Question
If my community were to build a community center, how would it contribute to the social and ecological sustainability of my community? [Nice question]
“UA all the way!” represents both a cheer for my high school sports team and the spirit of my hometown.  I grew up in Upper Arlington, a suburb of Columbus, Ohio, characterized by its devotion to education.  I feel the community should teach children that going “all the way” and striving for success applies to the social and natural world beyond the classroom or stadium.  Upper Arlington’s success hinges on its becoming sustainable both socially and ecologically.  Social sustainability involves reinforcing the bonds of cooperation and trust that unite community members and allow the social system to adjust to stresses.  A sustainable society encourages the exchange of ideas and supports community members with different beliefs.  Such interactions create a social fabric flexible enough to adjust to future needs and cohesive enough to endure.  Ecological sustainability consists of reducing my community’s negative impact on the environment and providing for future generations by responsibly using resources.  [nice definitions of sustainability, although “reducing negative impact” might be a bit restrictive]. I recommend facing these global goals on a small scale.  Our town is considering constructing a community center in the heart of UA.  This community center could provide an effective model of how to make my community socially and ecologically sustainable. [Excellent introduction, nice job of establishing a clear theme].
The Importance of Social Sustainability and the Community Center:
The social connections between community members influence the functioning of the city and its residents.  Upper Arlington’s 34,000 inhabitants live within its 10 square mile boundaries.  UA attracts well-educated professionals because of its proximity to the downtown, the Ohio State University, and the Batelle Memorial Research Institute.  Like Oberlin, UA draws upon the intellectual resources of its residents and their interest in maintaining an outstanding community and preserving its resources for their children.  The schools serve as a source of pride for the community.  As a student in UA, I felt an outpouring of support for the schools.  Outside of the classroom, however, community members seem only loosely connected to each other through church and social clubs.  Lack of interaction outside of the school [?] tends to reinforce divides within the community instead of fostering unity.  Recently, I have noticed a growing longing for togetherness.  For example, last summer my street celebrated Independence Day by sponsoring an inaugural block party where I met many of my neighbors for the first time.  Forging and strengthening the bonds with my neighbors gave me a deep sense of belonging and pride.  That feeling of unity with my community is increasingly rare in America according to Harvard professor of politics Robert Putnam.  In the book Bowling Alone, he decries the decline of social capital, namely the “connections among individuals-- social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them”
.  Recently, Americans, like my neighbors, have become more isolated from each other and less active in community and political life [If you did not already know your neighbors, it sounds like this loss of connection must have occurred before your generation].  This analysis alarms Americans who realize, “that our schools and neighborhoods don't work so well when community bonds slacken, that our economy, our democracy, and even our health and happiness depend on adequate stocks of social capital”
 .  To improve the quality of life, Upper Arlington must increase its reserves of social capital.  

