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LISTENING TO THE
CONVERSATIONS
By W. Cecil Steward
Between August 2010 and August 2011 the Joslyn Institute
for Sustainable Communities
staged four community conversation conferences on “Nebraska’s
Environment and Sustainability
(CCNES)”. With the assistance
and partnership of Creighton
University, the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, Central Community College, and Western Community College, the conference
venues were Omaha, Lincoln,
Grand Island and Scottsbluff.
More than 600 Nebraskans participated in the CCNES, either
in personal conversations at the
four sites, or in the on-line pre
and post electronic conversations. Each conference focused
on facilitated discussions of five
essential Nebraska resources:
Food, Water, Energy, Materials,
and Land.
The CCNES events were
designed to foster lively conversations in which people are compelled to speak up and listen well

as they engaged with one another
to expand understanding, examine assumptions, explore new
thinking and generate innovative
ideas for solutions and focused
action. Drawing from open
space technology approaches,
participants were invited to create their own agendas within
parameters of stated meeting purpose and navigation guidelines.
Over the next three months the
Prairie Fire will publish a series
of three reports on “what we
heard” and how these opinions
and conversations may affect the
future of Nebraska. This first
report will cover conversations
on Water and Food, the second
on Energy and Materials, and the
third will cover Land and Policy
Recommendations.

WATER
Background to the
Conversation on Water
Water is essential to the sustainability of all life on the planet.
Without access to a sufficient
supply of clean water, human
civilization and even human

life itself is impossible. Human
activity in Nebraska relies on
a combination of surface and
groundwater sources. Surface
water is obtained from 9 major
watersheds in Nebraska while
the High Plains (Ogallala) Aquifer serves as the source for an estimated 2.145 billion acre/feet of
water, the second largest source
of potable water on Earth.
Water use in Nebraska grew
substantially from 1990 to 2005.
In 1990, 8,940 million gallons
per day (mgd) were withdrawn
from surface and groundwater
sources in Nebraska. Of that
total roughly 54% was from
groundwater sources. Over the
next 15 years the amount of
water use would increase as
would the percentage of that
water supplied by Nebraska’s
groundwater resources. In 1995,
59% of 10,500mgd was obtained from groundwater. By
2008, the total water use had
risen to 12,300mgd and 62.4%
of that was provided by ground-

water sources. In 2005 total
water use had climbed slightly to
12,300mgd and the percentage
of that provided by groundwater
had fallen slightly to 61.2%.
In 2000, roughly 78% of all
water withdrawn for use in Nebraska was used for groundwater
irrigation. Another 14.5% was
used for surface water irrigation.
Water used for industry, public
supply, mining, and livestock
made up less than 8% of all the
water used in Nebraska By 2005,
81% of water withdrawn for
use in Nebraska was used for
groundwater irrigation. Surface
water irrigation had dropped to
13% of the total. All other uses
combined accounted for roughly
6% of the water used in Nebraska in 2005.
By 2003 the total available
groundwater in the Nebraska
portion of the High Plains Aquifer had been reduced by only
11.4 million acre/feet, or slightly
more than half of 1% of the total
amount. However, the declines
are not uniform. Some areas have
seen little or no decline in the
depth to the water table, while
others, in Box Butte County, for
example, have seen declines of 40
to 50 feet.
Summary of the
Conversations on Water
The conversations on WATER
left a lasting impression on
CCNES participants, given that
they learned, in the course of
their conversations, that understanding water (ground water,
surface water, water rights and
trusts, the economics of water,
water quality and water law) in
the state of Nebraska requires

persistence and patience. As
participants discovered, a commitment to understanding our
water resources would require a
series of lessons in the sciences.
In the CCNES conversations,
participants demonstrated some
understanding and clarity on the
basics in this regard. What surprised participants and presented
the most significant challenge for
understanding water in Nebraska
was the complex web of regulatory agencies whose primary
work is to address water issues.
(See accompanying graphic)
The number of state and
federal agencies charged with the
task of testing, measurement and
enforcement of water policy is
staggering and complicated.
As the conversations demonstrated, issues related to water
require understanding the roles
such agencies play in protecting
water resources in Nebraska.
Participants in the CCNES would
repeatedly confer with our water
resource specialists to clarify how
and when water policies are put
into practice and enforced. In
short, an overarching theme of
the conversations on water was
the repeated attempt to clarify
who is responsible for what, and
to what extent do agencies coordinate their efforts. This theme
accompanied the typical discussions of quality and quantity,
but the conversations afforded
an opportunity to get beyond
over-simplification and explore
the vast array of ways in which
water is measured and managed,
used and conserved, sourced and
sold, tested and treated.
Perhaps from the perspective
of water scientists, policy makers
and lawyers, the system of agen-

cies working on water issues is
complex but, ultimately, understandable. However, from the
perspective of the average Nebraskan, or at least the Nebraskans who attended the CCNES,
the likelihood of Nebraskans
influencing water policy remains
low because the learning curve
for understanding water issues
is so steep and the sources and
types of information on water
are so numerous.

WATER CONVERSATION
THEMES
Relationship of Ground Water
and Surface Water Challenges
Participants began to appreciate the complex relationship of
ground water and surface water
challenges in Nebraska. E.g, the
contrasting levels of annual precipitation averages ranging from
30” in Eastern Nebraska regions
to 12” in the Panhandle regions,
and the flow of water in rivers
and streams in the Central and
Eastern regions fed by the snowpack of the Rocky Mountains of
Colorado and Wyoming.
As crop irrigation needs for
water continue to grow, understanding the science of the
relationship between ground and
surface water supplies and use is
a growing sustainability concern.
E.g., while laws are in place to
govern the connection between
the two, implementing the laws
is proving to be a challenge for
state and local authorities, given
the complexity of understanding
the science and history by legislators and enforcement bodies in
relation to the demands for water
among farmers, ranchers, and
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municipalities.
What state/local policy
changes and voluntary responsibility/participation changes
need to occur for Nebraska
residents to better understand—
and respond—to water quantity
and quality concerns related to
the connection between ground
water and surface water use?
For example:
• Development of a statewide
water plan to guide the understanding of relationships
between ground and surface

water challenges. The need
to outline criteria of use and
conservation, and the definition of authority and decisions
to manage practices that will
conserve and sustain critical
water resources for production,
growth, and development.
• Continued science to advance
scientific understanding and
recommended practices.
• Translation of science to laymen terms for common understanding among water users
and water-use policy makers.
• Continue to offer forums for

