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EDITORIAL 

Citizen activism and 
the quest for sustainability 

T
he National Round Table on Environment and Economy 
recently published a special issue of its newsletter, enti
tled "Environmental Non-Government Organizations 

(NGOs) in the 1990s." The near-unanimous opinion of its con
tributors was that if environmental groups wish to remain rel
evant, they must become more solution and less problem-ori
ented, more co-operative and more specialized. 

These prescriptions may seem self-evident. But underlying 
them is an assumption that sustainability is to be achieved 
mostly through technological change. People need to put their 
heads together and find less damaging ways of carrying on 
with "business as usual." Existing values and institutions can 
be left essentially as they are. 

An alternative view is that existing values and institutions 
are responsible for our current situation and that achieving 
sustainability requires a major shift in priorities and a redistri
bution of power. Building better mousetraps will also be need
ed, but the main task is to change social relationships. 

From the standpoint of the views expressed in the Round 
Table newsletter, grassroots citizens' groups may be consid
ered only marginally useful since at the outset they seldom of
fer recognized expertise and may just complicate a "meeting of 
minds" by those in the know. From the alternative viewpoint, 
citizens' groups are crucial players who can push for signifi
cant change because their motivations and allegiances are not 
firmly tied to the priorities of established authorities. 

The generally prevailing worldview of government, busi
ness and the mass media emphasizes "looking out for number 
one" and promotes the client mentality of individuals who 
passively consume goods and services. This view is deeply en
trenched in our economic and political institutions. But it is 
challenged from many sides by advocates of a variety of 
counter positions that have as their common core an inclina
tion to encourage taking responsibility for one's community, 
that emphasize quality of life over materialism, and that pro
mote self-help and responsibility for the products and services 
one consumes. 

Since the 1960s, the grassroots environmentalists have 
played a valuable role in demonstrating the alternative world 
of personal and social responsibility. Local stewardship 
groups have assisted in transforming people into members of 
what Sally Lerner calls the "environmental vanguard" - a 
transformation well described in Helen MacDonald's descrip
tion of her own experience. 

Don Alexander is a researcher and activist who has just completed 
a PhD in Urban and Regional Planning at the University of 
Waterloo. His thesis focused on citizen group learning in the land
use planning process and the role of such groups as incubators of 
environmental citizenship. 
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In addition to their enormous educational contributions, 
grassroots groups have also won important practical gains for 
the environment. With minimal resources and in the face of 
numerous obstacles, they have mobilized community initia
tives to protect threatened areas and rehabilitate damaged 
ones. They have also been a main force pushing politicians and 
policy makers to recognize and respond to environmental 
problems. 

Despite these accomplishments, environmental activists still 
face a long road to a responsible, equitable and sustainable so
ciety and it is appropriate to balance appreciation for the 
works of the past with careful consideration of where we go 
from here. 

One main theme for the future - identified by both Robert 
Feagan and Ted Schrecker - centres on broadening the envi
ronmental agenda to give more attention to social justice and 
other necessary objectives of a sustainable society. Feagan 
notes that grassroots environmental activists could often bene
fit from building stronger links to other social issues and cam
paigns. Schrecker, more specifically, argues for better attention 
to equity issues, pointing out that most citizen activists for the 
environment are reasonably comfortable members of the mid
dle class who sometimes fail to consider or respect the interests 
of those with fewer advantages. 

In a broader agenda for future activism there are many more 
tough questions to be faced. What are the implications of the 
environmental crisis for the way all of us, not just loggers, 
make our living? How might the control of resources and the 
levers of economic power be returned to communities? How 
can we create sustainable Canadian cities in a time of immigra
tion pressures, without creating a garrison state? How can we 
make political systems environmentally accountable and pro
vide more resources for citizen groups in a time of recession 
and fiscal crisis? 

These are not just questions for experts. Our success in find
ing and acting on good answers will depend heavily on the 
work of citizen activists and the learning process by which cit
izens' groups foster critical thinking and positive action. Part 
of the challenge for the future will be to find better ways of 
linking various kinds of critical expertise and learning among 
activists, to assist in the reconsideration of values and institu
tions and the pursuit of environmental citizenship. Other fo
rums, networks, perhaps even more or less permanent insti
tutes, are needed to enable these exchanges of learning to 
occur at all times. 0 

- Don Alexander 
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