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Climate change has become part of our daily lives. As warnings from politicians and scientists filter into our schools, homes and workplaces, communities are responding in the ways they know how; businesses are creating sustainable travel plans, children are striving for Eco School status, and community groups are applying for grants to make their buildings more environmentally sustainable. Yet with constant demands and often conflicting messages in the media, how do we keep people motivated? Further than that how do we evoke the passion to move people that extra mile in the face of so many competing economic and social concerns?

Back to basics
At Oxfam we’re increasingly thinking that we need to get back to basics; that we need to focus on the personal values and emotions that drive us, as humans, to care about each other and the world – in essence to Be Humankind. I’m talking about the values that countered apartheid; that got women the vote; that impassioned 250,000 people to say “Make Poverty History”; and that make people all over the world rise up against injustice.

Now is the time to be honest and say we are not quite winning the argument on climate change. We haven’t stopped climate chaos and people in the UK are still sceptical about it. So how can we really get people to care enough about climate change to act and do something about it?

We believe we can do this by telling the human story; with heart and authenticity; from a local and global perspective. Climate change is a thread that ties people around the globe together; the actions of residents in Birmingham have a knock on effect on the residents of Bali, and the actions of people in Bolton have a knock on effect on the people of Scotland. We are an interconnected global community. Oxfam is better placed than most to see the impact climate change is having on poor communities. Through our programme work we hear first hand of the increasing difficulties communities are facing, and not just in developing countries like Bangladesh, but in places closer to home like South Uist off the coast of Scotland.

I’m sure many of you will have stories of how climate change has affected you and your community. Caluna Campbell, an Oxfam Campaigner grew up on South Uist; here she shares her story:

“The shape of the island has changed since I was a child. We’ve seen a lot of the coast disappear – and more could go. We always had storms, but they’ve got worse. I went home for an Oxfam event and spoke to people. Until then, I wasn’t aware of how worried people are. A whole family were drowned in a storm in 2005 and anxiety has really increased. Scientists have told us that the sea levels are rising. We’re worried that the island could be split in two.
Now we have the opportunity to get people working together. At first there were only a few people, now there are 50 of us. We’re breaking down the barriers between the community and the organisations. Once you get the community working together, you can do something. We made a comparison between here and rising sea levels affecting communities in Thailand, and we see the same problems here. Climate change isn’t just happening on the other side of the world - it’s here and now. We’ll use fishing nets to protect the most vulnerable area at Kilphedar, where the dunes are being washed away and homes and crofts are at risk. They’ll be bunched together so they gather sand. The seeds will blow into them, and the marram grass will grow, which provides a natural barrier. We have to get the nets laid out before the end of autumn. I’m not sure the coastline could take another bad winter."

The impacts of climate change undermine development and increase pressure on budgets that are crucial for nurturing economic growth. Building resilience against climate change and creating policies that protect people’s livelihoods will support us all to develop economically.
What can the voluntary and community sector do? 

There absolutely remains a role in promoting environmental sustainability. ​ Lifestyle changes like swapping to renewable energy, walking to work, and insulating buildings make a difference. We know there is great work being done in the sector on this already.

We also need to educate and engage communities to be more politically active on the issue of climate change. We need to work better as a collective; to harness the power we have when we unite as a sector, and the influence that we can exert over the public, media, and the government.

And we need to challenge how we think about and communicate climate change. Oxfam and others are currently taking forward new research on how to effectively frame the climate debate. We think we need to get a lot better at this and would love to hear what you think. How can community organisations work together to motivate and support in the fight against climate change? How can we better frame the debate and focus on the personal values and emotions that drive us, as humans, to care about each other and the world?

Please join the conversation on Navcaboodle, http://bit.ly/nboodleframes.
Now is the time to be honest and say we are not quite winning the argument on climate change. We haven’t stopped climate chaos and people in the UK are still sceptical about it.
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Suzanne Saunter of Oxfam’s Public Engagement Team starts a debate on how we can better communicate to our members on the issue of climate change.
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