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What Does Sustainability Look Like in Nebraska?

A Conversation Worth Having

By JAY LEIGHTER, PH.D.
WH.\T Is the value of listening to someone else’s point
of wew’ What is the value of explaining my own point
of view to people who think differently than myself?
What is the value of a conversation on critical Nebras-
ka resources among people with diverse experiences
and backgrounds? What is the value of conversation
, Iegdmg to a set of questions about Nebraska resources
and then being able to answer those questions in the
moment? What is the value of developing opportuni-
ties for the citizens of Nebraska to do all of these
~ things while focusing on the topics of land, food,
 water, energy and materials?
~ These are big questions that get to the core purpos-
- esof the Conversations Conference on Nebraska Envi-
- - ronment and Sustainability (CCNES). If the value of
- these activities is high, and we believe it is, then the
‘CCNES are critical for raising the level of discourse
among Nebraska citizens about resource use and con-
_ servation in Nebraska.

‘Nebraska has a unique combination of resources.
Our well-educated populace, location over the second-
largest aquifer in the world and enormous potential
for producing food and renewable energy make

Nebraska well situated in a world that faces an uncer-..
tain energy future and growing shortages of water and )

other natural resources.

When people engage in
“f‘?i*discussion that fosters
critical thinking, crztzcal
listening, perspective
taking and the articula-
tion of one’s own point of
view, the collective
understanding of a given
topic is increased.

On Nov. 2, over 150 people from the Omaha area
met at Creighton University to participate in the first
CCNES and to discuss these resources. The partici-
pants included engineers, architects, industry and
business executives and managers, representatives
from a variety of nonprofit organizations, scholars
and high school and college students. This face-to-face
event came on the heels of a preconference electronic
discussion about these resources, and it precedes
three remaining conferences in Lincoln, Grand Island
and Scottsbluff in the coming year.

Convened by the Joslyn Institute for Sustainable
Communities, the CCNES is the product of a partner-
ship with the Sustainability Leadership Institute and
four institutions of higher learning across the state:
Creighton University, University of Nebraska-Lincoln
(UNL), Central Community College and Western
Nebraska Community College. The CENES is designed
with simple principles in mind:

4+ Create space for citizens to engage in meaningful
conversations.

4 Provide resources for facilitating these conversa-
tions including access to information, experts on
the respective resource topics, people to record
conversations in order to inform simultaneously
and subsequent conversations.

4+ Develop an atmosphere where the collective
expectation is for participants to learn from one
another, question one another and explore the
environmental and sustainability issues of
Nebraska.

Build from the conversations in each conference.
Develop recommendations for individual and col-
lective action.

+ 4

The conference design affords a unique setting to
explore the five resources—land, water, food, enérgy
and materials—one at a time and then in combina-
tion. Many of the conversations at the Omaha event
included remarks, conclusions and questions about -
the interconnectivity of the five resources. Thus, par-
ticipants not only learned about these resources on
their own but, more importantly, the ways in which a
sustainable future for Nebraska depends on the under-
standing of all critical resources.

-When people engage in discussion that
fosters critical thinking, critical listening,

focus on action after the conference.

2. As was stated above, the development |
of coalitions of people with similar {
interests for action. !

3. Better understanding of the issues to
make more informed and higher qual-
ity decisions.

4. A higher level of public commitment
to work toward a more sustainable
future. ‘ i

5. A commitment to understanding and |
developing baseline measurements on
all resources so that improvement on
any one can be documented and
understood in context.

6. A realization that regionalism and
competition needs to be dealt with
through conversation and cooperation.

7 Coming to terms with the notion that
only in rare instances is a single solu-
tion available. For each issue, it is nec-
essary to understand complexity and
trade-offs.

8. Acommitment to research the policies
that influence (often negatively) the
practices of the citizens of the state of
Nebraska.

9. A commitment to include experts and
citizens, each of which is critical, in

~the decision-making process.

10. Economics matter. A realization that
economic incentives for sustainable
practices will often be the best solu-
tion for changing public behavior. B

Opportunities for the Lincoln, :

~ T T

OLLI offers 26 different courses starting in January 24, and _
runs through March 5, 2011. What will it be? History, science, §
health, politics, world affairs, basic computer skills, literature, |

Grand Island and Scottsbluff CCNES

Perhaps the most important outcome of the Omaha
CCNES, one that was echoed time and again by the
Omabha participants, is the opportunity to build on the
first conference. Participants in the Omaha CCNES
expressed not only appreciation for the creation of this
unique event but also a desire to see the energy and com-
mitment of their work carry forward to the remaining
three events. Ultimately, the CCNES highlights the need
for more opportunities for conversation as one means
for raising the level of discourse on these five critical
resources and, thus, improving our collective capacity to
create a more sustainable future in Nebraska.

Southeastern Nebraskans will have an opportunity
to engage in provocative, resourceful conversations at
the CCNES on Feb. 11, 2011, at the University of
Nebraska-Lincoln, organized with the support of the

CONTINUED ON PAGE 10

perspective taking and the articulation of | { Fen r PP i
one’s own point of view, the collective | Bty {/’ - LELONS 1
understanding of a given topic i‘s‘incfeased‘. 4 P ot e
. A classic, sometimes deserved, criticism of never LeAirte
- events such as the CCNES is that what is
“needed is more action and less talk. One Mix & I\'Iingle at the OLLI
point of view on this debate is that all action s N
et semmadl i et vt New Year’s Open House
oriented communication in order to devel- Sun dfi}} !3 nuary 9, 2011
op the plans, policies and projects that lead 1:30 p.m. Doors Open
_to effective action. Without overstating 2:30 p.m. Special musical program
what was achieved in this regard duringthe “The Music of Poetry/The Poetry of Music” presented by John
Omaha CCNES, there 'were. several action- - i Walker, musician and retired Nebraska Wesleyan professor
oriented outcomes developed by the partic- | of philosophy.* ;
ipants in the conversations. Open to the public at the Nebraska Champions Club
8 707 Stadium Drive, Lincoln, Neb.

1. The identification of resources (infor- | (directly west of Memorial Stadium)

mation, experts, benchmark projects) © _

that will be useful for participahts to | ° el selbasra !

« Meet our instructors &

=t T

travel, leisure activities or the arts? The choice is yours. 1
Remember, there are no tests and no grades! The eight-week |
Elderquest* course is open to the public and will be streamed

on line to home computers or to congregate sites in Lincoln

and Omaha. Special events include the Winter Lecture Series

at the Unitarian Church, The Mystical Harp by Kathleen
Wychulis and computer seminars on basics and photography

+ Explore Travel Opportunities
» Discover the value-added membership benefits and
discounts from affiliate and partner organizations

Not A Member?
Take advantage of our mid-year
reduced membership fee of $50 which

includes a $25 course credit.
Not good with any other
membership discounts.

*The Nebraska Humanities Council (NHC) provides major funding for
this program. The NHC receives support from the National Endowment
for the Humanities, the Nebraska State Legisiature, the Nebraska Cultural

Endowment, and private donations.

M]HS‘Q | COLLEGE OF EDUCATION &

' ® Lincoltt | HUMAN SCIENCES

The University of Nebraska-Lincoin is an aqual opportunity educator and
employer with a comprehansive plan for diversity.
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