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Columbus Climate Action Plan  
Not in Line With Climate Science

Simply
News
By Cathy Cowan Becker

      Last December, the city of Columbus released the first draft 
of its long-awaited Climate Action Plan. The plan discusses not 
just how to adapt to a rapidly changing climate, but also how to 
keep the climate crisis from getting worse by lowering our carbon 
emissions.
      That’s critical because cities are responsible for 70% of the  
carbon emissions at the root of the climate crisis, Columbus is  
the 14th largest city in the country, and Ohio is the sixth-highest 
carbon-emitting state. What we do matters.
      In 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change –  
the world’s climate scientists – released a landmark report stating 
that in order to preserve a livable planet, we must cut carbon  
emissions 45 percent by 2030 and to zero by 2050. Upon release 
of this report, Mayor Ginther sent a communication uplifting its 
importance and putting Columbus on board.
      Unfortunately, the draft Columbus Climate Action Plan doesn’t 
meet the goal of cutting carbon emissions from the city in half by 
2030. Its goal is to cut emissions by 25 percent – which isn’t  
terrible, but it’s not in line with what climate science says we need.

(Continued on page 2)
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Carbon Emissions in Columbus
      The draft Climate Action Plan, available at  
https://www.columbus.gov/sustainable/cap, has 30 strategies  
and goals, each under 13 action items divided between five  
sections: Climate Solutions, Neighborhoods, Buildings,  
Transportation, and Waste.
      According to the draft Climate Action Plan, the city of  
Columbus emitted about 11.5 million metric tons of carbon  
dioxide equivalent in 2018. That’s the baseline for reducing  
emissions moving forward.
      Of that 11.5 million metric tons, emissions from buildings – 
residential, commercial, and industrial – accounted for about 57 
percent, while emissions from transportation – mostly passenger 
cars but also heavy-duty vehicles and aviation – accounted for 
about 38 percent.

      Since 2013, building emissions have gone down, due mainly 
to energy efficiency upgrades to commercial buildings. But 
transportation emissions have gone up, due mainly to more  
people moving to Columbus and driving gas cars – wiping out 
the energy efficiency gains.

Low Overall Goal Due to Low Subgoals
      If you start looking at the goals and strategies of the draft 
Climate Action Plan, you can see why the overall goal for  
reducing emissions is so low. Many of the plan’s sub goals are  
also low. They may be good goals for a city to have, but the  
targets are not strong enough.
      One piece of good news is the city’s Community Choice 
Aggregation program, which is on schedule to be in place well 
before 2030. That will save about 1.3 million metric tons of carbon 
emissions per year, or about 12 percent of the overall amount.
      How can we get the other 33 percent in emissions reductions to 
get to the goal of 45 percent by 2030, which the IPCC science says 
we need to reach to have hope for a livable planet?
      We start with the basics: buildings, which account for most of 
our current emissions, and transportation, which if we don’t get 
under control, will wipe out the advances we make everywhere else.

TAKE ACTION!
TELL THE CITY WHAT YOU THINK 

ABOUT THE DRAFT CLIMATE 
ACTION PLAN: bit.ly/SLclimate
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Buildings
      The carbon footprint of buildings can  
be reduced in two ways: energy efficiency  
upgrades that allow a building to use less 
energy, and renewable energy, which  
converts the energy being used to zero emis-
sion. Between the two initiatives, buildings 
can eventually become net zero carbon.
      The draft Columbus Climate Action Plan 
has goals in all these areas, but as throughout 
the plan, the goals are not ambitious enough 
to get us to the emissions reductions science 
says we need. For example:

Energy efficiency. The draft plan calls for a 
10 percent reduction in energy use in residen-
tial and commercial buildings and 20 percent 
reduction in city buildings by 2030. We can do 
better. The city has done 30,000 home energy 
audits – now homeowners need help to make 
efficiency upgrades. Owners of large com-
mercial buildings are required to track their 
energy use – now they should be incentivized 
to cut energy use. If we doubled the goals of 
the draft climate plan, we could save up to 
1.5 million metric tons of carbon per year, or 
13% of the total.

