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Sustainability Leadership Means Taking Responsibility

O

ur leaders are behaving like children,” Greta
Thunberg famously
declaimed at the United Nations
last year. The UN climate talks
in Madrid last month were a
testament to the teenage Swedish environmental activist’s fury;
COP25 should have been about
ambitious targets, new science,
innovative technology, encouraging paths forward, but instead it
was all about nations dodging
responsibility. The conference
ended in deadlock.
As Australia burned, at
COP25, the nation used an “accounting loophole” to try to excuse its terrible record on climate.
Politicians and citizens too often
seem to live on different planets,
have different truths.
A new kind of leadership in
this time of fractious ideologies
and rapid change is needed more
than ever.
When we think about leadership, says Mary Ferdig, founder
and President and CEO of Sustainability Leadership Institute
in Omaha (and a member of the
Joslyn Institute’s Board of Directors), what often comes to mind
is a visionary in charge who we
want believe in. Too often, underneath the surface, ego and desire
to strategically control envisioned
outcomes prevail as evidenced
among civic, political, business
leaders who seem to dominate
the news.
“Change is so swift and
constant now that no one person
or entity has the answers. Leadership has become a participatory endeavor,” Ferdig says. “And
those on the sidelines need to be
more proactive and responsible,
giving voice to their ideas and
engaging in meaningful action
generated with others.”
Ferdig argues that, yes, we
need managers with authority
in appointed roles to manage/
control budgets, work targets and
activity, though that is a different,
albeit potentially complementary,
function than the leadership she
describes.
Ferdig’s latest writing on
leadership can be found in her
chapter for Elsevier’s Encyclopedia of the World’s Biomes. You
can read her chapter, “Leadership for Sustainability: Generative Engagement for Change”
here.

Regional Food
Systems Summit
Slated for February 4

Once we let go of the idea of
leader as “the one who knows”, a
new world of possibilities opens
to us. This means taking the lead
when we have something to contribute, and leaving the lead open
to other voices, others’ perspectives and ideas—even those we
don’t want to hear and are pretty
sure we don’t agree with.
“Leadership is dynamic, a
generative process. It means
creating safe spaces where
people can take responsibility for
participating fully, speaking up
when they have potentially good
ideas—even when they might
challenge status quo thinking,”
Ferdig says. “There is a skill in
stepping in and stepping back—
a natural rhythm of ebbing and
flowing—when we are co-creating
understanding and action with
others. This is generative engagement.”
Genuinely listening and
building on what’s been said, and
speaking authentically creates
a synergy where problems can
actually begin to be addressed,
where people are encouraged
to take responsibility and work
with other responsible, conscious
participants. This creates a true
energy of participation. And the
best solutions to a given problem
are usually found in such generative engagement, says Ferdig.
We’ve all encountered bad
management or leadership: those
who consistently pass the blame
when something goes wrong,
who are selfish or ego-driven to a
fault, who are uncivil and mean.
And there are those who are
simply inept or have little initiative, procrastinating or prevaricating, even when decisive action is
needed.
Ferdig’s chapter succinctly
and persuasively lays out 12

keys to generative engagement
as leadership for sustainability.
These include fearlessly embracing conflict, being ourselves,
engendering trust and goodwill,
practicing conscious awareness,
embracing the science for understanding human engagement,
and more.
Ferdig, who consults with
corporations, governments and
others, says she has noticed
a difference in rural and urban
leadership practices: “It seems
the larger the community or corporation, the more sophisticated
the tendency to obfuscate strategies designed to achieve ‘favored’
outcomes. Leaders in smaller
rural communities don’t have that
luxury. They are closer to the
ground and personally know their
constituents and their often-competing aspirations.”
Whether in rural or urban
communities, small or large businesses, civic, regional or state
entities, fostering sustainable,
generative leadership will continue to be increasingly important.
Short-term, single-minded
solutions are not the answer to
a vibrant, sustainable future. We
must find, appoint, elect, support
and become—through our active,
generative participation— the
leaders practicing the kind of
leadership to which we aspire.
“It’s a collective change in the
mindset,” says Ferdig. “We each
have to help make this happen in
whatever our roles. We have to
say, ‘It is my responsibility to participate in generative leadership.’
A catalyst makes it his duty to
start the conversation—at church,
over coffee, anyplace people
gather.
“We are at a point where we
must shift our thinking about what
leadership means.”

Joslyn Institute May Facilitate in Cruise Ship Impacts Study

C

ruises are increasingly popular, but they raise safety
and environmental concerns. This year, nearly 30 million
passengers are expected to set sail
on cruises, according to the Cruise
Line International Association, and
the highest growth in bookings is
people 30 to 39.
But they are uniquely polarizing
vacations. According to Vox, there is
a vocal contingent of anti-cruisers.
Safety concerns are growing due to
communicable diseases, sexual assaults, poisonings, and even going
overboard.
Environmental issues, however, are topmost in the minds of
many ports-of-call, including Venice,
Dubrovnik, Dublin, Amsterdam, and

also many ports in Arctic regions.
With JISC Board Member
Jim Powell, an educator and environmental consultant in Juneau,
Alaska, JISC President & CEO W.
Cecil Steward is putting together
a proposal to work with the State
of Alaska, experts in tourism and
cruise line stakeholders, academics,
indigenous populations representatives, and several Scandinavian
experts in this field, to study Arcticfocused cruise industries and their
impact.
The sustainability study will use
our proprietary Sustainometrics©
to seek community information and
engagement for decision-making in
ports like Juneau, Ketchikan, and
Nome, among others.

Need to change your contact
information? Let us know.
402.991.8747
jci@sustainabledesign.org

The Nebraska Regional Food Systems Summit will be 1-4:30 pm,
Tuesday, February 4, at the CHI
Health Midlands in Papillion, 11111
S. 84th St. You can register today for
the FREE meeting that will feature
keynote speaker Alena Paisano, Program Manager for the National Farmto-School Network. She also leads
Seed Change in Native Communities.
Breakout sessions will include public
policy, production, processing, distribution and other topics. Pre-session
tours of No More Empty Pots and
Whispering Roots will also be available. The event is free and open to the
public.
Register here: https://foodsystems.unl.edu/summit2020
JISC President & CEO W. Cecil
Steward will speak at the Summit.
Sponsors include Center for Rural
Affairs, Nebraska Department of
Education, Lincoln-Lancaster Food
Policy Council, UNL Extension,
Nebraska Food Council, Share Our
Table, Whispering Roots, and the
State of Nebraska.

Joslyn Institute Joins
Statewide Hazardous
Waste Working Group
Americans generate 1.6 million tons
of household hazardous waste (HHW)
each year. An average household may
accumulate as much as 100 pounds
in storage areas like basements,
garages, closets. When improperly
disposed of, household hazardous
waste creates risks to both people
and the environment.
Household hazardous wastes
fall into four categories: flammable,
corrosive, explosive, and toxic/poison,
and can include cleaners, stains,
batteries, pesticides, herbicides,
paints, varishes, and others.
The Joslyn Institute has joined
a statewide group working to
address issues of public education,
establishing a statewide collection
network, local stewardship, product
design and partnerships, and best
practices we can learn from regarding
systems and funding.
To date, the working group
includes more than 50 people
throughout the state. Watch here and
on our website for more information in
the future.

