
Building Power at the Local Level

Discussion Leaders and Resources:

● Sarah Brock, Vital Communities
● Alan Johnson, Hartford Selectboard and Energy Commission
● Leigh Cameron, New England Grassroots Environment Fund



Show of Hands
Raise your hand if....

You are hailing from a ...

SMALL TOWN (<3,000)

MID-SIZED TOWN (3-7,000)

BIG TOWN (7-15,000)

CITY SLICKER (15k+)



Show of Hands
Raise your hand if....

You are a member of your town’s 
energy committee

You know which towns nearby have 
energy committees

You know who’s doing what & where to 
go before re-inventing the wheel

Your energy committee is fairly new

You are involved in your community 
in any OTHER WAY



Town Energy 
Committees
Many Ways to Slice ‘Em

STRUCTURE

Committee serving under a 
selectboard

Sub-committee of Conservation 
Commission

Ad-hoc citizen’s group

Part of a regional hub



What Energy Committees Do
Reduce Municipal Energy Use Educate and Inspire Action

Regional Collaboration Improve Local Energy 
Planning and Policy



Common 
Challenges 2016

From the Upper Valley

#1 Lack of new members/volunteers

#2 (A tie) 

● Complexity of projects
● Volunteer Burnout

#3 Lack of funding

#4 (a tie)

● State/local policy barriers
● Lack of support from town leaders 



Common 
Motivators 2016

From the Upper Valley

#1 Reduce Energy Use

#2 Save the Town and Citizens Money

#3 Reduce Carbon Footprint



Goals for this session:
● Know where to go for ideas/assistance/inspiration
● Deepen your local energy work & think outside the box
● Connect with one another - share challenges and solutions



● VECAN Conference
● VECAN Newsletter
● Regional Roundtables
● Support for New and Existing Committees
● LOTS of Resources, Guides, and Case Studies
● Map of Vermont Energy Committees 



Get Involved

● Nominate Local Energy Leaders
● Present on a Panel
● Request Session Topics

This is YOUR Conference

VECAN Conference



Stay In the Loop

● Energy Policy Calls for Action
● News and Events Statewide
● Stories and Resources

Have news to share? Send it in!

VECAN eNewsletter



Regional Roundtables

Energy Committee Map



nhenergy.org/strategic-energy-action.html
Strategic Energy Action Toolkit

eanvt.org/community-energy-dashboard
VT Community Energy Dashboard



Going Solar
Streetlight Campaigns

Energy Planning
Grassroots Action

PACE Loans
Thermal Efficiency Efforts

Drive Electric Vermont
GoVermont

Modern Wood Heating
Starting an Energy Committee

VECAN.net - “Projects and Initiatives”



Local and National Research

Case Studies

How-To Guides

● Community Solar
● Streetlight Projects
● Weatherizing Town Bldgs

VECAN.net - “Publications”



Efficiency & Conservation
Renewable Energy

Transportation & Land Use
Education & Advocacy

Relocalization
Financing & Funding

VECAN.net - “Resources”



Local Politics (aren’t they all?)
Communicating with Local Officials

Alan Johnson
Selectboard Member, Hartford, VT



Amy 
Shollenberger’s
Working with 
Legislators

http://bobthegreenguy.com/actioncircles/

● Be helpful
● Call ahead
● Be Prepared
● Stay on Message
● Talk about other things sometimes
● Learn the process
● Be respectful
● Say thank you

(21 minutes)

Handout: http://bit.ly/2g2KnqM

http://bobthegreenguy.com/actioncircles/
http://bobthegreenguy.com/actioncircles/
http://bit.ly/2g2KnqM


Alan Johnson’s 
Energy Resilience

https://vimeo.com/183872580

● Understanding Exponential Growth

● Energy is the keystone resource

● Energy Supply and Demand (Global and VT)

● Global Population Growth

● What can we do?  
(Personally and in our Communities)

Second half by Steve Spats of Efficiency VT: more specifics 
about what individuals can do (1h total)

https://vimeo.com/183872580
https://vimeo.com/183872580


Crash Course videos: http://www.peakprosperity.com/crashcourse

Chris’s Beliefs:
1. The next 20 years are going to be completely unlike the last 20 years.