Zero-carbon buildings. The draft plan calls 
for four city buildings to be zero carbon by 
2030, with zero-carbon design standards by 
2050. But zero-carbon design standards could 
be in place by 2030, saving almost 400,000 
tons of carbon emissions per year, or 3.4 
percent.

Residential solar. The draft plan calls for 
10 MW of solar to be installed in Columbus 
homes by 2030. But Los Angeles installed 
250 MW in five years. If we raise our goal for 
residential solar to 200 MW by 2030, that 
would put solar on about 40,000 more homes 
in Columbus, saving about 220,000 tons of 
carbon emissions, or about 2 percent of the 
2018 baseline.

North Linden home with solar panels. 
Courtesy of Ecohouse Solar.

(Continued from page 1)

Transportation
      Transportation emissions aren’t as high 
as building emissions, but in a car-depen-
dent city like Columbus, they are growing 
every year. We must get transportation 
emissions under control by moving people 
to public transportation, making heavy- 
duty vehicles such as city buses electric, 
and moving people out of gas cars into 
electric vehicles.

for are assessments, inventories, and  
mapping of current inequities.
      For example, the plan seeks to:
• �Complete a physical vulnerability  

assessment
• �Map existing resiliency hubs and  

identify critical gaps
• �Identify critical gaps in access to green 

space.
     All of this must be done, but the draft 
climate plan gives the city until 2030 just 
to do the assessments – actually correcting 
the problems wouldn’t happen until 2050.
     That’s too little too late. There is no  
reason we can’t do the assessments and 
mapping in the next one or two years, then 
fix the problems and close the gaps by 2030.

What’s Not in the Climate Plan?
      The draft Climate Action Plan is also 
missing several key programs that could 
reduce emissions and increase equity. 
Examples include:

Community gardens. Urban areas are 
hotter than rural areas due to too many 
buildings and too much pavement – yet 
space in Columbus is at a premium for 
development. We can’t let development 
cut down our trees and plow under our 
green space. Cleveland has a special zoning 
designation for community gardens, and 
Columbus should do the same. We can 
also turn rooftops in Columbus that are not 
eligible for solar panels into green roofs.

Community solar. Shared solar energy 
arrays are difficult to do in AEP territory, 
but could be spearheaded by our municipal 
utility, the Columbus Division of Power. This 
utility already serves 12,000 residential, 
commercial, and industrial customers. They 
could set up community solar projects, 
especially to address energy equity in our 
opportunity neighborhoods.

       Creating a Climate Action Plan is no 
easy task, and we support the city’s efforts 
to grapple with our carbon emissions. It will 
take solutions in many different areas to 
lower these emissions.
      But we must think big and bold to get 
this done. Now is not the time for setting 
small goals because we think they are safe. 
Goals not in line with the science are not 
safe.
      It is not fair that so much is on the  
city’s shoulders at this time. We would 
not be in such dire straits if the fossil fuel 
industry had not waged a multibillion-dollar 
campaign of climate denial to derail climate 
action over the last 40 years. We could 
have started all of this much sooner.
      Instead, we kept kicking the can down 
the road, and now we are out of road to 
kick it any further. We must take bold swift 
action now. Fortunately, we still have a 
small window of time, but the fate of  
human civilization and all life on earth  
depends on us getting this right.

      The city’s draft Climate Action Plan has 
goals in all these areas, but the goals are 
not strong enough. For example:

Electric vehicles. The draft plan calls for 10 
percent of vehicle sales to be for EVs, and 
1% of parking spots to have EV chargers by 
2030. But projections by Bloomberg and 
others show about 26 percent of vehicle 
sales in 2030 will be electric. If we could 
push Columbus to 40 percent of vehicle 
sales electric with 25 percent of parking 
spots with chargers, we could save over 
925,000 tons of carbon emissions per year, 
or about 8 percent of the 2018 baseline.

