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But Where Do | Actually Start?

We tell you to "research local organizations" and "find out

what's happening,” but HOW?

This guide breaks down exactly where to look, who to ask, and what to say

when you don't know where to begin.

Ll 20-25 minute read

In this guide:

Introduction: From Foggy to Clear

Who Has What Information

Your Research Roadmap

Red Flag Projects to Watch For

Magic Phrases That Open Doors

If You Hit a Wall

Your Research Log

Your Next Concrete Steps
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Introduction: From Foggy to Clear

Starting your activism journey can feel overwhelming. You know you want to help,
but the path from "caring" to "doing" seems foggy. This guide transforms that

uncertainty into a clear roadmap.

Think of this as your GPS for local activism. Just as a GPS doesn't just tell you "go
north," we won't just tell you to "get involved." We'll give you turn-by-turn

directions, including what to say at each stop.

Remember: Every expert activist started exactly where you are now. The

difference? They took the first step. Today, you will too.

Who Has What Information (And How to
Get It)

Understanding the local power structure is like having a map of a building before

you enter. Here's your guide to who holds which keys:
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City/County
Planning Dept

City
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Board

Environmental
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Transportation
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results.

Zoning changes, new
developments, building

permits

Final approvals,

rezoning, policy changes

Impact reports, pollution

permits

Road expansions, transit

projects

Pipeline projects, power

plants

Pro Tip: The Power of Specific Language

7/25/25, 4:21PM

"Current project
applications" or "Pending

permits"”

"Meeting agendas" and

"Public hearing schedule"

"Environmental Impact
Reports" or "EIRs under

review"

"Capital improvement
plans" or "Project

timelines"

"Infrastructure expansion

plans”

Notice how we use official terminology? "Pending permits" gets you further
than "upcoming stuff." Government workers respond better to their own

language. It's like ordering coffee in Italy—use the local terms, get better
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Your Research Roadmap

Think of this as a three-stage rocket to launch your activism. Each stage builds on

the last, taking you from your computer to the community.

Stage 1: Start Digital (5 minutes)

Your computer is your reconnaissance tool. Before stepping out, gather intelligence:

o Search: "[your city] planning commission agenda" - This reveals what's coming

up for approval

nmn

o Look for keywords: "public hearings," "zoning," "development," "conditional use

permit" - These signal opportunities for input

0 Screenshot anything mentioning: permits, EIR (Environmental Impact Report),

conditional use - You'll reference these later

o Navigate: City website — Planning Department — Current Projects - This is

often buried but always public

o Bonus: Check your city's social media - They often announce meetings there too

Stage 2: Go Physical (1 hour)

Online research has limits. Some of the best information still lives in physical

spaces:

o City Hall Visit: Ask the clerk for planning meeting schedules. They're required
to have physical copies available.

o Library Stop: Request the "public notices" section. Libraries often have

file:///Users/jamesmckinsey/governyourself/Resources/Further%20Resources/Where%20t0%20Start/where-to-start-guide.html Page 4 of 13



But Where Do | Actually Start? - GovernYourself.org 7/25/25, 4:21PM

bulletin boards with local project announcements.

o Planning Office: Say exactly: "I'd like to see pending project applications."

They have a public counter for this purpose.

o Bulletin Board Tour: Check libraries, co-ops, community centers, coffee

shops. Local groups post meeting notices here.

What to Wear/Bring: Business casual helps at government offices. Bring a
notebook, phone for photos, and a folder for handouts. Looking prepared gets

you taken seriously.

Stage 3: Attend & Observe (2 hours)

Meetings are where decisions happen. Your first one is reconnaissance:

o Pick ONE meeting from your research. Don't overwhelm yourself—quality
over quantity.

o Just listen first time. Take notes on who speaks, which groups are

represented, what arguments work.

o Grab handouts. They're free and contain project details, contact info, and
timelines.

o Note active groups. Who's already fighting the good fight? They're potential
allies.

o Stay for informal chat. Post-meeting conversations reveal more than formal

proceedings.
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Red Flag Projects to Watch For

Some projects scream "climate disaster" louder than others. Here's your early

warning system:

&8 Highway Expansions

Why it matters: More lanes = more cars = more emissions. It's like trying

to solve obesity by loosening your belt.

