Michael Norton OBE

The creative city

I want to focus on individuals and how their creativity and energy can be channelled to benefit their communities and their cities. People CAN change the world. And we can and should encourage this.  

People sometimes ask me what is the biggest problem facing the world. Is it poverty? Is it AIDS? Is it conflict and corruption? Is it global warming? Is it the unsustainable depletion of the world’s natural resources? I usually reply that it’s none of these… and that the world’s biggest problem is APATHY. The fact that most people (and that includes most of us too) do little or nothing to address the problems we see around us, except perhaps complain that government ought to be doing something. 

But it is us individuals who really can make a difference; and by doing something we inspire others and we create the pressure for government to act and society to change.

Let’s start by looking at something quite simple… at the litter on the streets. In Finland a journalist was fed up with litter, which she felt showed that nobody cared about the state of the streets. So she came up with the idea of a Litter Movement. She asked people to pledge to pick up at least one piece of litter each day; and also to enrol one other person into the Litter Movement to try to swell the army of litter pickers. Here simple idea addressed an everyday problem that many of us feel quite strongly about.

Other people will have other ideas. Let’s see what Robin Kevan did. Rob is a retired social worker aged 60. He sits at home in Britain’s smallest town (Llanwrytyd Wells) which is just inside Wales, fuming about the messiness of the town’s streets. But Rob decides that he will be the solution. So he goes out every morning armed with a high visibility jacket, a pair of stout gloves, callipers for picking up the rubbish and a supply of black plastic bags. 

Rob just clears the streets, so that they are clean for everyone to enjoy. When he’s done that, he goes home and has his breakfast. He gazes out the window at the Cambrian mountains, and he thinks to himself that the mountains also need cleaning. So he goes out in his car and again does it himself. Word spreads. Rob becomes known as Rob the Rubbish. He is asked to clean up Snowdon, Sca Fell Pike and Ben Nevis, the highest mountains in Wales, England and Scotland. And then finally he is asked to clean up Everest Base Camp – which must be the peak of the litter picking profession. Rob is now thinking about franchising his idea so that every community has a Rob the Rubbish to keep it clean.

My next example is at the other end of the age spectrum. It’s about a 6-year old boy. If you think that doing something is too difficult, be inspired by Ryan’s story.

Ryan Hreljak lives in a blue collar suburb of Toronto. His teacher at school is talking about the fact that many people (over one billion to be exact) do not have access to clean water, and may have to walk miles each day just to bring a headload of dirty water home for their family’s needs. Ryan can’t understand why he can just turn on the tap, whilst they have to endure such hardship. He wants to do something about it. He’d like to build a well, which his teacher thinks might cost around $75. When he gets home, he asks his Mum for $75. No way, she says, we just don’t have that sort of money. He asks his Dad when he gets back from work. No way says his Dad. But Ryan is persistent, so his parents suggest that he should try to earn the money. By cleaning the dishes, by tidying his room, by being good and in lots of other ways. After a few months, Ryan had earned $90 – enough to build his well and have a bit left over to provide lunches for the well-diggers.

He then takes this proudly to WaterCan, the Canadian water charity, who tells him that it actually costs $2,000 to build a well. No matter, says Ryan, I’ll just have to earn more money. 

His parents support his efforts as much as they can. They set up a non-profit, called The Ryan’s Well Foundation. They get everyone they know and a lot of people they don’t know to give or raise money. Eventually Ryan reaches his $2,000 target, and has enough to dig his well. There has been quite a lot of local publicity, and a local company offers to fly Ryan out for the opening. 

But Ryan didn‘t stop there. He became a water activist, inspiring people, especially young people, to help bring clean affordable water to the whole world. Ryan’s foundation has built over 200 wells, and Ryan who is now 16 has become an accomplished public speaker, speaking to young people telling them that they can do something.

Rob and Ryan are quite ordinary people; I hope they don’t mind me saying this. But through doing extraordinary things, they have become extraordinary people. The world is full of people like them… although not all of us recognise that we have the power to make great changes to the world.

To harness this energy to make the world a better place, I suggest that we need to do three things:

1. Encourage people to get involved: We could all start by doing small things in our daily lives that will make a difference to the issues that we really care about.

2. Encourage people to get active: Once we know that we can make a difference, however small, we can think about doing something a bit bigger – we could give our time, use our skills, give money, on our own or possibly with friends or colleagues. We might want to join an organisation, or we could do it all by ourselves. But we should be enjoying it. There’s no point trying to change the world if you aren’t having fun. By the way, there’s an American organisation called Act for Love, which has the strapline: “Change the world and meet your match!“

3. And lastly have our own ideas, plus the confidence to turn those ideas into action. I believe that our ideas are critical to changing the world. You can change the world with your wallet; you can change it with your diary; but you can also change it with your brain.

I have written a book called “365 Ways to Change the World” (published in Australia by Penguin) which seeks to encourage people to get involved, – by giving them an issue for each day of the year with startling facts, inspiring case studies and simple practical actions. To me, encouraging people to take that first step is really important.