educating the public.
• Institution of, and upholding
existing policies that restrict
irrigation and well drilling to
match recharge capabilities.
• Continue to meter and enforce
regulation, while monitoring
regulation adequacy.
Water Costs/Quality/
Contamination
Participants explored issues of
water quality, recognizing for the
most part that they enjoy abundant, low cost, uncontaminated

water. However, some participants raised questions about each
issue:
• To what extent does the use
of chemicals in pesticides and
nitrates in fertilizer threaten
water quality and availability
for drinking?
• At what point does the cost of
treating contaminated water for
public consumption become an
unsustainable expenditure?
• Why is water considered “free”
to agricultural uses?
• Are policies in place to sustain
water quality in our state?
Many participants also
noted that the growing debate
regarding the XL Pipeline routed
through the Ogallala aquifer
suggests a growing public awareness of, and concern for, the need
to protect and sustain the quality of water of the aquifer upon
which the Nebraska economy
relies. Though some geologists
and others in the conversations
who were more knowledgeable
than most about the potential for
leakage, were not convinced it is
a major problem.
What state/local policy
changes and voluntary responsibility/participation changes need
to occur for Nebraska residents
to conserve water quality?
• Policy to restrict chemical use
by farmers.
• Education of public needed to
better understand water quality
issues in Nebraska—including
natural muddying of water during floods and summer algae
in Eastern NE lakes impacting
wildlife.
• Public and legislative opposition to proposed Keystone XL
Pipeline route.

Water Use/Conservation
In addition to irrigation use and
recharging concerns, participants
examined their own water-use
practices. They recognized that,
as stewards of Nebraska’s unique
water resources, they hold
responsibility for limiting their
personal use of water, including private lawn irrigation and
fertilizing, as well as other home
practices that may use greater
amounts of water than necessary.
They also discussed concerns with the quantity of water
required for agricultural irrigation, the making of ethanol, and
engagement in fracking practices
(hydraulic fracturing, the practice
of pumping high-pressure water
into natural gas reserves deep underground to break up the rock,
needed to access the gas).
What state/local policy
changes and voluntary responsibility/participation changes need
to occur for Nebraska residents
to conserve water use?
• Given the economic implications of the Ethanol and Fracking industries participants
questioned the likelihood of
water-use policy restrictions in
these cases.
• Many committed to actions to
reduce personal consumption
of water and suggested policymakers consider additional
policy restrictions.
• Promotion of water conservation education is encouraged,
e.g., University of NebraskaLincoln and Project WET
(Worldwide Water Education)
workbook, Discover the Waters
of Nebraska, developed for students in grades 4-6. http://ianrnews.unl.edu/static/1101190.

shtml, and materials from the
Groundwater Foundation.
Flooding
Participants became more aware
of flooding issues related to the
Platte River Basin and the extent
to which farming and development narrows the channel of the
historically wide and shallow
river, making it more susceptible to flooding during times
of Rocky Mountain snowmelt
and significant precipitation.
Spring 2011 events and discussions around the flooding on the
Missouri River have also heightened awareness of the potential
“natural” hazards associated
with climate change and some
of man’s futile efforts to control
watersheds and rivers.
Intentional Recharge and Flood
Control Projects
Participants also explored the
impact of Intentional Recharge
Projects, instituted in the early
1900s, on surface water irrigation supply and flood control.
There is more to be said about
this, however, suffice it to say
that these discussions resulted in
full appreciation of the complexity of long term water management practices and their impacts
on landowners, communities,
economic development plans and
all living ecosystems.

FOOD
Background to the
Conversation on Food
Agriculture is the overwhelmingly dominant use of the Nebraska
landscape. Ninety-three percent

of Nebraska’s land area, or
roughly 45 million acres, is used
for agriculture. Nearly 23 million
acres are used for range and pastureland while over 21 million
acres are in cropland. Nebraska
ranks first in the United States in
the commercial red meat production with over 7 billion pounds
produced in 2009. It ranks first
in acres of irrigated land, over
8.5 million in 2007, 2nd in pinto
bean and proso millet production
and 3rd in corn production. Cash
receipts from Nebraska’s farms
totaled more than $17 billion
in 2008. Agricultural exports
from Nebraska totaled nearly
$6 billion in 2000. Agriculture
not only has a huge impact on
Nebraska’s landscape, but on its
economy as well.
Alternative agriculture practices are a small but growing part
of Nebraska’s agricultural landscape. In 2002 there were 105
farms and 26,668 acres of certified organic agricultural land in
Nebraska. By 2008, there were
162 certified organic farms with
slightly more than 146,000 acres
of certified organic agricultural
land. Of that amount approximately 76 thousand acres was in
cropland and 70 thousand acres
was in pasture and rangeland. In
2008, organic product sales in
Nebraska totaled $48.6 million.
Summary of Conversations on
Food and Food Systems
The Conversations on food can
be understood in terms of the
tensions between the capacity to
produce the quantity of food necessary for a given market (local
or global), and quality, the desire
to improve the quality of food

estab lished about the need
to produce local, fresh, organic
food, the realities and constraints
of contemporary production
policies, federal policies, and
nationally and internationallybased food distribution systems
presented the participants with
difficult challenges for putting
more sustainable practices into
place.
produced in terms of nutritional
value, as well as desirability with
minimal environmental impact.
The tension between capacity and quality was evident in
conversations, for example, that
juxtapose Nebraska’s agrarian
roots with dissatisfaction in the
challenges posed by commodity
crop farming practices, especially
among urban participants.
Nebraska citizens lament the
lack of community-wide access
to locally-grown produce even
in the face of difficult questions
about how such produce could
be produced for the numbers of
citizens that live in the cities. A
call for more opportunities for
small-scale producers combined
with the development of local
and regional distribution systems
was a constant theme of the
CCNES, especially in the larger
communities.
Advocacy for these improvements was met with reasonable
questions about feasibility and
economic viability. In rural/
agrarian circumstances, farmers
and ranchers pressed the position that larger-scale production
and already existing large-scale
distribution systems provide the
most promising opportunity for
economic viability.
Even when consensus was

FOOD CONVERSATION
THEMES
Food Transportation
Participants noted that food travels an average of 1500 miles to
get to our plates here in Nebraska. They asked: “Does this make
sense, given that food production
occurs right here in our region,
and, often locally grown products are shipped out to return to
local markets?”
Participants explored energy
costs ($$, energy consumption,
and CO2 emissions) for local
transportation compared to the
long-haul transportation to processing and distribution centers
and back to our local grocery
stores.
They wondered: “Are the
environmental costs reflected in
the prices we pay for processed,
shipped food we buy in the
supermarkets? As food consumers, do we ask ourselves about
supporting local growers, seeking optimal nutrition for $ spent
and sustainable impact of our
choices—or do we just continue
shopping and eating the way we
do because it is easier?”
Some noted that many industries have vested interests in
maintaining the status quo, from

transportation companies, to
food processors, to supermarket
chains.
What state/local policy
changes and voluntary responsibility/participation changes need
to occur to begin to shift out-ofstate transportation practices –
that still make economic sense to
NE food producers?
• Education regarding the net
energy costs of food industry
practices requiring long-haul
transportation
• Policy changes that would
equate subsidies (as long as
subsidies continue to exist) to
local organic producers on equity with commodity producers
• Require definitive labeling for
production locations.

