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During my last couple of months of work with Fundación Biosfera the focus of my project changed slightly, as a result of my realization that it was more important to concentrate on public involvement in issues related to local climate change mitigation – educating the community and inviting their involvement and participation in the development of responses and solutions – than it was to come up with my own recommendations for the Municipality that didn’t have any community support.  Therefore, instead of having as the final product of my work a set of “Recommended Strategies and Actions” for the City, as I had intended to do in my original work plan, I decided that the culminating project of my work with Biosfera would be a participatory community workshop on climate change and local responses and solutions.  

Much of my time during the final weeks of my work was dedicated to organizing and overseeing all the details for the workshop, including planning the agenda and preparing the educational presentation and participatory group activities, writing a press release and other publicity materials, working with a graphic designer to create a poster and flyers, securing supplies and refreshments, etc.  Several of my co-workers got involved with the planning and facilitating of the workshop, and it was wonderful for me to have so much support for my work within the organization.

In early April my supervisor Horacio and I appeared on a local radio program on the Universidad Nacional de La Plata’s station to talk about the work we were doing locally to begin to address climate change.  Although I was a bit nervous to be interviewed on the air in Spanish, the interview went well overall.  It was a lot of fun and was definitely a highlight of my work.

I also completed a review of the best practices for climate protection from other cities around the world.  The sources of information I used for the best practices review were case studies compiled and summarized by the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI)’s “Cities for Climate Protection Campaign” as well as comprehensive climate change action plans from selected North American cities.  I read several plans and case studies about strategies related to greenhouse gas reductions in cities in Europe, the United States, Canada, Australia, Asia, and Latin America.  I used the information I gathered through the review to prepare the content and materials for the activities for the community workshop, and also to write a summary of the scope of local responses to climate change.

The community workshop was held on Saturday, May 20th, 2006 at the Centro Cultural Islas Malvinas in La Plata.  Although not as many people attended the workshop as we had hoped (about 20 participants from the community came in addition to the staff and volunteers from Fundación Biosfera), the workshop was generally very successful.  The quality of the discussions during the group activities and the comments and ideas generated was excellent, and the feedback we received through surveys completed by participants at the end of the workshop was positive. 

In my opinion, the issue of the lower-than-anticipated turnout was partially due to the fact that our publicity efforts, which included posters, a newspaper ad, and circulation of an email announcement, were not done far enough in advance of the workshop.  However, I felt that the timeframe for publicizing the workshop was largely out of my control, since the pace of planning and organizing events is generally much slower and more relaxed in Argentina than what I am used to (for example, we didn’t receive confirmation of the location until 10 days before the workshop).

Despite the fact that some things didn’t turn out perfectly, the workshop was quite a victory for me personally, in large part because I gave part of the educational presentation in Spanish which was something of an accomplishment for me.  I had been very nervous about public speaking in Spanish, but I really wanted to take on the challenge and push myself beyond my zone of safety and comfort.  Although I made plenty of mistakes during my talk, overall I gave a very good presentation considering the difficulty of public speaking in a second language!!  So for many different reasons, I was very proud of everything that my co-workers and I achieved in hosting the workshop.

I continued to search for data for the inventory of greenhouse gas emissions in the city of La Plata up to the last moment of my term of work.  I encountered a significant obstacle in terms of a lack of quality and availability of data in some cases.  Some of the types of data that were required for greenhouse gas inventory and are generally maintained by local governments (for example, average daily traffic counts which are used to calculate transportation-related emissions) do not exist in La Plata.  Some related raw data do exist, but they have not been organized, processed, or analyzed and were therefore not useful for our purposes.  This meant that we had to use an alternative method to gather the necessary information, which was much more time-consuming and not nearly as accurate. 

Another challenge in completing the emissions inventory project was the lack of sufficient financial resources to access the technical assistance and support that were necessary to successfully complete the inventory.  To record the data and convert it into greenhouse gas emissions I used a spreadsheet that had been designed by ICLEI for use by Canadian municipalities, but all of the formulas, coefficients, and equations embedded in the spreadsheet were based on Canadian statistics for energy consumption and waste management.  Although the spreadsheet’s formulas and coefficients could be manually changed, this turned out to be a complicated task for which I had no knowledge or expertise. Without purchasing an ICLEI membership, which was beyond Fundación Biosfera’s financial means, I didn’t have access to information, assistance, or support on how to adjust the spreadsheet to make it work for our purposes.

Due to complications with the availability of data and the need to modify the spreadsheet’s internal formulas, I was not able to fully complete the inventory before the end of my internship.  However, we were able to compile most of the necessary information, and Horacio is continuing to collect the remaining data for the transportation sector.  I have made a commitment to resolve the problems with the spreadsheet and will continue corresponding with Horacio via email to complete the emissions inventory.

I prepared a final report which included an introduction to the international movement of cities working toward climate protection, a summary of the scope of local responses to climate change (themes addressed and general strategies used), brief summaries of selected action plans and case studies, a summary of the results and outcomes of the community workshop, and a short list of suggested actions for the Municipality of La Plata based on participant’s comments and input at the workshop.  My hope is that this report will serve as a tool for advocacy, to inform La Plata (and eventually other local governments in the province of Buenos Aires) about the possibilities for taking action against climate change, stimulate interest in the issue, and provide resources for further information.  These advocacy materials will allow Fundación Biosfera to continue working in the area of local action for climate protection and to promote cooperation and collaboration between the community, the public sector, and NGOs.

My co-workers, and in particular Horacio, were very supportive of and enthusiastic about the work that I initiated within the organization.  They intend to carry the work forward and to build upon the project that I have started.  I feel that I have provided some very useful tools that Fundación Biosfera can use in the future to continue to promote local climate protection initiatives.  The organization is currently pursuing additional financial resources in the form of international grants in order to support their work in this and other areas.  I hope that they will be able to secure new sources of funding so that someone will be able to pick up the project that I initiated and take it to the next level.

My work with Fundación Biosfera ended on a very positive note and I feel very fortunate to have had this wonderful experience.  I plan to continue pursuing work in local community planning for sustainable development in Latin America, and having hands-on work experience in this field in Argentina will undoubtedly help open new doors for me professionally.  In addition my Spanish has improved immensely during these six months in Argentina and I now feel comfortable using my language skills in a professional setting.  Most importantly, the friendships I formed with my co-workers and the overall experience of working in a foreign country have enriched my life immeasurably.  