Heavy-duty electric vehicles. The draft 
plan calls for piloting 30 medium- and 
heavy-duty vehicles in Columbus by 2030. 
We can do better. Half the world’s buses 
will be electric by 2025, and electric buses 
saved Chicago $54,000 each in fuel and 
maintenance costs. If we made half our 
heavy-duty vehicles, including city buses, 
electric by 2030, we could reduce emissions 
over 533,000 tons per year, or about 3.5 
percent.

Vehicle miles traveled. Vehicle miles trav-
eled (VMT) per capita is a measure of how 
many people are driving, usually in solo 
commutes to work. This can be reduced 
by moving people to public transportation. 
The draft climate action plan called for  
reducing VMT 15 percent. Even a modest 
20 percent reduction could reduce emis-
sions by 229,000 tons, or about 2 percent.

Equity
      Together, these proposed increased 
goals in buildings and transportation would 
get Columbus to most of the emissions 
reductions we need by 2030 – and the draft 
Climate Action Plan includes other areas 
for emissions savings such as increased 
recycling, reduced food waste, transit- 
oriented development, zero-carbon fleets, 
microgrids, and the new Urban Forestry 
Master Plan.
      But a city’s climate plan cannot be 
defined by emissions reductions alone. It 
also has to address equity – the fact that 
those who have done the least to cause the 
climate crisis are being affected the most 
by climate impacts such as flooding, heat, 
pollution, and infectious disease.
      To its credit, the Climate Action Plan 
does tackle equity – but again, it doesn’t  
go far enough. Much of what the plan calls 
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      It’s impossible to miss the fact that 
we’re in a more “normal” weather pattern in 
Ohio this winter: we’ve already doubled our 
snowfall compared to last year; temperatures 
have been colder than normal, but we’re not 
getting the below-zero readings that have 
hit Oklahoma, parts of northern Texas and a 
number of other states. 
      The center of the country has been 
plunged into the polar vortex resulting in 
multiple record-smashing low temperatures. 
Dozens have died because of carbon  
monoxide poisoning, hypothermia and car 
wrecks across a wide swath of the US. 
      Texas governor Abbott tried to blame 
green energy for the grid problems; how-
ever, he was quickly shouted down. This 
“big lie” is akin to the big lies of the climate 
change “hoax,” a “stolen election” and a 
pandemic “hoax.” These lies have currency 
because politicians and constituents alike do 
not like what the truth implies: our systems 
are not resilient; we struggle in the face of 
challenges to the status quo.
      What’s happening in Texas is partly being 
shaped by short-term trends – the la Niña 
event in the western Pacific Ocean causes 
cooler than normal sea-surface temperatures 
there, resulting altered weather patterns 
globally. This more “normal” winter was  
predicted months ago based on the expected 
la Niña event. 
      The longer-term picture is complicated, 
but, essentially, climate change may be  

altering the stability of the jet stream winds 
that circle the northern hemisphere: this 
instability allows for strong, prolonged  
incursions of cold, arctic air into the deep 
south (Europe and the Middle East have also 
been affected). 
      At the same time, warm air leaks north 
in other locations. The point is that events 
like the Texas emergency are more extreme, 
and will be matched by other extremes in 
rainfall and increased temperatures as the 
more common el Niño events return (unusu-
ally warm sea-surface temperatures in the 
western Pacific). 
      Resilience is the ability of systems to ab-
sorb shocks, with minimal disruption and loss 
of life. One way to think about resilience is 
that it can, and maybe should, entail redun-
dancy – for example, if you have solar panels 
with battery back-up, when the grid goes 
down, you are able to run essential systems 
in your house. Yes, it is redundant because 
you are drawing electricity from the grid, and 
generating electricity with the solar panels. 
      What’s the downside of redundancy?  
Up-front costs. What we have to do is factor 
in the environmental and physical (and 
mental) health benefits of resilience when we 
weigh those costs. The benefits are ignored 
by our economists because the problems 
that are addressed and solved by resilience 
are considered “external” to the inputs and 
outputs of the economy under the assump-
tions of neo-classical (“normal”) economics.                  