Participants explored interest/
value and dilemmas associated
with local private, community
and urban gardening/farming.
They noted a significant increase
of farmer’s markets, in season,
throughout the state.

al food consumption thereby
reducing trend of childhood
obesity,
• local grocery stores that are
buying/selling locally grown
produce,
• local restaurants that are
creating menus around locally
produced/acquired food,
• building interest and demand
for local produce that will contribute to the long-term economic viability for local food
production/markets

Interest/Values

Dilemmas

• immediate economic support of
local growers,
• nutritional value of consuming
unprocessed food,
• health value of consuming food
free of pesticides,
• buyers (and producers) learning
to preserve produce for yearround consumption,
• teaching children “where food
comes from” and the skills of
gardening,
• generating interest in nutrition-

• labor/time intensive work
needed to maintain/sustain local produce gardens/farms,
• availability of land, and production methods, for community/urban gardens and yearround farms,
• sustained economic viability of
local food production sufficient
to provide livable wage/family
incomes versus voluntary community service or supplemental
incomes at best.

Local Private, Community and
Urban Gardening/Farming
Enterprises

What state/local policy changes
and voluntary responsibility/participation changes need to occur
to begin to shift locally grown
food consumption practices
needed to support local growers?
• Modifying regulations that currently require USDA approval
for local food sold
• Educating the public of the values of consuming locally produced food, e.g., Public School
Garden Program resources/materials offered by UNL http://
schoolgardens.unl.edu/
(Nebraska native, Dan Susman,
is producing a film featuring
the value/trend of urban farming in America) .http://www.
sustainabilityleadershipinstitute.org/downloads/Susman_
story_2011.pdf
GMOs
Genetically engineered seed is a
proven way to increase production. For example, pre-engineered
“Roundup Ready” seeds used for

high-production, minimal tilled,
yields make short-term economic
sense for commodity farmers.
Yet, participants wondered:
“What are the long-term effects
of genetically modified seeds
from a sustainability perspective?” The answers are inconclusive; however, industries selling
the seeds continue to sell their
optimum yield promises, and tie
producers to strict use and patent
contracts.
Food Commodity Farming
Conversations about food commodity farming generated,
perhaps, the most unanswered
questions in the Food resource
conversations. Though, conversation participants included ranchers and farmers, as well as small
town and mid-to-large urban
community dwellers.
Participants noted that the
current farm economy system is
highly subsidized; some advocated for more transparency in commodity food production economics and practices. Others noted
that “bankers understand corn,
beans and cattle”. Financing viability mandates optimal production per acre, which encourages
use of potentially harmful pesticides and herbicides. Further,
participants claimed it is difficult
to get financing for new and different crops given that there is no
track record of economic success
in Nebraska.
What state/local policy
changes and voluntary responsibility/participation changes need
to occur to begin to shift the
commodity farming practices to
become more sustainable?

• Some participants noted “big
ag” is becoming defensive
and is resistant to government
telling them what to do (i.e.,
changes in policy).
• Others noted that “government
support programs for commodity farmers need to change”
(though they didn’t indicate
exactly how).
Nebraskans are very aware
of the commitment this state
makes to commodities food
production, of the valuable role
Nebraska’s farmers and ranchers play in feeding the country
and the world and of the cultural
importance agriculture holds to
all citizens of the state.
The challenge that faces all
of us is finding ways to increase
opportunities for local production, for strengthening regional
distribution, minimizing energy
consumption and other environmental consequences so that
Nebraskans can more easily sell
food to Nebraskans, while also
continue to support one of the
critical economic pillars of the
state, agriculture.
Clearly everyone understands
the extent to which agribusiness
is the lifeblood of the Nebraska
economy; large-scale production
of grains and livestock in Nebraska contributes to the global
food supply. Landowners are
seen to have the right to produce
and distribute their crops within
the established methods and
(economic) systems that prevail.
Nonetheless, participants
asked themselves and each other:
“Are those methods and systems
sustainable? Do they provide the
best nutritional quality of food
possible in the national and international marketplaces? What

are the local environmental and
community costs of commodity
farming? Can the agribusiness
economy be sustained if commodity farmers/ranchers and
processors take environmental,
water, and energy costs into account?”

The CCNES Conversation Forum is still available on the web
at www.conversations.nslw.org.
Please log on to add your voice
to the conversation about Nebraska’s future.

Credits: The CCNES conferences were sponsored by the
Nebraska Environmental Trust
Fund, the Nebraska Investment
Finance Authority, the Nebraska
Department of Environmental
Quality, the Lincoln Electric System and the Nebraska Humanities Council. Assistance with the
writing of this Prairie Fire Report
has been generously provided
by JISC staff, Katie Torpy and
Diane Wanek; conference facilitators Mary Ferdig and Jay
Leighter; and resource specialists
Nathan Morgan, James Goeke,
Dan Snow, and James Crandall.

NEXT: ENERGY and
MATERIALS

LISTENING TO THE
CONVERSATIONS
PART TWO: ENERGY AND
MATERIALS
By W. Cecil Steward
The first report in the December
issue of Prairie Fire covered conversations on Water and Food,
the third report in February will
cover Land as the essential resource and Public Policy Recommendations.
ENERGY BACKGROUND
SUMMARY
Energy is the great equalizer—
permeating every facet of our
lives in Nebraska and on the
planet. Energy heats our homes,
powers our buildings, computers,
and our vehicles. Energy grows
our food and is the force behind mining and manufacturing
raw materials into products for
human consumption. Energy is
everywhere.
The ancient Greek philosopher Democritus said, “Only

atoms and space are real, everything else is merely opinion.”
Energy is real; everything we
have accomplished, or attempted,
since the Industrial Revolution
has been energy dependent. How
we capture, generate, conserve,
and use energy is opinion.
Through consensus opinion,
Nebraskans have developed a
unique public policy that says,
“Energy belongs to all the people”, and we now know that we
are blessed with unique natural
resources for future energy generation. In order to maximize our
opportunities we must ask some
tough questions. Do we waste
energy? Are we too dependent
upon limited fossil fuels with
price volatility? Do we depend
on one or two sources of energy,
or do we have a diverse energy
mix? Do we only measure energy efficiency through economic
lenses? And, might we become a
net exporter of energy?
How we use energy is ultimately dependent on how we
understand energy. And how we

