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Executive Summary

The pace of social change is quickening in
the United States and across the world. From
a historic presidential election in 2008 to the
Arab Spring and Occupy Wall Street, longstanding barriers to justice and equality are
being challenged in every corner of the
globe. Unfortunately, the environmental
movement is not keeping up. New environmental initiatives have been stalled and
attacked while existing regulations have been
rolled back and undermined. At a time when
the peril to our planet and the imperative of
change should drive unyielding forward
momentum, it often seems as if the environmental cause has been pushed back to the
starting line.
The goal of this report is to help environment and climate funders become effective
resources of a strong and successful movement for change. This report argues that we
can secure more environmental wins by
decreasing reliance on top-down funding
strategies and increasing funding for grassroots communities that are directly impacted by environmental harms and have the
passion and perseverance to mobilize and
demand change.
History supports this approach. From
women’s suffrage to the civil rights movement to early environmental wins, grassroots
organizing has clearly been a vital lever of
victory. Campaigns against dirty energy as
well as, notably, the success of grassroots
campaigns against environmental regulations
show the power and impact of communitydriven change. It’s not merely that grassroots
organizing wins change at the local level
but, in case after case, builds the political
pressure and climate for national change as
well. Moreover, testing a given agenda at the
local level is a practical threshold assessment to determine whether a campaign can

resonate more widely, building from the
ground up to create broad public demand
for change.
The case for supporting grassroots environmental efforts is especially strong.
Grassroots organizing is particularly powerful
where social, economic and environmental
ills overlap, as is all too common in lowerincome communities and communities of
color. By engaging with the organizations
that serve these communities and nurturing
the growth of their leaders, we not only are
investing in a healthy planet and people now,
but also building a movement that reflects
the future demographic majority of America.
This funding strategy will require a dramatic shift in our philanthropy. In 2009, environmental organizations with budgets of
more than $5 million received half of all
contributions and grants made in the sector,
despite comprising just 2 percent of environmental public charities. From 2007-2009,
only 15 percent of environmental grant dollars were classified as benefitting marginalized communities, and only 11 percent were
classified as advancing “social justice”
strategies, a proxy for policy advocacy and
community organizing that works toward
structural change on behalf of those who are
the least well off politically, economically
and socially. In the same time period, grant
dollars donated by funders who committed
more than 25 percent of their total dollars to
the environment were three times less likely
to be classified as benefitting marginalized
groups than the grant dollars given by environmental funders in general. In short, environmental funders are expending tremendous
resources, yet spending far too little on highimpact, cost-effective grassroots organizing.
The good news is there are many effective,
powerful organizations on the ground,

1

NATIONAL COMMITTEE FOR RESPONSIVE PHILANTHROPY

advancing a pro-environment agenda every
day. But they are under-resourced and underutilized in our overall advocacy infrastructure. As environment and climate harms
build up, the number of communities ripe for
organizing also continues to grow. Around
the globe, there is a constituency for environmental change, one that can expand and
mobilize at a massive scale if we fund the
infrastructure needed to do so.
This report is written for funders working
on the full range of environmental change –
from conservation to environmental health,
green jobs to climate science, environmental
justice to global sustainability. It shows that
success will require grantmakers who:
• Provide at least 20 percent of grant dollars
explicitly to benefit communities of the
future.
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• Invest at least 25 percent of grant dollars
in grassroots advocacy, organizing and
civic engagement.
• Build supportive infrastructure.
• Take the long view, preparing for tipping
points.
Filled with case studies and examples that
illustrate the impact of funding grassroots
organizing for environmental change, this
report provides concrete recommendations
on how funders can increase their engagement with this vast potential constituency.
Together, we can and must support and
expand motivated, grassroots communities
that, by speaking out and taking collective
action, can help advance the bold changes
we all desire.
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“From toxic chemicals to dirty energy, contemporary environmental challenges are
broadly distributed and deeply embedded in our society. An effective defense
must be equally distributed and embedded. This NCRP report underscores how
far communities living amidst environmental health hazards have stretched modest investments to protect their families and the places where they live, work and
play. It provides pragmatic guidance for philanthropy to better equip affected
communities to raise awareness, strengthen policy initiatives and mobilize majority support for stronger environmental protection.”
—Kathy Sessions, Director, Health and Environmental Funders Network (HEFN)

“We're not going to make big changes in climate as long as climate is seen
solely as an environmental issue”
—-Ed Miller, Environment Program Manager, The Joyce Foundation

The pace of social change is increasing rapidly in the United States and around the globe but unfortunately the
environment and climate movement has failed thus far to keep up with movements for justice and equality.
Existing environmental regulations have been diminished and new initiatives have been attacked and stymied.
From 2000-2009, grantmakers provided $10 billion for environment and climate work, funding primarily topdown strategies; yet, we have not seen a significant policy win since the 1980s. Our funding strategy is
misaligned with the great perils our planet and environment face.
This report contends that environment and climate funders can be more effective and secure more
environmental wins by investing heavily in grassroots communities that are disproportionately impacted by
environment and climate harms. By engaging meaningfully at the grassroots level, grantmakers have the
opportunity not just to support efforts that are especially strong but to use their work at the local level to build
political pressure and mobilize for national change. Grassroots organizing is especially powerful where
economic, social, political and environmental harms overlap to keep certain communities at the margins. By
acknowledging the coming demographic shift in the United States and investing in lower-income and other
underserved communities, environment and climate funders can increase their impact and build a movement
that is more aligned with the future of our country. The report includes case studies that illustrate the impact of
funding grassroots groups that are organizing for environmental change, and provides concrete suggestions for
how environment and climate funders can engage with this vast potential constituency.
This is the fourth in a series of reports from the National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy (NCRP) that
invites grantmakers focused on specific issues to reconsider their funding strategies to generate the greatest
impact. A report for education grantmakers was published in October 2010, one for health funders was
published in April 2011, and one for arts and culture funders was published in October 2011.
For information or copies of this report, or to join NCRP, please contact us at:
1331 H Street NW, Suite 200 • Washington D.C. 20005
Phone 202.387.9177 • Fax 202.332.5084 • E-mail: info@ncrp.org • Web: www.ncrp.org

