Learning Activity

Sustainable Communities Summer Program

Our case study on at-risk youth and sustainable communities, Growing Places Farm and Energy Park, in Centralia, Washington, provides us with an excellent example of the role of local resources in developing renewable energy systems. Centralia and the surrounding Chehalis Basin has historically been an energy production region. Initial white settlement in the Chehalis Basin mid-nineteenth century began a century of timber harvesting. Timber removal, milling, and sales fueled the local economy and became one of leading forms of employment. Local populations were highly dependent upon this type of fuel generation, labor, tax revenues, and materials for more then a century. In the last twenty years, timber commodities and associated revenues have lost their economic status. The loss of one of the major employers in the region has led to high rates of unemployment, loss of positive role models for youth, and loss of resources for local education systems.

Other forms of local energy production have been developed with varying degrees of infusion into the local economy. A coal fired energy production plant, using locally mined coal, operated in Centralia for approximately ten years. This plant is now closed. Hydropower generation has been developed on the upper reaches of the Chehalis Basin. Two dams and associated power plants were constructed in the 1940s and continue to produce electrical power in the Tacoma Power and Light energy grid. The power generation facilities employ a small number of workers and, as remote facilities, are not closed tied into local economics or social capital.

Alternative energy systems are attracting local interest. Wind, biomass, and the ability to sell carbon credits are seen as possible ways to increase local production, employment, and labor opportunities. Research and development of local energy production is fostered by a Washington State Center for Excellence located at Centralia College.

 Most importantly, alternative energy production is seen as a potential way to promote healthy lifestyles, the value of education, and real jobs for at-risk youth in the local area. One of the goals of Growing Places Farm and Energy Park is to provide experiential education for at-risk youth in energy production. A wind generator is being constructed at Growing Places. Local industries have requested the right to buy carbon credits from Growing Places. Growing places is also considering developing biomass and algae production as a way of funding education and programs for at-risk youth.
Your assignment, in teams of five, is to create a free-standing all weather message board that will provide educational information about alternative energy, wind power, local benefits, and job possibilities. The board will be placed at Growing Places and used as an educational aid for K-12, Centralia College, Evergreen State students. Your task is to research and write an attractive and informative message to be placed on a four foot by three foot message board. The message should clearly identify the role of renewable, alternative energy in local sustainability. Each team will develop a message board. We will compare the message board drafts and make a final selection based on clarity, accuracy, design, and appropriate educational outcomes. 
