Long-time NESEA zealot and self-proclaimed “troublemaker” John Abrams is cofounder and CEO of South Mountain Company, a 32-year-old employee-owned design/build and renewable energy company in West Tisbury, MA. His book, Companies We Keep: Employee Ownership and the Business of Community and Place, was published in 2008. John will be moderating the Public Forum on Tuesday evening, March 9, the first night of the BuildingEnergy Conference.
Q:  In the past, you have said BE10 conferences "have a certain gestalt."  What aspects of BE10 capture this idea of wholeness or completeness? Why is that important?

A: Good question, but I guess we won't really know the answer until it's over and we're looking back.  I think the BE conferences are always a reflection of the moment at the same time that they are a part of the arc of NESEA's long journey.  Assembling the conferences is a balancing act of the two.  The NESEA community clearly feels that its efforts are finally bearing fruit as climate change has rocketed into the public consciousness and discourse the last few years.  But our country still has not made a wholehearted commitment to solving the most vexing problem in our history, and it remains our job - each and every one of us - to step it up.  BE 10 is an important restorative force - it helps us all to renew our commitment and refine our practices.  


Q: You are moderating this year’s Public Forum on Tuesday night.  One of the topics will be about the power of the Co-Op business model, which has had a major impact in your life. Talk about that.
A: I'm a great believer in the cooperative business model, and cooperatives in general (consumer, producer, worker, housing - they all work for me) because they can be - at their best - true expressions of democracy in action.  I'm very excited about Vineyard Power, a new cooperative that has recently formed here and intends to supply a large fraction of our local electricity using off-shore wind.  In the decades to come we are going to need to learn to collaborate on a grand scale to change the fundamental nature of our economy, and we need more and more models that harness our combined ingenuity.  If we all own the endeavors they have a greater chance of success.  

 

Q: Why do people attend the Public Forum?  What do they get out of the experience?
A: First of all, it's a chance to invite the public into our "lair."  I don't really know to what degree that works, but I do know that the forums have, of late, been kicking off the Building Energy conferences by tackling big issues - sometimes very controversial ones - in an open setting that fosters compelling conversation.  My hope is that all attendees will leave with something new - a new idea, a new perspective, a new approach - and more fire-in-the-belly than they had when they came in and sat down.  


Q: It’s interesting that and organization like NESEA, which has been around for so many years, has not settled comfortably into organizational “middle age.” There are some pretty edgy (even subversive) ideas that will be talked about at the Forum, aren’t there?
A: NESEA's a long haul organization.  It has avoided organizational rigor mortis by always stepping out in front and always riding a little ahead of the wave.  A high point was the National Passive Solar Conference in 1980 in Amherst, but even in the doldrum years of the Reagan nightmare, when 200 or 300 of us would gather at some crappy motel somewhere along the Connecticut River, the many stalwarts never wavered, and never avoided asking the tough questions.  That's what characterizes NESEA - the ability to always look ahead while facing up to current obstacles (of which there have been many).  


Q: What adjectives would you use to describe the Forum, and why?
A: Exciting!  Daunting, in some ways.  I'm thrilled and honored to have the responsibility of moderating this forum.  The panel consists of three thoughtful and accomplished women - Linda Wiggington, Tina Clarke, and Sharon Astyk - who bring diverse and compelling perspectives to the challenges of pursuing a restorative future.  My job is to provide a framework and guide the discussion so everyone walks away inspired, uplifted, and fortified for the work ahead.  


Q: What else will you be up to at BE10?
A: I have another moderating duty - the great solar certification debate - and I will be participating in two sessions in the Whole Systems in Action track, which has been gathering steam in recent years and contributing broad new perspectives to BE 10.   


Q: Do you think BE10 a must-attend conference? Why?
A: If you are involved in energy efficiency and/or renewable energy, if you're from New England, and if you have a heartbeat, you need to be at BE 10.  This is it - the gathering of the year, the place where we form relationships, learn from each other, and share our stories.  
Q: Where would you like to see BE10 or NESEA ten years from now?
A: NESEA has been hard at it for 35 years and has assumed a leadership role through thick and thin.  My aspirations for NESEA are simple:  to continue to lead the way toward the low-energy economy of the future and to never miss an opportunity to exceed even our own expectations.  


For more information, and to register online, visit http://www.nesea.org/buildingenergy/
 