understand energy is dependent
on the conversations we have
about energy.
The conference conversations
about energy across the state of
Nebraska were both hopeful and
surprising. We all learned in the
lively exchange among experts
and informed participants about
the energy challenges and opportunities in Nebraska. Surprisingly, there was a contingent of
participants who seemed to know
little about the fundamentals of
energy in Nebraska, reminding us
of the opportunities ahead -- to
provide relevant knowledge and
information to expand energy
awareness among Nebraskans.
Two major themes were present in the conversations about
energy as a potential resource.
The first was guided by Nebraskan’s understanding of the nature
of public power and the charge

of the utilities to provide the
“least cost service”. This charge
is understood to have an effect
in two related ways. First, there
is a narrow definition of “cost”
that seems to privilege short-term
service rates over long-term investment. Second, this definition,
therefore, necessarily privileges
existing sources and technologies
for energy production in lieu of
necessary research, development,
implementation and testing for
new generation technologies.
The second major theme
from the conference can be described as the myth of technology
as the fix. The myth hides reflection about consumption practices
in favor of better technologies
for production and distribution.
Time and again, conversations
about technological advancement would lead to a realization
that technologies, alone, are not
necessarily the best solution for
energy concerns.
Energy Resources in Nebraska
Currently, Nebraskans rely primarily on non-renewable, fossil
fuel-based energy—coal, natural
gas, oil, and a small percentage
of nuclear. Due to the public
power policies and management,
we benefit from relatively lowcost electricity. Gasoline and
natural gas prices in Nebraska
fluctuate according to global
supply and demand patterns. The
price of gasoline is on the rise;
currently natural gas is experiencing a significantly lower cost
than in the recent past.
When looking at the Nebraska energy situation in the context
of the global energy picture, it
appears that electricity prices will

rise as demand for fossil fuels
increases given that supplies are
increasingly more costly to mine.
At some point in the future,
it is likely that the true cost of
fossil fuels will be accounted for
in the form of a carbon fee and
rebate system, carbon tax, cap
and trade, or other, yet undetermined, mechanisms. Accounting for environmental, waste
management, and health costs
of fossil fuels will likely increase
the cost of gasoline and electricity, and have minimal impact on

natural gas prices.
Natural gas prices and availability depend on supply of gas
in shale formations. Historically,
natural gas goes through cycles
of boom and bust. New discoveries lead to a drilling frenzy which
creates a market glut and falling
prices. Low natural gas rates
encourage use and discourage
drilling wells in high-cost fields
which eventually creates a supply
shortage and natural gas prices
steadily go up.
Right now, we are experienc-

ing low natural gas prices which
may last 1-3 years. For mid- and
long-term planning, assume the
price of natural gas will increase.
Gasoline prices fluctuate
based on crude oil prices. Global
oil has reached a production
plateau while worldwide demand
continues to increase. The anticipated $4+/gallon gas prices have
not yet materialized due to the
global recession. As the economy
begins to recover however, the
price of gasoline will no doubt
increase. Given that current gas
prices in Nebraska are in the
$3.12 – $3.69 range (http://www.
nebraskagasprices.com/), we can
expect them to go up, with some
short-term drops, quickly followed by a secondary increase.
In short, we are experiencing
reasonably stabilized prices of
energy tied to fossil fuel energy sources for now. However,
there is nowhere for the price
of fossil-fuel based energy to go
other than up in the long-term.
Nebraskans face a choice: to
do nothing and react to high
energy prices when they hit our
economies across the state, or
act now to mitigate the risk of
rising energy prices by expanding
our renewable energy resources.
To be effective this choice must
be made early within a global
supply, demand cost context to
avoid driving past the gas pump
watching the prices slowly in-

crease.
Nebraska has great solar and
wind resources that are barely
being utilized today. Solar as a
renewable energy can’t be beat
for cost when looking at passive
solar and solar hot-water heating. Solar electric (photovoltaic)
and wind generation is not currently cost-competitive because
of the cost of some technologies
and the low electricity rates in
Nebraska coupled with the netmetering law that allows distributed energy providers to keep
only a fraction of the value of a
kW produced.
ENERGY CONVERSATION
THEMES
The energy problems and opportunities are complicated and interdependent. Participants agreed
on some points and expressed
divergent views on others.
Cost of Energy
• Everyone agreed that the price
of energy has been rising consistently over the past 10 years.
• There was general consensus
that energy prices will likely
continue to rise into the foreseeable future.
• Most want cheap energy and
are unwilling to pay more than
the current pricing the market
requires. Others indicated a

willingness to pay higher energy prices reflecting the true cost
of producing energy—including
national security, environmental, and social costs.
There are certain factors that
are out of Nebraskans’ control
when it comes to determining the
cost of energy: global supply and
demand in the market and total
non-renewable resource availability. However, we can manage
our vulnerability to rising energy
prices by managing our own
energy demand, implementing
conservation policies, and diversifying generation.
Energy Conservation
• Everyone agrees we need to use
energy more efficiently. However, Nebraskans have different
ideas about how to do this.
• Some think we need to change
our behaviors to conserve energy such as driving less, building
right-sized homes, and being
more conscious consumers.
• Others believe technological
advancements will allow us
to do more with less energy
and that technological breakthroughs will find alternative
energy sources that will keep
the price of energy low and the
supply sufficient to continue
our current lifestyle.
• Still others think the only way
to gain significant efficiency
across the state is to assign a
higher value to energy, reflected
by a higher price, to encourage efficient use of our energy
resources.
Most likely energy savings
will come from a combination of
technological advancements and
behavioral change, both of which

will be driven by the cost of energy. The more expensive energy
becomes, the more we are apt to
modify our behavior to use less
energy and the more new technologies will become financially
feasible.
Renewable Energy
• Most everyone wants more
renewable energy sources,
whether active solar, passive
solar, wind, hydro, biomass, or
plant-based bio-diesels.
• There is general recognition
that there are costs and challenges associated with any
source of energy whether it is
non-renewable or renewable.
• Some see renewables as the
long-term answer and want to
rapidly expand the renewable
generation capabilities within
our state.
• Others see the cost and current
energy storage challenges as
too large of a hurdle to invest
a great deal of time, resources,
and money into the rapid
expansion of renewable energy
generation in Nebraska.
Renewable energy generation will increase in Nebraska,
but there is not one clear source
rising to the top of the list given
a variety of factors including upfront costs, market uncertainty,
and policy barriers at local, state,
and national levels and within
public utility organizations.