In writing this book, I came across a very powerful argument against drinking bottled water. Aside from the pollution and congestion caused by getting the water to you by truck and then disposing of the bottles, the global bottled water industry is worth some $25 billion a year. The UN estimates that it would cost less than this to bring clean water to every human being on the planet. I just can’t bring myself to drink bottled water (not just because I am too mean!). So in restaurants I ask for “local tap” with ice and a slice of lemon. The money I save I put towards water projects in the world. 

The next step for me was to encourage everyone I met to follow my example (and that includes all of you). And then my third step is to launch a brand of bottled water to be called T-A-P, where the bottle will contain no water at all, but will be filled and refilled from the tap. Ideas are seldom truly original; this one evolved from a Dutch brand called NEAU (with echoes of Perrier and Evian). NEAU is also an empty bottle containing NO water. The empty bottle is priced more expensively than mineral water, as the commodity is pretty valueless but that a purchaser of TAP will see value in defining themselves as a saviour of the world – and all proceeds go towards water projects in the world.

If you believe that the world could be better, there’s no point hanging about. Every minute you fail to take action, more carbon dioxide will be being pumped into the atmosphere, more acres of rainforest will be being felled, more people will become HIV positive, more endangered languages will disappear…

So if the time to get started is now. Here are 10 simple things to do all of which WILL make a difference. Why not do ALL of them? None of them involves much effort:
1. Go to the Rainforest Site. Click and donate

This is one of several sites where you can trigger a donation from the site’s sponsor by clicking on an icon. Your click today will save one square metre of rainforest. It won’t cost YOU a penny. Tomorrow you can save another square metre. Ten of you can save land nearly the size of a football pitch a year. That’s at www.therainforestsite.com 

2. Collect your spare change

Get hold of a large jar to use as a collecting box. Every night empty your pockets of spare change. You decide which coins to keep for tomorrow and which to put in your collecting box. You will be amazed at how much you can collect without even noticing. Find a project that really interests you, and donate your savings to it.

3. Change someone’s life

If you’re stuck for ideas for what to give to, why not lend your money to an entrepreneur in a developing country to help them set up a business? Quite a small amount of money can make a huge difference. And it’s exciting to give your support directly to help one person. What’s more, once they have made a success of their enterprise, they will repay your loan. You can then get your money back, or decide to lend it to somebody else. That’s at www.kiva.org 

4. Fill a shoebox

Next time you buy a pair of shoes, keep the shoebox. Fill this up with educational supplies: pens, pencils, paper, notebooks, markers, rulers, whatever. You can give these, buy these, beg for them or even steal them. Then find someone who is going to a poor country where the schools just do not have enough money. Ask them to donate your shoebox to a school when they are there. you will be helping provide a class with a better education.

5. Give blood

Give blood and you could save a life. The hospital service needs blood for operations and emergencies. And whilst you’re about it, become an organ donor. Or even donate your body to medical research. If you don’t know how to do any of this, ask your doctor.

6. Recycle your old spectacles

In the rich world, we have the latest designer frames and two-pairs-for-the-price-of-one special offers. In the developing world, 200 million people live their lives in a haze of half-sight, too poor to have an eye test or buy a pair of spectacles. Your old specs could become a window to a bright new world for someone else. Donate your old spectacles. Start a collection in your community or at your office. Organisations such as Unite for Sight or Vision Aid Overseas will send them to where they’re needed. www.uniteforsight.org and www.vao.org.uk 

7. Lick global warming

We can all see the evidence of climate change around us. Heat waves, droughts, rising tides, melting glaciers, bleached coral, earlier seasons… World leaders have described global warming as “the single most important issue we face as a global community”. But nothing will happen unless we do something. A first step is for you personally to pledge to reduce your own carbon emissions. Make a pledge right now to reduce your emissions by a tonne a year. Go to www.lickglobalwarming.org/pledge.cfm to find out how.

8. Make a Good Gift

It’s Christmas… or it’s someone’s birthday’s next week. And you don’t know what to get them. Maybe they’ve got all they need. Maybe they never like what you choose. Here’s the perfect answer. Buy a Good Gift. Their birthday gift could be a goat for a widow in Rwanda. They’ll really like it, as it will help transform someone’s life. The even better news is that they won’t have to look after the goat. The Good Gifts Catalogue is full of exciting gift ideas that will help change the world. www.goodgifts.org
9. Link up your computer

You’re hooked up to broadband. Most of the day your computer is doing nothing, when it could be helping solve an important problem – like the structure for an effective AIDS vaccine, or climate prediction that tries to model the impact of global warming, or even whether extra-terrestrial life exists. These problems are too large to be solved by one single computer. Enter the idea of distributed networks – thousands of computers all over the world working together to solve these problems when they would otherwise be idle. Join a distributed network. Go to www.distributedcomputing.info and sign up for one of their active projects.

