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My project with Fundación Biosfera in Argentina, developing strategies at the local/municipal level to mitigate and reduce climate change, has reached an essential level of momentum and my work is in high gear.  After a few slow initial weeks of developing and defining the project concept and gathering the necessary background information, it’s rewarding to see the pace of the project increase, accomplish small victories, and produce tangible results.   

My colleagues and I are actively in the process of gathering data for the inventory of greenhouse gas emissions in the city of La Plata.  We’ve been in contact with the companies that provide electricity and natural gas, an engineer from the company that operates the local sanitary landfill, and the municipal department of transportation, all of which have expressed interest in the project and the willingness to collaborate with us.  We have also met with researchers and experts from the Universidad Nacional de La Plata.  We’ve obtained a significant amount of the necessary data.  Later this week we will be meeting with the national government’s Office of Climate Change as well as the national agency that regulates the generation and distribution of energy.  

My supervisor Horacio and I recently had a very successful meeting with Sr. Patricio Maranghello, the director of the Office of Energy Efficiency and Environment with the Provincial Department of Energy.  He was very interested in our project and in collaborating with Biosfera in the future to promote local strategies to mitigate climate change.  He agreed to help us access any data that we need for the emissions inventory.  We also discussed the possibility of extending the project (of conducting municipal emissions inventories and planning local corrective measures and strategies) to other municipalities in the Province of Buenos Aires.  As a result, Fundación Biosfera and The Office and Energy Efficiency and Environment will be creating and signing an agreement to formalize this collaboration and partnership.

I also helped Horacio and other members of the Biosfera team prepare a funding application to the Global Environment Facility, which requests US$200,000 for a 3-year project that is based on my work here – developing and implementing actions and strategies to mitigate climate change at the local level in different cities in the Province of Buenos Aires.  The project proposal includes conducting local emissions inventories; planning for local strategies related to energy efficiency, sustainable transportation, and solid waste management; and public education related to climate change.   

On March 5th, as part of our strategy to raise public awareness about the problem of climate change and how it relates to the local level and to gradually build support for the project, a story was published in the local La Plata newspaper about the work that I have initiated at Fundación Biosfera – specifically about the local emissions inventory we are conducting.  Although the article represented an exciting success and a positive step forward on one hand, I also found it difficult to fully embrace it as a victory because it contained several inaccuracies and I didn’t feel that it was a good representation of the information we provided to the newspaper reporter in our interview.  It was a very interesting eye-opener about the process behind journalistic reporting, and a good reminder to always apply a critical mind to what we read in the press.

One of my most interesting recent insights came when Horacio and I went to meet with a researcher from the Department of Architecture and Urban Planning at the Universidad Nacional de La Plata.  This woman has recently completed a study on energy consumption and greenhouse gas emissions from the transportation sector in La Plata.  However, rather than being interested in our work and being willing to share her data and collaborate towards a common goal, she had a very condescending attitude, telling us that it was a “pity” that the project we’re proposing to do (a local emissions inventory) has already been done.  It was a very clear example of the lack of relationships and cooperation between different sectors (i.e. the public sector, NGOs, and academic institutions) that, in my experience and opinion, form an essential foundation for making progress toward sustainable development.  But it was also a very good lesson about the need to work on building these relationships in order to strengthen institutions’ roles and capacity to create positive change, in addition to focusing on the specific topic or issue at hand.

Meanwhile I have also written a draft of a curriculum in Spanish for community education on climate change.  I’ve had discussions with my colleagues at Fundación Biosfera about possibilities and strategies for disseminating the information to the community – for example, possibly organizing and hosting a free day-long community workshop on climate change.  My main goal related to the community education aspect of the project is to plant a few small seeds for future collaborative work with the municipality of La Plata, with the long-term goal of raising public awareness about climate change and building capacity among members of the community so that they can participate with NGOs and the public sector in creating solutions.  One of my next steps will be to meet with Enrique Vasquez, who is in charge of the environmental education program with the municipality’s Defensoría Ecológica, to present my ideas and explore ways that the city and Biosfera might work together in the future.  

In the broader sense, I’m gradually developing a clearer and more sophisticated understanding for how things work here in Argentina, and what the factors are that sometimes slow or impede progress.  I am constantly reminded of the multitude of small, everyday efficiencies that we take for granted in North American culture that support the effective functioning of our society: organizational systems; technological innovations; social, political, and institutional norms and relationships; the public’s general respect for and compliance with laws and regulations.  

An interesting backdrop to my work recently was the country’s observation on March 24th of the 30th anniversary of the military coup that ushered in a brutal dictatorship that was responsible for the “disappearance” of 30,000 Argentine citizens between 1976 and 1983.  On the day before this national day of remembrance, I sat at the lunch table in my office with my co-worker Mercedes, a woman of about 65, listening to her recount her memories of that day when General Jorge Rafael Videla’s forces took control of the university where she worked at the time, along with government offices and other public institutions.  It is difficult to fathom that only 30 years ago – within my young lifetime – the Argentine state was controlled by a military junta whose declared aim was to restore social order and subdue guerrilla movements through the use of tactics such as kidnapping, torture, rape, and killing of political dissidents.  Although I can’t even begin to understand what it would feel like to have lived in that society, I can try to develop a compassionate awareness of the mistrust for the political system that exists in Argentina as well as to comprehend the historical lack of stability that is necessary in order for a society to effectively address larger issues such as environmental and social sustainability.

My work here over the past four months has been a fascinating – albeit sometimes excruciating – journey in developing patience, faith and tenacity, and waiting for things to come to fruition.  Observing and reflecting on the differences between the cultural and political realities in my own country and those in Argentina is helping me to gain insight into the challenges that exist here and throughout the developing world that make it so difficult to move things forward, and how to deal with them – or make progress in spite of them.