distributed generation, netmetering and renewable energy
sources.
• Other participants tend to
think the utilities are doing
too little and not thinking big
enough or far enough into the
future, and they need to adjust their business models and
policies to include distributed
generation and responses to the
changing landscape regarding
energy generation, distribution,
and use by consumers.
The public utility system
in Nebraska is based on public
ownership and a locally elected
governing board. Decision-makers consider changes on behalf of
their customer/owners very carefully, seeking to minimize cost
and perceived risk, while holding to their mandate to provide
Nebraskans energy and energy
services at the lowest possible
cost. (The average electrical rate
in Nebraska is low [7.21 cents/
kilowatt hour] compared to the
national average [9.83 cents/
kilowatt hour].) http://www.neo.
ne.gov/statshtml/204.htm
Transportation
Participants were less able to
articulate the rate paid on their
utility bills for their homes and
businesses, than they were able
to quote current prices of gasoline.
Recommendations and
Commitments for Action

Utility Companies
•
• Some participants saw public
utilities doing the best they can,
given their constraints, and
seemed willing to accept the
current constraints impacting

Many participants committed
to saving energy in their homes
because that seemed a manageable place to start for them.
However, many expressed
doubt that the required skills

and services are either available
or affordable.
• Very few committed to driving less unless gas prices forced
them to.
• Many participants wanted
the utilities to broaden the
definition of “cost” from
purely economic terms, and to
investigate the opportunities
of exporting renewably generated public power beyond
state boundaries, as a means of
economic development.
• Nearly everyone seemed empowered with new information
and understanding about energy and committed to sharing
information whether informally
with their friends and relatives,
or formally in schools or existing organizations.
• Business professionals left
with a better understanding of
the future cost of energy and
made commitments to look
at their businesses for energysaving opportunities.
• Participants committed to
supporting local economies
with energy efficiency planning
and by patronizing local businesses.

MATERIALS BACKGROUND
SUMMARY
The breadth and scope of Conversations to be had about materials made these discussions the
least coherent for discovery and
understanding. This was not because of the participants’ inability to engage in conversations.
Rather, the nature of the topic is
inclusive of a full range of concerns including sourcing, production, distribution, consumption,

products, building supplies,
infrastructure as well as design
processes including the notion of
waste and designed obsolescence.
This resource, justly included
in the CCNES, is also unique in
that the others (Food, Energy,
Water, Land) are all abundant
in Nebraska. A discussion of
Materials, on the other hand, is
primarily one of importing what
is needed, required and desired.
The principal challenge in
the materials sector is “how
do we maximize the value and
sustainability, while minimizing
waste and consumption.”
Material consumption is very
much at the heart of American
culture and economy. While
Nebraskans hold strong conservation values, dating back,
perhaps, to the state’s indigenous
heritage followed by the influence of pioneer settlers through
the 1890s, stretching into the
populous movement of the 1930s
and 1940s, we are not immune
to the patterns of material consumption practiced in the U.S.
Recent Black Friday mania is an
example of the extent to which
consumption is engrained in our
culture’s psyche.
We are encouraged to consume by government leaders to
revitalize a slumping economy.
We are bombarded by clever,
provocative advertising to establish and reinforce the consumption “habits” beginning at an
early age. A recent study (Rifkin,
2009) determined that consumption motivated by 4-12 year-olds
alone reached the $30 billion
mark in 2009, up from $6.1 billion in 1989. We’re teaching our
children to become consumers
(aided by a U.S. child’s exposure

to an estimated 40,000 commercials/annually, 3.5 hrs/day television viewing).
An overarching characteristic
of the materials conversations
was that people became far more
aware of the extent to which all
of us perpetuate the cycle of material consumption (and the use
of energy and water needed to
process or transport materials for
consumption) thereby contributing to waste and diminishing
natural resources.
MATERIALS CONVERSATION
THEMES
Materials Waste
It didn’t take long for participants to draw the link between
material consumption and waste.
In fact, they determined landfill
use to be a significant measure of
our society’s wasteful habits. In
2010, Americans generated about
250 million tons of solid waste
material and recycled or composted nearly 85 million tons.
Landfills have limited capacity, are expensive to build and
operate, are highly subsidized by
local governments and require
significant land that then is no
longer viable for wildlife habitat
or residential, commercial, or
recreational development.
Though in some parts of the
state where land is available, a
few participants believe it to be
cheaper to use (and build additional, if necessary) unregulated
landfills than it is to set up a
recycling program and restrict
certain materials.
In general, participants
concluded that they and other
Nebraska citizens must take steps

to reduce landfill waste. Some
focused on policy restrictions and
increased tipping fees to reduce
or discourage landfill use to incentivize reduction of their waste
streams.
Others explored cultural
consumption habits and the
extent to which each individual,
family, business and enterprise is
responsible for questioning old
habits, rethinking and relearning new habits that reflect a need
for fewer material goods to live
productive lives.
Collectively, participants
concluded that efforts to reduce material consumption will
require individual awareness
and action as well as business,
government and civic group
leadership through demonstrable
action and policy changes.
Building Materials
The EPA estimates that 30% to
40% of municipal solid waste is
building related. An estimated
9% is construction waste, 38%
is renovation waste, and 53%
is demolition debris. (EPA and
National Institute of Building
Sciences, 2009)
This fact did not go unnoticed among conference partici-

pants. Discussions centered on
how to use fewer materials, as
well as more sustainable, recycled
or reused materials in the design
and construction of new and refurbished buildings. Some noted
the need to adjust approvals for
building permits in some municipalities in order to accommodate
green construction features.
Participants learned about
Nebraska organizations that
make used building materials
available for purchase. E.g., Lincoln’s EcoStores Nebraska http://
www.ecostoresne.org/ accepts
donations and sells building materials for reuse and deconstructs
old buildings using methods that
salvage materials. Omaha’s Habitat for Humanity Restore accepts donations of used building
materials and organizes them for
resale to builders. http://www.
habitatomaha.org/restore.asp.

mation about green (recycled,
nontoxic, safe, durable) materials they had known of, or
used, including such things as
recycled wood products, alternative concrete, green cleaning
and pest removal products, and
radiant heating of flooring and
bridge surfaces. . They concluded that, while technological
advancements in material use/
product development are important pieces of the sustainability
puzzle, technology improvements
will have less impact than reducing material consumption among
the citizenry.
Some noted concerns that
rural communities lack access to
environmentally friendly materials and products in part due to
the cost of supplying for a limited
demand.