10. Join with others to change the world

On your own, you can do something. But with 99 others, you will be able to do 100 times as much, and probably a lot more. This is where the PledgeBank comes in. You have an idea for changing the world. You make a pledge to do it – but only if other people pledge to do it too. When the required number of pledges have been made, all of you then do what you have promised. So put your own idea on the PledgeBank, or sign up to somebody else’s pledge. www.pledgebank.org 

And there are another 355 ideas in my book… and lots more for future editions.

If we are concerned about the future of our cities, our strategy should be to encourage active communities – which means encouraging people to take that crucial first step, to pick up that one piece of litter, to get started and to find that they really can make a difference. You never know where their journey might lead. Small actions can lead to bigger actions. Change has to start somewhere with someone; and we need people with ideas and enthusiasm if even the simplest problems are to be addressed.

So as planners and policy makers we should be investing in individuals and their ideas. I call this the three I’s of social change.

So let me tell you about what we have done in the UK. We were able to get £100 million from our national lottery to endow a foundation, which makes awards to individuals with ideas where there is some public benefit. We operate only in the UK, but we are keen to encourage others in other countries to start something similar. We are currently focussed on setting up something similar in India.

People come to us with their ideas; we assess the person rather than their idea; but the idea must be feasible. We then give them up to £5,000 towards their project costs plus 6 days of support from our staff team. The support is often more important than the money, as is the networking of our award winners who find perhaps for the first time that there are other crazy people out there with their own crazy ideas.

Here are a few of the ideas we have supported:

READ: a group of university students discovered that schools lock away their old textbooks, when new editions are published, but that these can be used in developing countries which have a similar curriculum. So they persuaded schools to unlock their cupboards and donate the books, which are then shipped to Tanzania.

Green Knickers: two art students decided to launch an ethical fashion range, using kind silk, organic cotton and hemp mixes. The knickers have a twist; they have slogans such as “Do something about global warming”, and imaginative designs, such as a globe printed with heat-sensitive dyes so that as the knickers warm up (when they are put on) the blue sea rises to swamp the brown land.

Sing London: a festival of singing across London, which had more than 100 events including flashmobs and a complaints choir (like the Litter Movement, another idea from Finland).

MyBnk: where school students run their own bank. This encourage saving and the students borrow money to invest in a small enterprise – this gives hands on education in financial literacy and develops enterprise skills. 

The Nag: an on-line magazine nagging you to do something about your unsustainable living practices. The first action was to switch to green electricity.

We make around 1,000 awards each year. We also make around 50 Level 2 awards of £20,000, enough for people to work on their project full time. And then there are Level 3 awards, where we provide consultancy and possibly some financial support to scale a project up. For example, someone came to us with the idea of using some educational software which they had developed to encourage literacy and numeracy in after school clubs. They now run 500 clubs, and a Level 3 award will help them franchise the idea and get to 5,000 clubs.

We are particularly keen to support people from poorer communities and others such as refugees. I firmly believe that these awards provide the most cost effective way of creating change. 

It is not either/or. You do not have to give up funding projects and programmes. You could just transfer a part of your funding to supporting individuals; and we could help you with this by sharing our working methods and experience.

Our foundation is called UnLtd (pronounced Un-Limited) and you can find us at www.unltd.org.uk
I want to end with these few thoughts:

1. Active cities are better than passive cities. So do whatever you can to encourage and support people to get active.

2. Invest in individuals with ideas. Margaret Mead the anthropologist said: “Never doubt that a group of thoughtful committed citizens can change the world; indeed it is the only thing that ever has.” Or the old Quaker proverb: “It is better to light a single candle than to curse the darkness.” Give people the chance to make a difference.

And finally, I’ll tell you a story (only of half of which is true). It’s about used batteries.

In the UK, about 22,000 tonnes of batteries are thrown away each year. These contain toxic chemicals which really should not end up in the rubbish – which may go to a landfill, and all the chemicals will leach out into the soil and the water table. 

The batteries in my remote had just run out, and there wasn’t anywhere local to take them for recycling. So I put them on a shelf in my kitchen whilst I decided what to do. I knew better than to throw them in the trash. Every morning when I came down for breakfast, the batteries looked at me seeming to say “Do something”. So I found an empty cigar box which I put them in. This began to fill up. But it did not solve the problem.

I talked to lots of people, all of whom had exactly the same problem. My next step was to do something. I persuaded the manager of my local supermarket to place a battery recycling point between the checkout and the car park, with the promise that I would take away the batteries on a regular basis. I pointed out that the supermarket could get a lot of good publicity and more people would be encouraged to shop there.

The idea worked. I had a vision of battery recycling points all over the country – the first recycling point being the model for achieving this. I see myself as a global battery guru, achieving “world domination” as a battery recycler. 

The real lessons of this story are that if there is a problem, there is probably a solution waiting to be found. And somebody has to do something about it. That somebody could be you.
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