social conditions.  

 So during my first few weeks I often felt lost and bewildered about how my professional skills and experience could be put to use here. Having been trained as an urban planner in North America, there are certain assumptions about how things are done that simply can't be translated to this culture.  For example, in the early stages of developing my project I knew that I wanted to have the opportunity to interact with officials from the local government as well as members of the community in my work, but all my colleagues seemed to think that the local government wouldn’t be receptive to my efforts and that trying to serve as a bridge between the community and the public sector would be a waste of time.  So I find myself faced with the dilemma of finding the balance between acknowledging that things work differently here, because there is a different social and political and economic culture, and trying to introduce new ideas and foster some sort of positive progress, while still remaining culturally sensitive and respectful of the way things are done here.  My challenge, then, is to step outside of my usual way of seeing and doing things, which have been shaped by my own cultural identity and biases as well as my education and experience, to learn to see alternatives that are more aligned with the realities here, and to develop an understanding of how to make progress toward sustainability within the opportunities and limitations that are imposed by the context of this place.
 
Once I had defined the focus of my project I got down to work researching and reading about the international movement to stop, mitigate, and reverse climate change and the role that local governments play in addressing this global problem.  My initial work plan was to collect data on energy consumption and greenhouse gas emissions in the city of La Plata and to gather information on best practices and successful strategies for climate protection from other municipalities around the world to reduce energy consumption and greenhouse gas emissions.  I would then use this information to prepare a set of recommended actions, strategies, and policies for the Municipality of La Plata.  As I began to explore the process and methodology that I would need to follow for researching energy use and emissions in La Plata, I found myself feeling discouraged and overwhelmed.  I quickly discovered that carrying out an inventory of a city’s greenhouse gas emissions is a broad and extensive task, requiring information from a multitude of sources and collaboration with many different public and private agencies: local, regional and provincial governments, local transit authorities and transportation companies, utility companies, gasoline companies, auto insurance providers.  

Another of my early tasks was to read the Climate Change Action Plan for the City of Vancouver, BC, studying it as a model or template in order to get an idea of the scope and content of a municipal climate change strategy.  As I read it I tried to analyze which of the actions and initiatives would be most feasible and relevant in La Plata, I thought, “That sounds great, but we all know that’s never going to happen here…okay, fantastic idea, but of course no local government in Argentina would ever be able to pull off something like that.”  I began to question how much I would really be able to accomplish – one little idealistic foreigner with a marginal command of the Spanish tongue, working in isolation against an inert and indifferent political system.  

I remember one day, when my feelings about my project were at a particularly low point, I was sitting in Horacio’s car at a gas station in Buenos Aires as we were on our way back to La Plata after attending a meeting in the capital city.  Across the street I saw a Via Bariloche bus, one of the companies that runs between Buenos Aires and the towns of Patagonia in the south of Argentina, rounding the corner.  It reminded me that only 10 months ago I had been traveling independently through Argentina, enjoying the cultural sights of Buenos Aires and the spectacular wilderness of Patagonia, and I was overcome by a wave of longing for the ease and simplicity of those days.  I thought to myself that traveling in another country is so different, and so much easier, than living in another country.  When you travel you generally get to see the best of the country, and you choose (probably unconsciously, most of the time, but you still have the choice!!!) what you want to experience and what you don't.  When you live in another country you have no choice but to accept and work with the whole package, good, bad, and everything in between.  When I worked in the United States and Canada, I never had to deal with the constant interruption of little kids and young mothers knocking on the office door asking for spare change.  And I certainly never had to figure out how to get local government authorities to agree to implement a plan to stop climate change, when that government doesn’t even have the power or credibility to get people to scoop up after their dogs!

As I tried to process my confusion about how to move ahead with my work, I began to feel my ideas and priorities about my project shifting and changing course.  I knew that I needed to focus my work on whatever area would be the most useful and have the most impact.  My overriding concern was that I didn’t just want to do another piece of research, an intellectual exercise that no one would pay any attention to.  It became increasingly clear that in order for my work to have any real effect, I would need to form some kind of relationship with the municipality, however unmotivated they may be, throughout the development of my project instead of just presenting them with a finished product at the end.  In addition, all my research and reading was reinforcing my feeling that community outreach and education are a key part of the equation.  One of the fundamental precepts of progressive planning is that public awareness and community participation are essential in order to create and implement effective strategies for addressing urban challenges and enhancing quality of life, so I started to think about ways to incorporate activities to raise public awareness about issues related to climate change, how individuals’ choices affect this problem, and how a community can respond through action at the local level. 

Horacio has been exceptionally receptive to my input and responded with lots of ideas about how to overcome the challenges.  He suggested that we first go to the Municipality of La Plata, requesting that they work in collaboration with me and Fundación Biosfera to carry out the inventory of greenhouse gas emissions generated in the city.  Next, he said, we will approach the Provincial government to promote this concept of municipal action on climate change and to ask for their support. In order to raise public awareness about the project and its importance, we will then go to the local newspaper and work with them on producing a story about the opportunities and responsibilities for citizens and local governments to help stop climate change.  He also proposed that we create educational materials and a short presentation about how La Plata can be a more climate-friendly city, to be presented to public officials, businesses, and schools.  Horacio has formed a “climate change committee” within Fundación Biosfera, comprised of the various staff who have knowledge and expertise about climate change, so that we can collaborate and help one another to carry the work forward.  Horacio and I will also be working together on a grant application to the Global Environment Facility, requesting funding to carry out a national-level public education campaign about climate change and to stimulate local action.

 As I write this report my work is at a high point  – my project has finally gathered momentum and is really taking off. I have just finished writing a proposal to the Municipality for the collaborative project as well as a summary of the procedure and specific steps for completing the greenhouse gas inventory.  I feel like I have been a catalyst within the organization for something that might really accomplish something positive in La Plata and continue into the future after my work here is finished.  It has also been very rewarding to notice the improvement in my language skills over the past 2 months.  At some point I realized that my perception of my language skills as a limitation in my work was really holding me back more than my actual level of language.  It became clear that I needed to face my fear of trying to communicate at a professional level in Spanish and just go for it and trust my skills, which I think was a small breakthrough for me.  I suddenly realized that I’m translating work from Spanish to English for Horacio and writing complex professional documents in Spanish.

 Although the definition and development of my project went slowly at first, I see now in retrospect that what I’ve learned by going through that process has been an essential and integral part of my experience, without which I wouldn’t have been able to move forward and accomplish meaningful work.  I have learned so much in a short time about the challenges of approaching development work, and specifically local planning and policymaking for sustainability, in the context of a Latin American country.  I am slowly figuring out where the opportunities lie to make some small improvement or positive difference, and learning what the best strategies are for approaching sustainable development projects.  I’m learning how to analyze a complex problem in an unfamiliar context, and then adapt familiar models and design interventions or solutions at an appropriate level.  I think that working in Argentina is also teaching me to be creative and resourceful and to keep things moving forward with limited resources.  Hopefully it is also teaching me to be more patient.  But the ways that I am learning and growing through this experience will probably continue to unfold and reveal themselves to me for years to come – and some of them I might not fully understand and appreciate until long after my feet are back on my own native soil.