Availability of Materials

The familiar mantra “Reduce,
Reuse, Recycle” carried deeper
meaning for conference participants after exploring challenges
and prospective solutions in the
materials conversations. Participants were teaching and learning
from one another as they sought
to expand their base of knowledge.
Given the growing trend for
marketers to use popularized

Participants agreed that the cost
(both dollars and Co2 emissions)
of transporting raw materials
and processed/manufactured
goods into the state requires
Nebraskans to think carefully
about what materials they need
and why, and to seek quality and
durability for long-term use.
Participants shared infor-

Knowledge and Information

sustainability language (“green,”
“natural,” “sustainable,” “future” and so on) participants
expressed the need for accurate,
reliable information on product
labels to know exactly what they
are buying and what they can
expect from the product. E.g.
does a product contain volatile
organic compounds (VOCs) or
toxic material? Energy Star or
Water Sense labels are seen as
valued product label notations
for discerning buyers. In general,
participants suggested a sense of
product stewardship and responsibility shared by producers,
retailers and consumers with the
aid of accurate product labeling.
All would agree that the
materials sector offers unlimited
opportunities for a concentration
of more knowledge and dependable information, if conservation
is our goal.

Credits: The CCNES conferences were sponsored by the
Nebraska Environmental Trust
Fund, the Nebraska Investment
Finance Authority, the Nebraska
Department of Environmental
Quality, the Lincoln Electric System and the Nebraska Humanities Council. Assistance with the
writing of this Prairie Fire Report
has been generously provided by
JISC staff, Katie Torpy and Diane
Wanek; conference facilitators
Mary Ferdig and Jay Leighter;
and resource specialists Nathan
Morgan, Daniel Lawse, and
Debra Hansen.

NEXT: LAND and POLICY
RECOMMNDATIONS

LISTENING TO THE
CONVERSATIONS
PART THREE: LAND
AND PUBLIC POLICY
RECOMMENDATIONS
by W. Cecil Steward
This is the final report of a
three-part series on the CCNES
Conversation Forum (Conversation Conference on Nebraska
Environment and Sustainability,
held in four conference sessions
during 2011). The two previous
Prairie Fire articles in December
and January covered conversations on water, food, energy and
materials.

LAND
In 1862, with the origination of
the Homestead Act, who could
have imagined the changes – biologically, agriculturally, developmentally, the importance to the
economy, and/or the social-cultural evolution -- that land uses
and land ownership would mean

to the Nebraska landscape?
A report produced by the
University of Nebraska Center
for Great Plains Studies in 2009
summarizes that, “Nebraska’s agricultural landscape has been affected by (domestic and) foreign
policy, mechanization, economics, politics, energy policy, (climatic conditions) and availability
of agricultural chemical inputs.
Although the factors are largescale and often international in
scope, we are constantly reminded that individual landowners
make the annual decisions that
affect Nebraska’s landscape. In
part, decisions have been formed
based on agricultural policies and
programs, some of which may
not be well suited to address new
forces affecting contemporary issues in U.S. agricultural economy
(Dimitri et al. 2005). Individual
farms are unique, but Nebraska
has seen a general trend of fewer
and larger farms that produce
a less diverse portfolio of commodities. Nebraska mirrors
other states in the Great Plains

with these agricultural trends.”
(Hilliar and Powell, Long-term
Agricultural Land-use Trends in
Nebraska, 1866-2007).
While the land resource
has experienced transformative change in every domain of
a sustainable present or future,
i.e., the environment, the sociocultural conditions associated
with its uses, the technologies
of its management, the economics of its productivity, and the
regulations determining its care
and conservation – one opinion
has been constant throughout
the settlement of this land. It is
the most important and valuable commodity available to the
citizens of this State, and often
engenders the greatest controversy, whether our individual interests lie in the rural or the urban
context.
Over these 150 years we
collectively have learned much

about the qualities and characteristics of the land, about the
natural bio-systems and bio-diversity of the flora and fauna that
inhabit the landscape, about the
uses and misuses that mankind
can cast upon this living resource,
and more and more about the
fragile nature of the variety of
ecosystems that comprise the
High Plains. Now we are learning that all of the state’s natural
resources are interwoven and
interdependent, and that even
the semingly small incremental
decisions of each landowner can
aggregate to crises and unsustainable consequences.
All we need do is recall the
era of “The Worst Hard Time”
and the Dust Bowl of the early
1930’s to rediscover the potential
consequence of destruction of a
major resource through a combination of climate changes and
mismanagement of the use of the
resource, as described in Timothy
Egan’s recent book:
“In 1935, Roosevelt established the Soil Conservation
Service: nesters rotated crops,
fallowed land and built natural
barriers, irrigation ponds and
holding tanks. Grass was restored
in some areas, but after the rains
returned and wheat prices rose

in the 40’s, farmers ripped up
millions of newly planted trees
and started busting up sod once
again. ‘The Worst Hard Time’
ends before this failure, but not
before Egan, in an epilogue, gets
in a quick dig against destructive
federal subsidies and Texans’ depleting the Ogallala aquifer. You
can’t blame him for feeling angry.
The High Plains have never fully
recovered.” (web book review,
2011)
In spite of missteps and occasional bad weather, Nebraska
is blessed with an abundance
of productive land. Some of the
most fertile agricultural land in
the world allows Nebraska to
produce vast amounts of corn,
soybeans, and other crops. Nebraska grasslands support a large
cattle ranching industry. On the
surface and beneath the Nebraska landscape, water quenches
the thirst of Nebraskans (and
many of our neighbors), and is
an essential part of Nebraska
agriculture. Historically, land has
provided stability, income and
sustenance for Nebraskans. It
is a critical natural resource for
Nebraskans’ future – and that of
the world.
Nebraska’s total land area
is 76,878 square miles (ranking

it the 15th largest state in US).
Nearly 47% (over 23 million
acres) of Nebraska land is used
for rangeland, primarily the
western two thirds of the state.
This region is made up of several smaller sub-regions. The
Sand Hills encompass almost
20,000 square miles. The valleys
in between these ridges contain
streams, lakes and wetlands
make this region a prime cattle
ranching area. The intensively
cultivated Loess Plains or “Rainwater Basin” region covers
roughly 8,000 square miles of
south central Nebraska. Roughly
12,000 square miles of the High
Plains lie west of the Sand Hills.
Over 39% (19 million acres)
is used for cropland, primarily
in the eastern third of the state
where expanded development
of cities and towns is steadily
encroaching on the state’s most
fertile farmland. (Center for Advanced Land Management, 2007
statistics).
CCNES participants quickly
concluded that all citizens, be
they urban residents or rural
residents need to understand
what is happening that affects
the land resource in both rural
farming and ranching areas, as
well as why and how they may

