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How many of you voted in the last election?


Can you tell me John Kerry’s position on federal funding of alternative energy sources?  What about his position on permitting emissions of mercury?  Or reducing CO2 levels?  Or allowing snowmobiles in Yellowstone?


Were you really educated on the FACTS on environmental issues for the Presidential election?  Can you name your state representative? Do any of you know the environmental positions of your Governor or City Council representative?  

And why should you care?  Included in Pres. Bush’s recent proposed 150 cuts in domestic programs were EPA, Amtrak and remodeling of low income housing.  In his state of the union address his plans for an energy policy include nuclear power,  hydrogen cells, and ethanol, without mentioning any other alternative energy sources or incentives for conservation.

While students are volunteering more, they are voting less.  
· The annual Freshman Survey, conducted by scholars at UCLA, has reported declining interest in keeping up to date with politics among incoming college freshmen ever since it was first administered in 1996, from a high then of 60% to a record low of 26% today.
 Among the general population of young people ages 18-25, interest in politics is even lower – in 2000, only 5% said they regularly followed public affairs.

· Although the youth vote was up this year,  the progressive decline in youth voting is perhaps most frequently noted – less than 32 percent of young people voted in the 1996 presidential election, compared to a full 50 percent in 1972, when young people were first granted the right to vote.
 Today’s young people are distinctly less likely to vote than older generations were at the same point in their lives.

· But beyond voting, which is only the most basic act of political participation, few young people have participated in other government-related activities, either. According to the New Millennium Survey, conducted in 1999, few have ever written a letter to a newspaper or government official, participated in a political march or demonstration, volunteered in a political campaign, or joined a political or government organization.

HOWEVER, as political participation has declined, young people are turning out to do community service in record numbers.

· A poll conducted by CIRCLE, a civic engagement research group based at the University of Maryland found that in 2002 half of young people between 15 and 25 had volunteered for a local community group or organization over the past 12 months, compared to less than a third of any other age group.

· This trend is even more significant among America’s undergraduates: UCLA’s annual Freshman Survey shows that participation in volunteering among incoming college freshmen has skyrocketed from two-thirds in 1989 to a whopping 83% a decade later (in 2003).

· As expected, however, the types of volunteer activities to which young people devote their time are overwhelmingly non-political. Nor do students associate their volunteer work with any type of political agenda – only 10% say they volunteer as a means to address a political or social problem.

My experience working in a college is not that students “don’t care” about politics.  Instead, it seems that politics simply does not occur to most young people as a way of affecting change.

A survey by Harvard’s Institute of Politics in 2000 clearly demonstrates this disconnect – when asked how to solve problems facing their community, 85% of incoming college freshmen said that volunteering is the solution, but only a mere 13% agreed that political engagement is.

I have been involved in leadership development and civic engagement on our campus for many years, and last year a student, Allison Stagg, wrote a paper on political disengagement by college students which was printed in the Compass, She expressed her dismay at political apathy on our campus and I challenged her to address this issue with her friends.  She took off running and today I would like to share with you three aspects of our efforts to increase civic and political education on our campus.

1.  Efforts at BSC to increase students’ political awareness and voting – called ‘Southern Votes.

2.  Our plans for the spring to broaden the scope of just voting to advocacy efforts. ‘Southern Votes became SPACE (Southern Political Action and Civic Engagement)
3.  How this fits into environmental advocacy and contacts for you to use on your campus.

I.
‘Southern Votes


Students were concerned with 3 aspects of the Presidential election:

1.  Get students registered to vote


2.  Getting students informed on candidates and issues


3.  Getting students involved in the political process

A.  Registering students to vote:


a.  Webpage – www.bsc.edu/vote
- How to get an absentee ballot, deadlines for registering to vote, and how to change your registration location to B’ham


b.  Registration drives at Orientation, in the Student Union, etc.
During two major registration drives, Southern Votes volunteers helped BSC students register to vote and apply for absentee ballots. During the first drive, in less than six hours over 300 students – a fourth of the student body – had either filled out a registration or absentee form. In all, 207 BSC students registered to vote, and an additional 172 applied for absentee ballots.

B.  Getting students informed on candidates and issues:


a.  Webpage had tremendous amount of info. From candidates sites, to CNN comparisons, to political cartoons, to humor (JibJab – “This land is your land”) to “Top 10 Lame Reasons not to vote” (Dog ate registration form to my vote won’t make a difference and may not even be counted)


b.  Panel of YD and YR on campus with moderator
C.  Getting students involved in political process:


a.  Participated in Debate Watch – sponsored by Commission on Presidential Debates – trained facilitators to lead discussion after debates.

b.  How Electoral College works to FactCheck.org


c.  Van to polls and t-shirts (I’m 18 to 24 and I vote!”)


d.  Chosen as member institution to National Campaign for Civic and Political Action at Harvard Institute of Politics.  20 colleges and university, includes Elon and Clark Atlanta, UVA, Vanderbilt, USC, LSU, Harvard 

 3 programs:  
(1) Electoral Politics



(2) Career Development – internships in politics and public serv. 