A community center fosters the growth of social capital by providing a setting where neighbors can develop friendship and trust that serve as the foundation for a socially sustainable society.  The Community Center Task Force (CCTF) charged with designing the facility proposed a community hall for events, an art facility/classroom, and a senior center in addition to traditional recreation and exercise areas
.  By building these spaces, the community center would assume a ​​​​vital role in the life of UA’s citizens.  The center would become a place to exercise, learn, play, and celebrate.  Its availability would enable residents to exercise their bodies and their minds.  Mingling with individuals having diverse beliefs and concerns could spark a dialogue encouraging cooperation and trust between citizens.  These interactions would enhance both residents’ relationships with others and their personal health.  People’s appreciation of others is richer when they are presented as a unique individual with hobbies, a family, and friends.  By integrating these parts of our lives into the community, we share our humanity.  As writer Wendell Berry recognizes, it is “those never-to-be-official institutions that alone have the power to reestablish us in our true estate and identity: marriage, family, household, friendship, neighborhood, community… they have the power to establish us in our human identity because they…are the conditions in which a human is complete, body and mind”
.  Community gatherings, like block parties or the community center, allow people to cultivate these relationships and fulfill their spiritual need for human connection.  When that need is satisfied, social capital flourishes.  Trust and cooperation—social capital—form a society capable of and willing to help one another in difficult times and achieve a goal of social sustainability. [Excellent].
Ecological Sustainability
In a world beset by diminishing nonrenewable resources, impending climate change, and other environmental crises, my community must minimize its negative impact and ameliorate its surroundings so that my neighborhood and the world will be habitable by future generations.  Upper Arlington can become more ecologically sustainable by combating environmentally destructive trends like suburban sprawl and observing ecologically sound practices, like using renewable energy sources and limiting the emission of greenhouse gases.
COMBATING ECOLOGICALLY DESTRUCTIVE TRENDS IN CITY GROWTH: URBAN SPRAWL
Urban sprawl damages the environment on a regional scale with land degradation and the use of fossil fuels.  First, new developments often replace the natural landscape or farms with acres of paved surfaces, increasing runoff by a factor of four
.  Such construction degrades the landscape.  Second, commercial areas and shopping malls utilize huge amounts of fossil fuel.  Constructing new stores, transporting building materials and retail products, and heating buildings requires fossil fuel.  For customers, driving to the outskirts of the city to shop [?] burns a gallon of gas.
As a first ring suburb of the capital city, UA began experiencing the ramifications of Columbus’ sprawl.  My classmates, entranced by the pizzazz and variety offered by sprawling new shopping centers, often drove at least an hour roundtrip to patronize Tuttle Crossing and Easton Town Center while ignoring local shops.  Unable to attract enough customers, stores in UA began going out of business one by one.  The effects of this trend are most visible in Kingsdale Center, a mall ghost town centrally located within UA.  As reported by a local paper This Week, Kingsdale Center “has stood nearly 50-percent vacant” for at least a decade
.  Development on the outskirts destroys businesses in the older parts of the city.
Selecting Kingsdale as the site for UA’s community center is wise because it reduces the effects of transportation and urban sprawl.  Kingsdale is only a couple blocks from the high school and should be within walking distance of many residents.  Unlike driving, walking does not burn fossil fuel or release CO2 [We do, of course, breathe while we walk, but your point is well taken].  In addition, placing the community center in Kingsdale would draw people into the mall for recreation.  An increased flow of people through the mall would aid surrounding businesses and revitalize the local shopping center.  Meeting needs locally should reduce trips to flashy, distant malls and, consequently, reduce the consumption of fossil fuel.  When the center of a city is revitalized, demand for development on the fringe will decrease.  Thus, the construction of the community center will slow ecologically damaging trends.  Such responsible stewardship of land resources promotes sustainable because future generations will be able to enjoy natural lands free of human encroachment.  [Is there evidence that a community center would, indeed, be used by the local community?  If they are traveling a distance to shop, might local residents also prefer to travel to an exercise facility?]
GREEN BUILDING:  ECOLOGICALLY SUSTAINABLE COMMUNTY CENTER

Besides preserving nature, areas already inhabited by humans can also be made ecologically sustainable.  I would apply my experience with Oberlin’s Adam Joseph Lewis Center (AJLC) to serve as a model for how my hometown’s community center could achieve ecologically sustainable buildings.  As part of a commitment to reducing its negative impact on the environment, Upper Arlington should focus on using renewable resources efficiently.