      The Transition network is a world-wide  
effort to build resilience at the local level, 
and maybe drag local and national  
governments to it in the process.
      In November 2020, a group of Transition 
advocates met for a “National Strategy  
Conversation with the goal of identifying 
ways in which the Transition US staff and 
board, the Collaborative Design Council 
(CDC), national working groups, and regional 
hubs can strengthen the network of peo-
ple-powered initiatives at the local level.”  
      One participant, Leslie MacKenzie, 
recounted how her family established a 
(capturing rainwater, planting edible plants 
gardens, etc.) and added solar panels to the 
house. They then participated in a city-wide 
home tour that allowed them to connect with 
more than 300 people about what they had 
done. 

How You Can Help
      Simply Living has, pre-pandemic, done 
an annual garden tour in Columbus, with 
many of the participating households high-
lighting their “green living” efforts, including 
solar panels, composting, edible yards, fruit 
trees, geothermal heating and cooling, elec-
tric cars and many others. Simply Living is a 
Transition US hub and looks to support local 
and statewide efforts to get green and turn 
this giant spaceship Earth around in time to 
thwart the multiple crises we find ourselves 
in – please join us on this adventure!

Simply visit
simplyliving.org

and click on

SLSU

2040: Join the Regeneration
View Film Mon., Apr. 19, 7 PM 
Q&A Panel Tues., Apr. 20 7 PM 
• Sign up on Eventbrite: tinyurl.com/jdsvjna
• You will receive a link and password to view the film Mon., Apr. 19. 
• ���View the film first, then join the Q&A with local leaders at 7 PM on  

Tues. Apr. 20.
     Damon Gameau’s inspiring film looks at the effects of climate change 
over the next 20 years and what technologies that exist today can reverse 
the effects. 2040 follows Gameau’s imagining of a future for his four-year 
old daughter Velvet, where climate change has been solved. Described 
as “an exercise in fact-based dreaming” the film is structured as a letter 
to his daughter whereby Gameau travels around the world investigating 
numerous solutions that can contribute towards climate mitigation and 
imagining what a future would be like where they have been implement-
ed at scale. In choosing what to feature in the film, Gameau restricted it 
to solutions that are either already available or have a realistic potential to 
greatly contribute to reversing climate change by 2040. The film features 
interviews with numerous academics, ecological experts and entrepreneurs 
and will leave you optimistic that we can make this dream a reality.

Powerful Documentary Films to Celebrate Earth Week!
Invisible Hand: The Rights of Nature
Sun., Apr. 25, 2021, 2 PM 
      Join us for the live Q&A Lake Erie Bill of 
Rights organizer, Markie Miller. Link and password 
to view the film will be sent out Saturday, April 24. 
The film will be available for a 24 -hour period before the Q&A, which starts 
promptly at 2:00 pm on Sunday the 25th. 
      This is the 2nd in the Democracy Film Series sponsored by Simply Living 
and the Ohio Community Rights Network. Registration and more information 
about the series: https://www.ohiocrn.org/democracy-film-festival
      From Executive Producer Mark Ruffalo comes the world’s first  
documentary film on the Rights of Nature Movement, a “Paradigm Shifting” 
story about the current global battle between capitalism and democracy 
where the fight for our survival is at stake. It’s the story of three different  
communities and the residents of those communities standing up to challenge 
the current environmental laws and system to protect their health as well as 
nature’s. The film exposes how the people have been duped into believing 
that we have the “best environmental ” laws in the world, when in reality 
those laws are really legalizing pollution by issuing permits that protect the 
very industries doing the harm. 

Transition US – Resilience for a Time When Resilience is Mandatory 
By John Crawford 
 

 Building resilience at the local level: harvesting rainwater, planting edible plants gardens and adding solar panels to a house.