be affected by urban land use
practices, developments and markets. Participants also quickly
expressed an awareness of how
land use practices and consideration of natural land “biological boundaries” and watersheds
for the organization of guiding
policies and practices, initiated
via inter-jurisdictional collaboration, likely hold the best chance
for sustaining Nebraska’s land
resource well into the future.
There was a general recognition that our historical assumptions of “technological fixes” and
“rugged independence” may need
to be reexamined in our current
era of resource conservation for
the benefit of the individual in
conjunction with concern for
Nebraska neighbors.
Nebraskans need to find innovative and fair ways to sustain
all the things that make our state
unique including productive agriculture and the conservation of
natural resources.
Everyone recognized the
challenge of participating with
others in creating a cultural shift
needed to move toward longterm sustainable thinking in lieu
of the short-term horizons we
typically honor. Some challenged
current day Nebraskans to “become better ancestors.”
LAND CONVERSATIONS
THEMES
Themes that emerged from
participant conversations varied
in conferences across the state.
For example, participants in the
eastern part of the state tended to
explore issues related to optimal
use of urban space, controlling
urban sprawl, and revitalizing

deteriorating areas in towns and
cities. Conferences in the central
and western regions tended to
explore the economics of sustainable agriculture and questions
about land conservation.
Threats to Nebraska Land
Resources
Participants identified current
practices and policies they considered to be potential threats to
Nebraska land resources in the
future. Concerns included:
• In the eastern part of the state,
we cement over fertile, productive land for homes and new
shopping centers.
• Some rural cities and metroacreage residents face health
concerns given concentrations
of septic tanks near wells.
• Over-use of pesticides and herbicides in current agricultural
practices may lead to groundwater contamination.
• The unknown negative impacts
of the proposed Keystone Oil
Pipeline to the Sand Hills and
Ogallala Aquifer was an issue
during the span of Conversation Conferences. (Nebraskans
have rallied since to initiate
rerouting the pipeline away
from high risk areas, but real
concerns for technology failures
and continuing dependence on
fossil fuels remain.)
• Long-term irrigation farming
practices and mono-cropping
take a toll on the soil, thereby
reducing the land’s ability to
sustain productive agriculture
in the long term.
• NE forests are being dismantled
as corn prices increase. Do we
value our groves, forests and/or
natural habitats for wildlife?

• Over-valuation of land that
prevents younger start up farmers from earning a living on the
land; practices of property tax
valuations that rise in an area
because of the sale of a single
parcel.
Land Use
Participants were intent on
understanding the rural point of
view regarding land use; there
were many present at the conferences that helped to inform
conversationalists of critical
agricultural perspectives. For
example, from the point of view
of some farmer/ranchers: “everything sustainable comes down to
the marginal dollar.”
Many were interested in
learning more about sustainable
land use and best management
practices. There was common
agreement among those who
wanted to sustain the “Nebraska
agricultural ideals” to pass on to
the next generation.
Diversity of Land Use
Diverse use of land was viewed
positively which included harvesting resources (particularly
wood and grass). Though there
were lively debates about voluntary versus mandated practices,
as well as questions about what
might be ahead. For example:
• Will we take grazing land
out of production and replace it
with crops? Will we increase dry
land farming?
• Will we farm marginal land
in an effort to produce more
food? This was attempted in
the Sand Hills to no avail. When
the price of corn, wheat, beans,

etc goes up, does it make sense
to plow land that may not be
optimal for farming in an effort
to increase income (short-term,
long-term debate).
• We are ever decreasing access
to land by the public. This access
includes trails, camping, and recreation (hunting/fishing). These
are important considerations for
wellness, for tourism, and for
recruiting younger generations to
stay in the state.
Participants agreed in principle:
multipurpose landscapes and
uses influences resiliency, are
more attractive, and they give the
maximum benefit in an area, both
ecologically and agriculturally.
Land Use: Cities and Towns
Participants identified numerous
issues and responses to optimal
land use in urban areas. Among
them were concerns about urban
sprawl and the dilemma of land
values increasing with commercial and residential development
on the outskirts of cities and
town, leading landowners to sell
prime farmland.
People explored other options including redeveloping
blighted areas, planning for walkable neighborhoods with nearby
schools and commercial conveniences, efficient transportation
systems that minimized the need
for new road systems, more green
spaces and areas for community
gardens.
Examples were noted of
urban areas (Detroit, Denver,
Portland) that are systematically
reclaiming deteriorating neighborhoods and central districts,
and turning them into green
spaces, food crops, or redevelop-

ing them for newer housing.

approach to almost mono-agriculture right for the land?”

Land Conservation
Many participants expressed concern for deteriorating ecosystems
that depend on healthy watersheds. For example, some suggested that flood-plain protection
could be achieved through public
sector land purchases, thereby
preserving natural habitat and
avoiding flood devastation of
developments in these areas.
Others noted that the health
of the Nebraska wetlands attracts
migrating waterfowl, which also
attracts tourist dollars for local
communities (an estimated $12
million, annually). Expanded
recreational infrastructure in
natural areas may attract young
families committed to caring for
the land, working the soil, and
preserving the quality of life in
Nebraska.
Finding good ways to protect
native prairies and grassland, as
well as wildlife and endangered
species became a hot topic of
conversation.
Commodity Industry Agriculture
Industry agricultural practices
have changed dramatically over
the years with new technologies, better equipment, irrigation
systems, wind breaks, tax policies, etc., but, as someone asked
and others pondered, “Is this

Vegetable/Fruit/Food-to-LocalMarkets Agriculture
Participants valued the local
production of food. While the
benefits are many – healthy food,
community gardens, revitalizing
blighted areas, reduced transportation costs, the question
remained: Is produce agriculture
economically viable? Interesting
debates ensued, some challenging
entrenched assumptions about
what constitutes “Nebraska agriculture.”
Land Ownership
The topic of land ownership was
a conversation focus in central
and western regions. Some
wanted to know, “Who’s buying
up Nebraska land, what is it going to be used for, and how will
it be sustained?”
Two major concerns about
land ownership included the loss
of family farms and the need
to build the next generation of
farmers/ranchers. There were
more questions than answers
about how to deal with these issues:
• How do we attract youth back
to ranches and farms? How do
we pass family farms/ranches to
the next generation? Can we
sell them on the lifestyle?