In the construction of the center, contractors should maximize the use of sustainably manufactured materials.  For example, using recycled products benefits the environment because reuse of resources reduces the amount extracted anew from the Earth.  The center should also purchase locally produced goods because they aid nearby businesses and require less transportation.  The process of combustion used in cars and other vehicles releases carbon dioxide into the atmosphere.  In fact, “the combustion of oil accounts for 42 percent of all emissions of carbon dioxide (CO2), the chief human caused greenhouse gas”
.  Rising levels of greenhouse gases trap solar energy in the Earth’s atmosphere and increase the temperature of the planet, potentially causing extreme future weather events
.  Climate change is a global issue since, “The air over a specific location is typically halfway around the world a week later”
.  UA can help address this world issue by making the construction of the center climate neutral with respect to CO2.  To celebrate the opening of the center, the community could come together to plant enough trees to absorb the amount of CO2 released during construction.  [Great idea.  What about the ongoing energy use within the building after construction is complete?].  Symbolically, this would demonstrate UA’s commitment to both types of sustainability by leaving the Earth in an improved condition and promoting community togetherness.
UA should design a community center capable of generating more energy than it consumes.  To achieve this, the center must both use energy efficiently and produce energy within the structure.  First, to reduce energy consumption, designers should consider appliances and materials that use energy efficiently.  For example, the center could use well-insulated walls and triple-paned windows like the AJLC to maximize the energy trapped in the building
.  If less of the internal heat escapes from a structure, it requires less energy to heat.  Efficiency also applies to lighting of the facility.  Large windows and skylights enhance the esthetics of a building and provide natural lighting.  The center should position lighting fixtures to use the least number that sufficiently illuminate the space.  Using compact fluorescent lamps (CFLs) in the fixtures provides economic and ecological benefits.  According to the article “How Not to Parachute More Cats”, CFLs can save over a ton of coal from burning over its lifetime making it “cheaper…to save fuel than to burn it”
.
The community center should use renewable resources and include an educational component.  To generate its own energy, the center could use photovoltaic cells to capture solar energy.  Unlike fossil fuels, solar energy provides a renewable and abundant resource, even in Columbus, Ohio [hope you are little bit sunnier than Oberlin!].  If angled properly, the solar panels on the roof could capture energy and convert it into electricity.  In the AJLC, the photovoltaic cells produce enough energy to sell power back to the power company
.  Since Columbus has a similar climate, the community center should be able to mimic the AJLC’s success.  Using a renewable resource to generate energy is sustainable because it does not rob future generations of natural bounty.  To educate community members about energy generation, the center could harness the energy generated by residents exercising on treadmills and bikes [Probably primarily of symbolic value, but great idea!].  Understanding how much work it takes to generate electricity would give people a sense of the value of natural capital— the goods and services provided by an ecosystem[good]
.  If people recognize the importance of natural capital, their decisions will be influenced by what is economically viable and ecologically sustainable.  Emphasizing the importance of the environment, ecological awareness will serve as the legacy of the community center, making future behavior more environmentally conscious and friendly.
Education, awareness, and opportunity will make my community more sustainable socially and ecologically.  UA could build a community center and, in the process, build a community that nurtures social capital and respects natural capital.  UA could serve as a model for strengthening worldwide communities and ecosystems.  By raising awareness of ecological issues and empowering people to succeed, UA can go “all the way” to a sustainable future!
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Grading criteria for your question:

· Is of appropriate breadth for a 3-4 page essay – question must be narrow enough in scope to be answerable within limitations. yes
· Focuses on one particular issue related to your own experience (e.g. land use, power generation, human relationships, the economics of small businesses, life in Oberlin dorms and coops, etc.). yes
· Addresses issues of sustainability at multiple scales, including the local scale. yes
Grading criteria for your answer:

· Provides a thoughtful and tailored definition of sustainability for the particular issue addressed. Be certain that this definition is specific to your topic; do not provide a generic definition that applies to all things.  Yes, excellent
· Draws extensively (and correctly cites) readings used in class.  Use at least three references from class readings.  If you draw on other sources, be certain to cite these as well. (Note that neglecting to cite ideas or text that come from other sources is a violation of academic ethics and of the Oberlin honor code).  yes
· Considers aspects of both scientific and human dimensions of sustainability. yes
· Writing is of high quality: logic is well organized; each paragraph contains a clear topic sentences; assertions and opinions are supported with evidence, conclusion draws together ideas and follows from essay; grammar is used correctly, references are appropriately cited, spelling and typographical errors are minimal.  Excellent writing!
· Writing conforms to standards outlined in “ENVS101 Writing guidelines” (also linked on home page of website).
This is a well-written, well-organized, and thoughtful application of the concept of sustainability to your proposed community center.  Frankly, you have done such a nice job that I don’t have a great deal of comments to make.  I encourage you to share your essay and your ideas with community decision makers.  I hope that you can find a way to make this happen.
Excellent work!
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