Watch for terms: "Capacity improvements," "congestion relief," "widening

project”

Hidden impacts: Destroys neighborhoods, increases sprawl, locks in car

dependence for decades

88 Gas Infrastructure

Why it matters: New pipelines or plants lock in fossil fuels for 40-50 years

minimum.

Watch for terms: "Natural gas," "pipeline extension," "compression
station," "LNG facility"

Hidden impacts: Methane leaks, explosion risks, stranded assets as we

transition to clean energy
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4 Forest Rezoning

Why it matters: Forests are carbon sinks. Destroying them is like

puncturing your life raft.

nmn nmn

Watch for terms: "Land use change," "rezoning application," "timber

harvest plan"

Hidden impacts: Habitat loss, flooding increase, community cooling loss

% Airport Expansions

Why it matters: Aviation is the most carbon-intensive transport per mile.

nmn "o

Watch for terms: "Terminal expansion,” "runway extension," "increased

operations”

Hidden impacts: Noise pollution, air quality degradation, induced demand
for flights

_ Waste Incinerators
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Why it matters: Burning trash creates toxic emissions and discourages

recycling/composting.

nmn nmn

Watch for terms: "Waste-to-energy," "thermal treatment," "resource

recovery facility"

Hidden impacts: Environmental racism (usually sited in poor

communities), toxic ash disposal

Magic Phrases That Open Doors

These exact phrases have opened doors for thousands of activists. Use them word-

for-word:
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Why These Work

These phrases work because they use official language and reference specific
rights. You're not asking for favors—you're exercising your legal right to
public information. Government employees recognize these phrases and

know they must comply.

If You Hit a Wall

Sometimes staff say "I don't know" or "That's not public." Don't give up. Here's your

escalation strategy:

Step 1: Redirect

Say: "I understand. Who would be the right person to ask about this?"

Why it works: Shifts from "no" to "who," keeping the conversation moving

forward.

Step 2: Elevate
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Say: "Could I speak with your supervisor about this?"

Why it works: Supervisors often have more knowledge and authority to release

information.

Step 3: Formalize

Werite: "I request all documents related to [project] under [your state] Public
Records Act"

Why it works: Formal requests trigger legal requirements with deadlines for

response.

Sample Public Records Request
Dear [Agency Name],

Under the [State] Public Records Act, I request access to all documents,
correspondence, and records related to [specific project name] from [date
range]. This includes but is not limited to permit applications, environmental

reviews, public comments, and staff reports.

If any portion of this request is denied, please provide the specific legal

exemption and notify me of appeal procedures.
Thank you for your assistance.

Sincerely,

[Your name and contact info]
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Remember Your Rights

You have the legal right to access public information. This isn't a favor—it's
the law. Be polite but persistent. Think of yourself as a detective with a

warrant. You're entitled to see the evidence.

Your Research Log

Document your journey. This log becomes your reference and proof of effort.

Consider keeping a physical notebook or digital document to track:

What to Record

Date & Location:

When and where you gathered information

What You Found:

Projects discovered, people met, documents received

Next Steps:
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Follow-up needed, meetings to attend, people to contact

Your Next Concrete Steps

This Week:

1. Complete the digital research stage (seriously, just 5 minutes)
2. Pick ONE physical location to visit
3. Identify ONE meeting to attend this month

This Month:

1. Attend that meeting (remember: just observe first time)
2. Introduce yourself to ONE person working on climate issues

3. File your first public records request (use our template!)

Ongoing:

1. Build your knowledge base meeting by meeting
2. Share what you learn with friends (activism multiplies)

3. Celebrate small wins—showing up IS activism

. Next Resource: Once you've identified local issues, our Time Arithmetic

Guide helps you find sustainable ways to stay involved without burning out.
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