• The economics of starting a
farm/ranch operation from
scratch simply doesn’t work
anymore. It is too capital intensive. This makes it difficult/
impossible to sustain a family;
which leads to unsustainable
communities and finally an
unsustainable region; many
empty-nester landowners are
counting on the sale value of
their farms for their retirement
pension, regardless of the community impact.
• 75% of farmers in the Scottsbluff valley have off-farm
income. Thus, farming/ranching has a symbiotic relationship
with local communities.
• Increased absentee ownership of land in the panhandle
by owners that reside outside
of the region. The trend has
changed from individuals
buying 200 acres to investors
buying 5,000 acres. What are
their intentions/practices for
the land? Income? Recreation?
Sustainable uses?

RECOMMENDED POLICIES
AND PRACTICES
Nebraskans who attended the
CCNES were action-minded
thinkers. They were there to
learn more about issues related
to conserving Nebraska’s rich
resources – Energy, Materials, Food, Water and Land – in
conversations with each other.
Participants brought diverse
perspectives, backgrounds and
interests: they ranged from local
leaders, young parents, teachers,
farmers, university professors
and researchers, and business

owners, to representatives from
state and local agencies that serve
Nebraska citizens.
They didn’t always agree,
but each had something to offer
to expand understanding of the
whole. By mid-afternoon during
each of the four conferences, participants were asking, “I learned
a lot I hadn’t known before,
but what are we, our neighbors
and our policy makers going to
DO to begin to shift the way we
think and act in order to conserve Nebraska’s rich and diverse
resources? In order to sustain
Nebraska, the good life, that we

have known in our lifetimes?”
The CCNES was conceived
from a sense of not only danger,
but unrealized opportunities for
the development of these five
resources. In four of the five
resources – land, water, energy,
and food – the quantity/volume
of the natural bounty seems almost limitless, but we know they
are finite, even if there are more
present possibilities for development. In the materials area
the challenge is using less, using
more for longer periods of time,
and wasteing less of the resources
required for the making of materials.
There is no other state in
the union that has more natural
resources, especially relevant
to the future well being of its
citizens than does Nebraska. The
ultimate question for choices
of actions and policies for this
future is “How can we conserve,
sustain, and renew these five
resources, while balancing developmental decisions to assure our
own sustainable future?”
Below are examples of six
“big” action and policy areas to
which Nebraskans should commit themselves, and to which
policy makers should give serious
consideration:
Conservation/Development/
Waste Reduction (Constitutional
Provisions)
The Constitution of the State of
Nebraska is void of any language
of commitment for conservation
of the State’s natural resources.
Several states have articles with
conservation language. For
instance the State of Virginia
Constitution explicitly says:

Article XI
Conservation
Section 1. Natural resources and historical sites of the Commonwealth.
To the end that the people have
clean air, pure water, and the use
and enjoyment for recreation of
adequate public lands, waters, and
other natural resources, it shall be
the policy of the Commonwealth
to conserve, develop, and utilize its
natural resources, its public lands,
and its historical sites and buildings. Further, it shall be the Commonwealth’s policy to protect its
atmosphere, lands, and waters from
pollution, impairment, or destruction, for the benefit, enjoyment, and
general welfare of the people of the
Commonwealth.”, with further sections on conservation and development of natural resources, historical
sites and specific resources.

Similar language should be
drafted and put before a vote of
the public. The lead agency in
this action should be the Natural
Resources Committee of the State
Legislature.
Information/Research(Statewide
Resources GIS System)
All political jurisdictions, planners, and decision leaders should
have access to a complete and
technologically sophisticated system of geographical information
about the common and unique
regional characteristics of the
States’ natural resources.
The lead agency on this action should be the 23 Natural
Resource Districts (NRD), in
collaboration with the Nebraska
Department of Environmental
Quality and the University of
Nebraska School of Natural Resources.

Investments/Finance (Conservation Increment Financing)
In our historical and continuing
compelling context of “all decisions have a distinct economic
impact”, conservation will never
be achieved unless and until we
develop a systematic means of
giving economic value to the use
and development of our natural
resources.
It is feasible to imagine a system of “Conservation Increment
Financing” that would operate in
the public domain similar to Tax
Increment Financing, whereby
the expense of conservation
protections and certain developments would be offset in the
beginning of projects, dependent
upon future increased value of
the conserved resource.
A prime example of one
resource would be energy, where
investments in conservation
and efficiencies are immediately
required to save later massive expenses for new power generation
facilities to meet ever-growing
demands.
The lead agency for this
action should be the Nebraska
Department of Environmental
Quality, in close coordination
with the Nebraska Department
of Economic Development, the
Nebraska Bankers Association,
and the Nebraska League of Municipalities.
Education
Participants invariably identified
the need for more public education for citizens of all ages. In
some cases, participants committed themselves to help spread the
word about reducing material

consumption, saving energy, protecting the land and water, supporting the local food economy.
Centers of educational initiatives
and materials must be developed
with networks into all levels of
the educational and informational community. A consortium for
programming should be created
among institutions of higher education, community colleges, and
public and private primary and
secondary schools.
Leadership
Every public official, state and
local community decision leader
and corporate and private business leader should have access to
regular and on-going leadership
tools and knowledge concerning the conservation and development of the State’s natural
resources. The Joslyn Institute
for Sustainable Communities,
in partnership with the Sustainability Leadership Institute, has
provided one viable model in its

2009-2010 Nebraska Sustainability Leadership Workshops
series.
The lead agency for this action should the State System of
Community Colleges, in close
coordination with the League
of Municipalities and volunteer
participating Chambers of Commerce.

human activity. Each resource is
interdependent with every other
resource, and the sustainability of
human existence depends upon
the knowledge of the interdependencies and the consequences of
the interactions. We should be
actively studying communications for complexity and holistic
systems within the domains of
sustainability.
Our institutions of higher
education in the State should
form a cooperative task force for
the modeling of New Communications for the Conservation of
Nebraska’s Natural Resources.
In addition to the above,
there are numerous ideas and
suggestions in each of the resource areas that surfaced and
are worthy of either new actions, new attitudes, or local or
state incremental policies. These
can be found at www.nslw.org/
conversations_finalreport.html.
The Conversations will continue.
Your opinions, recommendations, and personal engagements
are welcome in the web format.

Communications
The success and effectiveness of
the above five recommendations
will depend upon new forms,
structure and uses of the available public and private media for
communications. Our history,
for the most part, has been to
organize communications about
both current events and historical data around “sound bites”
and single-issue reports. As the
Conservation Conferences have
demonstrated, repeatedly, the
issues of the conservation of our
limited natural resources are
complex and interrelated with all
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