See all of our events, visit: https://simplyliving.org/eventscalendar 3
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      It’s that time again! 
It has been quite a year 
since we last convened 
for the Simply Living 
Annual Meeting. We are 
excited to welcome our 
members, allies, and the 
public as we share our 
progress and goals for 
this onward year.
      Last year we award-
ed Cathy Cowan Becker 
with the Carol Fisher 
Award for Community 
Service, and this year  
we are pleased to  
introduce her as our  
new Executive Director. 
To no one’s surprise,  
she has carried the  
 

 

torch, taken the reins, 
and charged out of 
the gate full-throttle.       
We’re thrilled with all 
we’ve accomplished 

under her direction, and 
we look forward to shar-
ing what’s in the works.
      Cathy will pass the 
community service torch 
in recognizing exemplar 
Claus Eckert of Green 
Columbus who will 
receive the Carol Fisher 
Award for Community 
Service. 
      We will also recog-
nize bright beacon Rita 
Haider as Outstanding 
Volunteer, unwavering 
anchor Lisa Kreischer 
as Outstanding Staff 
Member, and post-savvy 
Savannah Smith as our 
on-board social media 

amplifier. In addition, 
we have added a new 
award called the  
Momentum Award to 
recognize organizations, 

and will recognize 
Sunrise Movement 
Columbus Hub for their 
momentum in the sus-
tainability movement. 

Cathy Cowan Becker – New  
Executive Director of Simply Living

April 18th Simply Living Virtual Annual Dinner  
Meeting to Recognize the Best and the Brightest

      
A Virtual Dinner? Order Takeout from  
Simply Living Affiliate Restaurants
     The annual meeting will take place Sunday, 
April 18, from 5 to 7 p.m. It will be a virtual 
dinner with people encouraged to order takeout 
from some of the restaurants affiliated with  
Simply Living. 
     Keep an eye on our website and social media 
pages for registration (free!) and the list of  
featured restaurants (Love Local, Live Local!).

SIMPLY LIVING BOARD OF DIRECTORS:  
Jenée Murphy, President 
Mac Crawford, Secretary
Tim Montague, Treasurer 
Lynn Stan
Kai Landis

STAFF INFORMATION:
Cathy Cowan Becker, Executive Director 
Lisa Kreischer, Bookkeeper 
Mayda Sanchez, Tech Support 
Savannah Smith, Social Media

Office: 614.447.0296
E-mail: hello@simplyliving.org www.SimplyLiving.org
Office Hours: by appointment; give us a call!

Our office is located at 752 High Street, Suite 2 
Worthington, OH 43085 (at COhatch co-working space)

SIMPLY LIVING serves as the Transition Hub in central Ohio to promote  
resilient, sustainable communities. We are affiliated with TransitionUS.org.

SIMPLY LIVING is affiliated with the Northwest Earth Institute and offers all 
their courses on sustainability topics. Contact: EcoChallenge.org 

SIMPLY LIVING is affiliated with the local Care & Share Time Bank.  
SL volunteers may earn HOURS to exchange services with other members. 
Contact: VilviVannak@gmail.com

SIMPLY NEWS NEWSLETTER:
Bob Sloan, Graphic Design 
Joanne Wissler, Proofing 
Robert Studzinski, Photographer

Kyle Garvey, Intern, Blogger
Chuck Lynd, Outreach Volunteer
Email: Chuck@simplyliving.org

THANK YOU TO ALL WHO VOLUNTEER!

Judy Fasone	 www.judyfasone.com
Karen Deibel	 www.Karyn.Deibel@gmail.com
Michael Malley	 www LifeAsArtLifeAsPrayer.com
The Compost Exchange 	 www.thecompostexchange.com
Plant Connections 	 www.plantconnections.net
Catherine Hope-Cunningham	 www.sunnysideofcbus.com
Kemba Financial Credit Union 	 www.kemba.org
Tongda Auto Center 	 www.TongDaAuto.com

Simply Living 
Appreciates its 
Business Members

Questions about a Simply Living 
business membership?

hello@simplyliving.org or 
call (614) 447-0296

Sign up for a business membership at simplyliving.org/businesses

making life good together

PO Box 82273 
Columbus, OH 43202

ADDRESS SERVICE REQUESTED DATED MATERIAL

Simply News, a publication of Simply Living, 
is published on a quarterly basis.
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