2. We have everything we need to change in time.

3. We still might not do it.

http://www.peakprosperity.com/crashcourse


Get to Know 
Your People

● Selectboard Meetings
● Town Manager office hours
● Planning Commission
● Zoning Commission
● Regional Planning Commission
● Leave your agenda at the door
● Bring some knitting
● ...and snacks!



Track Your Data
Community Energy Dashboard
(http://www.vtenergydashboard.org)

Portfolio Manager 
(https://portfoliomanager.energystar.gov)

http://www.vtenergydashboard.org
https://portfoliomanager.energystar.gov


The Moral Argument is
Weak



Moral argument 
= 

Economic argument



Patience and 
Persistence
● Do no more than you are 

comfortable doing

● It zigs and zags

● Just keep coming back



We Are All in this 
Together

Rep. Peter Welch at 
Renewable Energy 
Vermont 2016: 
https://youtu.be/CN_VfSBt1Xs 

(6 minutes)

(some of us just don’t know it)
(some of us don’t want to know it)
(and nobody wants to think about it)
(and that’s okay)

https://youtu.be/CN_VfSBt1Xs
https://youtu.be/CN_VfSBt1Xs


Inclusive / Holistic / Impactful
Going deeper with your local energy work

Leigh Cameron
New England Grassroots Environment Fund



Challenges:

● Lack of new members/volunteers
● Complexity of projects
● Volunteer burnout
● Lack of funding
● Lack of support from town leaders

(State & local policy barriers) ?



Motivators:
#1 Reduce Energy Use

#2 Save the Town and Citizens Money

#3 Reduce Carbon Footprint

Build Community

Increase ACCESS

Protect water 
resources

Address Health Issues 
Develop a Local 

Economy

Increase Community 
Resilience



Who Is In Your Community?:

Parents

TeachersMunicipal officials Doctors

Youth

Farmers

Renters

Fixed & Low- 
Income 
EarnersHomeowners

Churches
Social 
workers



Creating a more inclusive & holistic project:
● Invite members of your community to participate on your committee or an 

advisory board for your project

● Find ways to lower barriers to engagement & access

● Prioritize projects that have “co-benefits” or “stack functions”



Resist …  protecting against harm from the current system

Reform … working within the current system

Recreate … generating new systems

Reimagine … conceptualizing new systems





Mt. 
Washington 
Valley 
Citizens for 
Energy 
Efficient 
Communities 



Solar Powered Farmstand 
Workshop



Center for 
Ecology Based 

Economy



Up to $1,000
Rolling Applications

Up to $3,500
Deadlines Mar. 15 & Sep. 15

Up to $5,000
Invitation Only



FoodLand & Water Health

New Economy Energy



Guiding Values

Just Transition
Shifting Power: Transparency, Accountability, Democracy 

Lowering Barriers To Funding
Flexibility and ‘Risk’-Taking 

Change Versus Charity
Community-Based Fundraising

Process is The Product



Leigh Cameron
Program Coordinator

603-905-9915
leigh@grassrootsfund.org



Questions?



Let’s Brainstorm Solutions!

1. Write down your biggest local energy 
challenge (1 minute)

2. Find someone you don’t already know & 
take turns brainstorming solutions (5 
minutes each)

3. Share ideas & takeaways with the full 
group (5)



How Can We Help?

● What tools, resources, or trainings would YOU find helpful?
● What can VECAN do to better support you?
● How can we all better help one another?



Easy access to all this good stuff
http://bobthegreenguy.com/vecan-2016/workshop-sessions/building-power-local-level-stories-strategies-success-stories/

Or the same page with less typing:

http://bit.ly/2fR3SEc
Sarah Brock - sarah@vitalcommunities.org
Leigh Cameron - leigh@grassrootsfund.org
Alan Johnson - alan@datdec.com 

http://bobthegreenguy.com/vecan-2016/workshop-sessions/building-power-local-level-stories-strategies-success-stories/
http://bobthegreenguy.com/vecan-2016/workshop-sessions/building-power-local-level-stories-strategies-success-stories/
http://bit.ly/2fR3SEc
http://bit.ly/2fR3SEc
mailto:sarah@vitalcommunities.org
mailto:leigh@grassrootsfund.org
mailto:alan@datdec.com