(3)  Civic Education – to community schools (middle and high)

II.  SPACE


Election is over, some students thrilled, other distraught.  Other than call in Counseling Services, what is next step?

Student group of about 15 students still motivated and wanting to DO MORE.

Renames (evolving) to SPACE (Southern Political Action and Civic Engagement)

Plans for spring:

1.  Publicize statewide conference by Alabama Arise on poverty.

2.  Send 2 students to National Campaign for Civic and Political Engagement at Harvard this weekend.

3.  Send 2 students to COOL (Campus Compact) Idealist National Conference to present a paper at UC Berkeley March 18-19.
4.  Organized 3 SPACE workshops (cultural credit) for spring:


a.  Al. Politics – what’s happening in Montgomery (how contact legislators, etc.)


b.  Social Security – they are concerned!


c.  Birmingham politics – who are the players, issues, who to contact and how
5.  SPACE meet every other week to discuss topics and advocacy issues.

WHY NECESSARY TO MOVE TO ADVOCACY?

We believe that college students should become “justice oriented citizens,” as defined by Kahne and Westheimer. Unlike personally responsible citizens and participatory citizens, two other types they describe, the justice oriented citizen works for systemic social change. Such a citizen, they say, “critically assesses social, political, and economic structures to see beyond surface causes.” The other two types do not. The personally responsible citizen, for example, believes that the solution to social problems lies in “good character.” The participatory citizen believes the solution to social problems requires active participation in leadership positions “within established systems and community structures” (my italics). In sharp contrast, the justice oriented citizen believes the solution lies in systemic social change. Here’s their shorthand for understanding these three types of citizens: The personally responsible citizen contributes food to a food drive. The participatory citizen helps organize a food drive. The justice oriented citizen – our desired outcome – “explores why people are hunger and acts to solve root causes.”  From environmental perspective, the personally responsible citizen recycles;  the participatory citizen organizes recycling bins on campus;  the justice-oriented student tries to figure out how we can reduce amount of solid waste Americans produce.
III.
So how does it relate to the environment?
David Orr in Earth in Mind admits that the real crisis is not the “crisis of biological diversity” but rather “growing political crisis.”  The primary causes of biotic impoverishment are not ignorance or the lack of research funding. Rather they are political having to do with “who gets what, when, and how.”  The decisions necessary to conserve biological diversity will be political.    According to Orr, “for all that we do not know, we know without question that we are rapidly unraveling ecosystems and destabilizing the biosphere with consequences that cannot be good, which is to say that we know enough to act far more prudently, to conserve and to restore that which through carelessness we have destroyed and are destroying.  

He claims that the reasons are: 1) not one of science but politics. We are focusing on the symptoms but not the causes of biotic impoverishment.  It is our inability to question economic growth, the distribution of wealth, capital mobility, population growth, and the scale of technology. 2) the anemic state of democracy which does not favor conservation of much of anything.    He describes Kuwait (Orr book written in 1994) where we were willing to risk lives of young Americans and Iraqi to ensure our access to cheap oil, while refusing to use American ingenuity to minimize our need for it.  It is our inability to make energy efficiency a national goal. (sound familiar?)  3)America claims we won the Cold War…BUT we abandon our ability to discuss what we have in common…including common dependence on biosphere, 4)  failure of scientists to communicate adequately to society.  Scientists talk to scientists not to public or elected officials.  Afraid of not being objective, but must speak BOLDLY and clearly about larger risks.
IV.
Conclusion

Some excellent examples of students moving beyond study and cleanups and recycling to systemic change at this Summit.  Students at Sewanee demanding accountability for sources of energy, students at Hendrix  wanting to purchase % of food locally,   ACS colleges have large purchasing power.  We talked about more combined power with purchasing but not done much. Colleges also have investment power…are you looking at the companies they are supporting in their investments?

As Joseph Kahne and Joe Westheimer clearly remind us, “Citizenship in a democratic community requires more than kindness and decency; it requires engagement in complex social and institutional endeavors. Acts of civic duty cannot replace government programs or forms of collective social action. Citizenship requires that individuals work to create, evaluate, criticize, and change public institutions and programs. And such action is unavoidably political. . .”

� HERI, 2003. (although in 2003 this number had increased slightly).


� NES data, qtd. in Gibson and Levine, p. 19. According to the same Freshman Surveys, the number of college freshmen who say they frequently discuss politics has steadily dropped over the last three decades, settling at a low of 16% by the late nineties (HERI surveys, qtd. in Gibson and Levine, p. 19).
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� NASS. Written a letter to a newspaper or government official (30 percent), participated in a political march or demonstration (16 percent), volunteered in a political campaign (16 percent), or joined a political or government organization (14 percent).


� Keeter et al, p. 17. A quarter of young people had volunteered at least once a month, and half that many did so once a week.


� HERI, qtd in Gibson and Levine, p 17. Regular volunteering is also on the rise – in 1998, 42% of incoming college freshmen had volunteered at least once a week during their last year of high school (almost double the number who did so a decade earlier), and a record high 21% had volunteered at least 3 hours a week.
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